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INTRODUCTION
Following the modernisation and industrialisation processes, the first public pension programs
were introduced in Europe at the end of the 19th century. As a matter of fact, by the end of the
Second World War, most Western European countries had introduced some systems of old age
protection either with the objective of protecting workers with social insurance schemes, or
with the objective of preventing poverty in old-age with social assistance schemes. (World
Bank 2014) The post-war Golden Age era is then marked by a massive expansion of pension
schemes representing the “largest extension in developed capitalist democracies of politically
constructed rights”. (Pierson 2001c) These systems have subsequently faced numerous
economic, demographic and labour market-related pressures during the ‘post-industrial’ times.
Moreover, single-pillar countries relying on large public pay-as-you-go financing models were
starting to gradually face up to the maturation of their system. (World Bank 2014) From the
1990s onwards, reforms started to take place in the single-pillar countries. Despite the
complexity of reforming such systems, we can observe deep retrenchment parametric reforms
being adopted as well as structural ones. The latter has mainly taken the form of a movement
towards multi-pillar systems in almost all countries.
The Belgian system, having developed a generous public earnings-related pay-as-you-go
system during the Golden Age, has also followed this gradual path of multi-pillarization. It
currently has three (even four) pillars. While Belgium initially focused on fiscal consolidation
strategies and on pre-funding the costs of demographic ageing in order to keep the system in
place, as budget surpluses were not forthcoming, it then had to turn to labour market reforms
before finally considering direct reforms of the pension system in recent years. (Bayenet et al.
2019, Vandenbroucke 2020) Despite this process of reform and budgetary restrictions that
began in the early 1990s, the Belgian pension system faces major financial sustainability
problems and a “nuanced” social performance. (Commission de réforme des pensions 20202040; 2014) Pension expenses represented 10.6% of GDP in 2019. Estimates are 12%, 13.5%
and 13.3% for 2025, 2040 and 2070 respectively. The demographic dependency ratio is
estimated to increase by 57% and the socio-economic dependency ratio by 33% by 2070 which
is considerable. (Conseil supérieur des finances 2020) In order to better represent the cost of
this, an adjustment by contributions alone would lead to a 20% increase by 2040 when an
adjustment by pension benefits alone would lead to a 12% decrease by 2040. (Hindriks and
Baurin 2019) The financial sustainability of the system is a major issue and is linked to the
1

social sustainability of the system. Indeed, a performant pension system must be able to protect
current pensioners against the risks of old-age, but also future generations. (Commission de
réforme des pensions 2020-2040; 2014) In terms of social performance, we observe that
Belgium ranks in the European average when it comes to the risk of poverty among older
people, while the overall generosity of the pension benefits is rather low. (Conseil supérieur
des finances 2020, European Commssion 2018a) However, these general observations also
hide striking inequalities among the different pension regimes that exist in Belgium for civil
servants, employees and the self-employed. (Commission de réforme des pensions 2020-2040;
2014)
In the face of these substantial issues, the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission composed
of 12 independent experts from different backgrounds submitted its report in 2014 and
advocated for a new “structural and reliable social contract” including the introduction of a
points-based pension system. More than six years later, however, we observe that no structural
reform of the Belgian pension system has been achieved during the legislature of the Michel
government despite a commitment to this end and that the De Croo government’s agreement
of October 2020 mainly contains parametric expansionary pension reforms, raising serious
doubts about the willingness and ability of the current government to implement far-reaching
reforms during the current legislature. Despite the “absolute emergency”, it thus seems difficult
to implement structural pension reforms in Belgium. (Devolder and Hindriks 2019) The present
thesis aims to provide some answers to the following research question: “How to explain the
inability to implement structural reforms in Belgium from 2014 to 2020?”. To this end, we
adopt a political science approach by analysing the dynamics surrounding pension reforms.
Despite the fact that pension issues are highly technical and extensively analysed by
economists, decisions taken in the field of pension reforms are in fine always the consequence
of agent’s decisions and therefore respond to political dynamics and are not the direct
consequence of impersonal macro-economic forces. Hence the contribution of political science
if we want to understand the decisions taken in this field.
In order to analyse the politics of pensions for the period 2014-2020, we use a process-tracing
approach. This allows us to trace the different sequences of the Belgian political process during
this period by distinguishing the stages of electoral campaigns and elections, the stages of
government formation and agreement and the policy-making process during the legislature.
The influence of different actors is analysed, namely government coalitions, opposition parties,
social partners and experts. This qualitative study was carried out mainly through the analysis
2

of the different electoral programs, the media interventions of the different actors, the available
official reports and the history of all the events related to pensions during this period on Frenchspeaking and Dutch-speaking public news websites.
This thesis is articulated around four main chapters. The first chapter introduces our topic by
presenting pensions in Europe in a comparative perspective. After an analytical and conceptual
framework focusing on the different ways of financing, managing and calculating pensions as
well as on the concepts of ‘pillars’ and ‘tiers’, the chapter compares the different current
pension systems that co-exist in Europe using main figures. The generosity of the different
systems is outlined as well as their capacity to reduce poverty and to maintain income in oldage. We then compare the policy trajectories of pension systems throughout the twentieth
century, reviewing the Bismarckian and Beveridgean original models, their massive expansion
during the Golden Age followed by times of crisis and reform. The end of the first chapter is
then dedicated to the political economic theories of welfare states and pension reforms in times
of expansion and retrenchment. Convinced that each theoretical approach in particular can shed
light on precise dynamics but cannot enable us to understand a particular situation in all its
complexity, we adopt a pluralistic theoretical approach. Institutional theories (political
institutions and policy legacies), partisan politics, political competition and interest groups as
well as the potential impact of experts and discourses developed in this last part of our first
chapter proved to be essential in the development of our different hypotheses.
The second chapter dives into our case study namely Belgium. We first describe the current
Belgium pension system and architecture based on three (or even four) pillars as well as the
different reforms introduced since the 1900s. We focus in particular on the first pillar and the
three existing pension regimes for employees, self-employed and civil servants. The eligibility
requirements, funding methods and benefit formula in the three regimes are discussed. The
current architecture of the system and its recent reforms allow us to understand the difficulties
of implementing structural reforms adopting a historical-institutional approach. The second
part of our second chapter focuses on the Belgian consociational institutions, fragmented party
system and government formation stage in the decision-making process in order to give more
insight on the potential role of partisan politics, political competition, interest groups as well
as political institutions may have for our case study.
The third and fourth chapters complete the thesis with our empirical research dedicated to the
politics of pensions in Belgium from 2014 to 2020. The third chapter introduces the fourth
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chapter by outlining our problem exposure, hypotheses and research methodology whereas the
fourth and final chapter provides our results using the different sequences of the Belgian
political process identified for the period 2014-2020. During the two federal election
campaigns of 2014 and 2019, the electoral programs of all parties allow us to describe the
proposals of the different political parties on the subject of pensions and reveal the relevance
of the left-right socio-economic cleavage as well as the linguistic divide in the analysis of the
positions of the different parties on this subject. Secondly, the analysis of the government
formation and agreement stage, in 2014 and 2019-2020, following the elections allows us to
study the impact that the composition of the governing coalition may have on the resulting
agreement. The types of parties in the coalition and their number as well as their fragmentation
along the left-right and linguistic cleavages seem to be relevant dimensions for the types of
pension reforms proposed in the government agreement. Finally, for the 2014-2018 legislature
phase, a sequential analysis of the different events relating to pensions based on agreements at
the Council of ministers, parliamentary debates, social concertation moments, trade union's
actions and expert's interventions was carried out and allowed us to identify four explanatory
factors related to the failure of the Michel government to implement a structural pension reform
based on a point-based pension system. These factors are related to the strategy adopted by the
government, the role of the opposition parties, the influence of the trade unions and finally the
role of the experts and the report of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission. Discourses
and communication used by these different actors also seem to be decisive in their ability to
convince and mobilise.

4

CHAPTER 1 – PENSIONS IN EUROPE IN A COMPARATIVE
PERSPECTIVE
1.

Introduction

Before discussing the Belgian case in detail in the following chapters, this first chapter situates
the Belgian pension system in a comparative perspective. The different systems of old age
protection in Europe are presented and particular attention is paid to traditional Bismarckian
pension systems.
To do so, the following section of this chapter opens the toolbox with a conceptual framework
to present the main dimensions that a pension system can adopt. To this end, the different ways
of financing, managing and calculating pensions are reviewed as well as their implications. We
also introduce the concepts of pension “pillars” and “tiers”.
The third section compares the different current pension systems that co-exist in Europe using
main figures. This allows us to situate the Belgian system in relation to other European
countries in terms of expenditure and generosity. Furthermore, we situate the Belgian pension
system in relation to the two main functions that a pension system should have according to
the European Union, namely poverty prevention and income maintenance in old age.
The fourth section of this first chapter adopts a historical perspective by presenting the
comparative policy trajectories of pension systems throughout the 20 th century. Belgium is one
of the countries that originally adopted a Bismarckian model, which developed considerably
during the Golden Age before undergoing significant exogenous and endogenous pressures
from the end of the 1970s onwards, gradually having to implement successive reforms and
develop a second and third pillar in order to take on the structure it has today.
The last part of this chapter is devoted to the different political economic theories relating to
the expansion and retrenchment phases of the welfare state and pensions in particular.
Convinced that each theoretical approach in particular can shed light on precise dynamics but
cannot enable us to understand a particular situation in all its complexity, we adopt a pluralistic
approach in this thesis.
This first chapter gives us a better understanding of the dynamics surrounding pension reforms.
It allows us to realise that the decisions that are taken in the field of pension reforms are the
consequence of agents' decisions and therefore respond to political dynamics and are not
5

directly the consequence of impersonal macro-economic forces. Hence the contribution of
political science if we want to understand the decisions taken in this field, despite the fact that
the subject is highly technical and analysed extensively by economists.

6

2.

Conceptual and analytical framework

2.1.

Different ways of financing, managing and calculating pensions

In order to build up a taxonomy of the different pension systems, we identify three relevant
dimensions: the financing method, the way resources are managed and finally the way benefits
are calculated.1 (Jessoula 2020)
First of all, two standard methods exist to finance pension systems. Pension systems may be
financed by the general budget of the state. In this case, since the state budget is built on taxes,
indirectly they finance pensions. Another way to finance pensions is through pension
contributions. In this case contributions are collected to finance pensions, specifically. The
financing method of a pension system is already a good indicator of the pension-type and tells
us more about the population group that is targeted. Social pensions and basic pensions are
typically financed through the general budget of the state. Social pension are social assistance
programs. Their aim is to tackle elderly poverty through means-tested flat rate benefits and
thus target especially people who did not participate to the labour market or did not reach the
contributory requirements to benefit from a social insurance pension. Basic pensions are
universalistic pensions and cover all citizens who reached the pensionable age. Their goals are
also poverty protection. Pension systems financed through the general budget of the state are
thus very redistributive and aim to protect against poverty in old age. Pension systems financed
through contributions for their part follow the social insurance principle and are targeted to
workers who reached the pensionable age and the contribution requirements. Their main goal,
rather than poverty protection is more a protection against the risks of old age. Such systems
try to ensure a certain level of income in old age compared to income from work.
Once resources are extracted from the population through general taxation or through pension
contributions, they must be managed. When resources are collected through taxes, they are part
of the state budget. Policy makers decide how to allocate pensions and direct transfers operate.
When resources are collected through contributions, management is more complex and policy
makers decide how to manage the collected contributions. One way to operate is to use the
collected contribution to finance current pensions. This method is the pay-as-you-go (PAYG)
method. With this method intergenerational redistribution operates because current

1

The structure of this part is based Jessoula, M. (2020), Pension policy and politics [Powerpoint presentation],
in, SECS-P/03: Comparative Welfare States, Milan. (University lectures)
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contributions finance current pensions. In the other method, the (pre) funded method, resources
are not used to finance current pension benefits but they are invested in a pension fund and
converted into an annuity at the age of retirement to finance pensions of the previously
contributors. In this method, in theory no intergenerational redistribution operates.
Finally, pension benefits may be calculated in different ways. In cases of basic pensions and
social pensions, pension benefits are flat rated and thus quite easy to calculate. When pensions
are financed through contributions, the calculation of the benefits is more complex. Pension
benefits may be earnings-related are contributions-related. In the first method, in order to
maintain a certain level of previous income from work, pension benefits are calculated by
taking into consideration the last years of work in the pension formula. When benefits are
contribution-related, the entire period of contribution is taken into consideration for the
calculation of the benefits and not only the last career period where wages are generally higher
than at the beginning of the career.
While basic pensions and social pensions form the main tax-financed pension systems, a
relevant typology of contribution-financed pension systems can be obtained by crossing
methods of financing and benefit calculation like illustrated in table 1.1.
Table 1.1. Contributory pension schemes, typology

Source: Jessoula (2020)
Earnings-related pension schemes are managed through a direct transfer of resources between
the working labour force and the pensioners and benefits are calculated according to the last
earnings from work. An important transfer between generations thus operates in these kinds of
schemes. Redistribution mechanisms within generations are also often incorporated in the
benefit pension formula. Such systems were introduced in numerous countries during the
Golden Age in Western Europe. The ultimate goal of such a system is to maintain a certain
level of previous earnings from work. During the Golden Age and in times of economic growth,
8

high employment rate and few pensioners, the system is financially sustainable. However, after
the Golden Age, in times of economic recession, low employment rate and increasing old age
dependency ratio, the system faces a risk of budget deficit. In order to fulfil the implicit promise
of the pension benefits, this type of pension system can hardly be adjusted by lowering the
pension benefits. A large number of countries that had adopted this kind of pension system
have increased the contribution rate in order to maintain the level of pension benefits.
Nevertheless, such parametric reforms are not sustainable in the long term and structural
reforms must be put in place in order to tackle the impact of the economic, demographic and
labour market challenges as well as the consequences of the maturation of the system after the
Golden Age. (Bovenberg 2002)
Defined contribution pension schemes work in the opposite way to the typology presented
above. Indeed, benefits are here linked to contributions and the pension system is managed on
a funded way (private or public). More precisely, contributions are accumulated in an
individual account and then invested on the financial market. At the age of retirement, the
accumulated amount is transformed into an annuity by taking the average life expectancy into
account. These kinds of systems are not redistributive at all between generations and within
generations. The major difference between a defined contribution pension system and earnings
related pension schemes is that the risk is here taken by individuals and not the system in case
of negative trades on the financial market, increase in life expectancy or high inflation rates
because there is no promise on the future level of pensions. Indeed, the adjustment mechanism
is here the level of benefits because the contribution level is defined. On the other side, such a
system can never default and is by definition financially sustainable. (Bovenberg 2002)
Contribution related or notional defined benefit pension schemes are currently in place in Italy,
Sweden and Latvia for example. They combine the way resources are managed in an earning
related pension scheme with the benefit calculation principles of a defined contribution pension
scheme. Indeed, the pay as you go (PAYG) principle ensures that current pensions are paid by
the active labour force. Nevertheless, a virtual individual account ensures on the other side that
pensions are paid in accordance with virtual accumulated contributions throughout the career.
More precisely, once a person decides to retire, his pension will be paid by the contributions
of the current labour force and will be paid according to the accumulation of virtual
contributions, life expectancy, age of retirement and a valorisation rate. Contributions are not
invested like for defined contribution schemes. The valorisation rate is thus an arbitrary
indexation established by the government. Frequent examples are GDP growth and wage
9

growth. In contrast to an earnings-related pension scheme, a notional defined benefit pension
scheme adjusts automatically to external factors like economic, demographic and labour
market evolutions. The risk is here carried by individuals and not by the system. In case of
negative trends, the level of future pensions is automatically adjusted downwards. This can
raise questions of pension adequacy if pensions are too low. (Börsch-Supan 2003)
Finally, defined benefit pension systems also combine elements of earnings-related pension
schemes and defined contribution pension schemes but in the opposite way. These kinds of
schemes are very rare or even non-existent nowadays but represented the basic model of private
institutions before the 1980s. In these kinds of schemes, a specific pension benefit is contracted
and promised in exchange of a certain level of contributions defined according to assumptions
on returns on investment. The risk here could be for example that average returns are finally
lower than in the assumptions. Even like for the earnings-related pension schemes, the typical
adjustment would be an increase in contribution rate because a promise has been done on the
pension level benefits. In these kinds of schemes, we face intergeneration risk sharing. Indeed,
when returns on the financial market are low, contributions increase and a transfer operates
from the working population and the firm to the pensioners. When returns are high, the working
population benefits from lower contributions. (Bovenberg 2002)
2.2.

Pension pillars and tiers

As mentioned further in this thesis, while in the initial phase the national pension systems
pursued unique objectives on a Bimarckian or Beveridgean tradition, following the Second
World War and during the expansionary phase of the welfare states, the different systems
became more complex by incorporating different objectives in their pension systems while
remaining faithful to their original tradition. In 1994, the World Bank advocated for pension
systems comprising different objectives organised around three pillars: (i) a first pillar with as
objective poverty prevention in old-age via public PAYG schemes with minimum guarantees,
(ii) a second pillar in order to maintain a certain level of income from work in old age through
funded and/or earnings-related schemes, (iii) a third pillar topping up the first two pillars via
personal savings plans for people for whom pillar one and two are not sufficient. (World Bank
1994) Later, the World bank further elaborated its concept of pillars by proposing a conceptual
framework for pension system structures based on five pillars: (i) pension benefits without
contribution requirements under the form of universal pensions, (ii) contributory pensions
under the form of conventional DB systems, basic pensions, point systems or NDC systems,
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(iii) mandated defined contribution systems under the form of fully funded DC systems, (iv)
and finally a non-financial pillar including family support, social services, home-ownership
and other non-financial assets contributing against risks in old age. (World Bank 2008, 2014)
The OECD on its side organises its typology around three “tiers”. Two mandatory tiers with a
first tier generating retirement income independently from past earnings levels with as
objective poverty prevention in old-age and a second tier (public or private) which is an
earnings-related component of the system with as objective a certain level of income
maintenance from previous earnings from work. The third tier comprises voluntary personal
and/or employer’s provided provisions in order to “topping-up” the first two tiers.
We will use the terms of “pillars” and “tiers” to describe pension systems. Let us clarify their
use by using Immergut’s and Anderson’s clever interpretation of these terms. The term “pillar”
indicates whether the pension program is situated in the public sector (first pillar), the
occupational sector (second pillar) or the individual private sector (third pillar) end therefore
refers to the pension provider. Besides the pension provider, pension systems cover different
functions. This refers to the three different “tiers”: a guaranteed minimum to all old age persons
in need (first tier) via a means test or a basic pension, status maintenance (second tier) with
pensions proportionate to the paid contribution, finally the third tier is a “topping-up” of
pensions benefits typically through returns on investments or personal savings. (Immergut and
Anderson 2007) The second section of chapter 2 describes the Belgian pension system by using
this classification.
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3.

Pensions in Europe: main figures

3.1.

Generosity of pension systems: five clusters of countries

Advanced industrial countries spend a lot on social security. Figure 1.1 reveals that European
Union (EU-27) member states have spent on average 26,7% of their gross domestic product
(GDP) on social protection benefits in 2018. However, this percentage varies greatly from
country to country and while France spent 31.4% of its GDP on social security in 2018, Ireland
spent only 13.6%. Belgium ranks eighth with 27,3% of its GDP devoted to social protection.
(Eurostat website)
Figure 1.1. Expenditure on social protection benefits, 2018 (%, relative to GDP)

Source: Eurostat (online data code : spr_exp_sum)
When considering the different functions of social protection (table 1.2) one can see that
expenses for the old age and survivor’s functions are by far the highest in all European Union
(EU-27) countries except Ireland. Then come the following functions in decreasing order in
terms of public expenditures: sickness and healthcare, family and children, disability,
unemployment, housing and social exclusion. 46,4% of total social protection benefits
expenditures was spent on old-age and survivor’s pensions in 2018 on average in EU countries.
Nine countries spent more than 50% of their social spending on pensions, with only three
countries spending less than 40%. Belgium, for its part, is close to the European average by
devoting 46,7% to pensions.2 (Eurostat 2020)

2

2018 data are used here from Eurostat in order to have comparative data. More recent data are available for
Belgium by the Belgian study committee on ageing established in July 2020. Pension expenses represented 10,6%
of GDP in 2019. Estimations are 12%, 13,5% and 13,3% for 2025, 2040 and 2070 respectively in the reference
scenario. (Conseil supérieur des finances 2020)
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Table 1.2. Expenditure on social protection benefits, 2018 (%, relative to GDP)

Source: Eurostat (online data code : spr_exp_sum)
In 2014, the World Bank highlighted five groups of countries with regard to the generosity and
sustainability of their pension systems based on three dimensions: (i) “pension benefit
generosity”, (ii) “average expected years in retirement” and (iii) the “expected growth of
working-age population over the next four years”. (Figure 1.2) The first two dimensions are
important determinants of the proportion of GDP spent on pension programs and are presented
on the horizontal axis and vertical axis respectively. The third dimension is illustrated by the
size of the bubbles: the greater the bubbles, the more the working-age population is expected
to grow and vice versa. Belgium is included in the “High-Income Generous Spenders” group
of countries characterised by long average expected years in retirement, generous pension
benefits3 and a contracting working age population. The sustainability of the generous pension
systems of this group of countries is therefore to be questioned in light of demographic
forecasts. (World Bank 2014)

3

Nevertheless, as we will see later, generosity in terms of pension benefits does not characterise the legal Belgian
pension system, especially for the self-employed, salaried workers and contractual civil servants.
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Figure 1.2. Pension benefit generosity and working-age population growth in Europe and
Central Asia

Source: World Bank (2014, p. 9)
The World Bank (2014) measures the pension benefit generosity dimension as the ratio of
average pension to GDP per capita. In the 2018 Pension Adequacy Report of the European
Commission (2018) we can read that in 2015, this ratio was more than 65% for Belgium and
is ranked 10th in the EU-28 countries.4
The 2017 Economic Policy Committee’s Ageing Working Group reported retirement durations
for men and women in Belgium of 20,8 and 24,4 years respectively in 2017 and are estimated
to decrease following the introduction of the postponement of the legal retirement age in 2025
(66 years) and 2030 (67 years) influencing positively the contributory periods before increasing
again and reaching 24,3 years and 27,5 years respectively for men and women in 2070. (Bureau
fédéral du plan 2017)
In order to illustrate the growth of the working age population of Belgium in the following
years, the recent report established by the study committee on ageing from July 2020 taking
the COVID-19 crisis into consideration in its hypothesis provides the following demographic
dependency ratio and socio-economic dependency ratio for Belgium.5 (Figure 1.3)

4

In its five cluster’s typology, the World Bank considers pension benefits as generous when benefits are around
50% of GDP per capita or higher. (World Bank 2014)
5
For detailed data on the latest Belgium demographic projections, see the July 2020 study committee on ageing
report, Table 4. (Conseil supérieur des finances 2020)
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Figure 1.3. Dependency ratios. Index: year 2019 = 100

Source: Conseil supérieur des finances (2020, p. 34).
We can see that the demographic dependency ratio is estimated to increase by 57% and the
socio-economic dependency ratio by 33% which is considerable.6 (Conseil supérieur des
finances 2020)
3.2.

The capacity of pension systems in reducing poverty and maintaining
income in old age

With its 15th principle in the third chapter on social protection and inclusion, the European
pillar of social rights emphasis the broad vision of the European Union on social protection and
inclusion: “Workers and the self-employed in retirement have the right to a pension
commensurate to their contributions and ensuring an adequate income. Women and men shall
have equal opportunities to acquire pension rights. Everyone in old age has the right to
resources that ensure living in dignity.” (European Commission 2017) Two main objectives
thus underpin old age pension systems in developed countries in Europe. First of all, pension
programs are a key factor in reducing poverty among older people knowing that pensions are
the main source of income among the elderly. Other sources of income for the elderly are
income from work, investments income, survivor’s pensions and private pensions. (European
Commission 2018a). Main contributors of this objective in a pension system are mechanisms
which introduce redistribution in the system such as flat-rate benefits, minimum pension rights
6

The differences in dependency ratios between the 2019 and 2020 CEV reports are linked to a modification in
the fertility hypothesis influencing the demographic prospects and not to the COVID-19 crisis. (Conseil supérieur
des finances 2020)
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and income safety nets for the elderly. (World Bank 2014) Since the introduction of the first
pension systems in the beginning of the twentieth century, this goal has largely been achieved
in most of Western European countries if we compare indicators of relative poverty of people
over 65 with the rest of the population. As shown in figure 1.4, in 1987 most of these countries
reported an average relative poverty gap between the elderly and the rest of the population
close to zero. This ratio even tended to be negative for a lot of countries by 2004. (LIS 2013)
Figure 1.4. Gap between elderly poverty and poverty in the general population in 12 of the
European countries, 1987 and 2004

Source: World Bank (2014, p. 29) on LIS data
The 2018 pension adequacy report confirms this trend of downward poverty and social
exclusion for elderly people. (European Commission 2018a) Indeed, as indicated in figure 1.5,
over the last years the old age-poverty and social exclusion indicator (AROPE)7 has been
decreasing to reach 18,2% in 2016. The ratio tends to be lower than the AROPE rate of persons
under 65 of age. At the European level, older people are less at risk of monetary poverty than
working age people. Belgium follows the same trend. From 2005 to 2014, the at-risk-ofpoverty rate (AROP)8 for people aged 65 and over decreased significantly from 23,2% to
15,2%. After 2014 the rate remained stable at the same level as the rate for the rest of the
population. In 2017, last data available from the EU-SILC 2018 data, 16,6% of people over 65
7

“At risk of poverty or social exclusion, abbreviated as AROPE, corresponds to the sum of persons who are
either at risk of poverty, or severely materially deprived or living in a household with a very low work intensity.
Persons are only counted once even if they are present in several sub-indicators. The AROPE rate, the share of
the total population which is at risk of poverty or social exclusion, is the headline indicator to monitor the EU
2020 Strategy poverty target.” (Eurostat 2020)
8
“The at-risk-of-poverty rate is the share of people with an equivalised disposable income (after social transfer)
below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60 % of the national median equivalised disposable income
after social transfers.” (Eurostat 2020)
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remained at risk of poverty according to the indicator compared to 16,4% for the rest of the
population. (Eurostat website) Nevertheless, the AROP rate does not include disposable
income and home ownership. Knowing those sources of income are particularly present in
Belgium among the older population, these statistical results must be mitigated in their
interpretation. Including home ownership in the indicator, the risk of poverty among the elderly
would be substantially lower than the rest of the population (9,8% and 16,3% respectively).
(Conseil supérieur des finances 2020)
Figure 1.5. At-risk-of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE) rate by age group and sex in the
EU, 2008-2016

Source: European Commission (2018a, p. 28) on Eurostat data
In addition to the objective of reducing poverty among the elderly, a pension system also has
the objective of income maintenance/replacement. Measures aimed at maintaining a certain
level of income in line with working life are mainly targeted at middle- and high-income
populations, in contrast to the redistribution mechanisms present in pension systems that target
more precarious populations. Pension systems in which benefits are calculated in proportion to
the last earnings of working life mainly contribute to this second objective. (World Bank 2014)
As indicated in figure 1.6, the 2018 pension adequacy report of the European Union reports a
comparison of the median income of older people with the rest of the population based on
Eurostat data. Across the 28 European Union member states, the median disposable income of
those aged 65 and above was 7 percent lower than for people aged below 65. For Belgium, the
median disposable income of those aged above 65 was in 2016 76% of the median disposable
income of the younger population group.
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Figure 1.6. Relative median income of older people, by gender, 2016

Source: European Commission (2018a, p. 36) on Eurostat data
The OECD established models capable of analysing the emphasis placed on redistribution
and/or income maintenance by calculating the correlation between expected benefit
entitlements as a percentage of economy-wide average wage and pre-retirement earnings
relative to average wage. Figure 1.7 illustrates this correlation. The steeper the line, the higher
the emphasis on income replacement. The flatter the line, the bigger the emphasis on
redistribution. The public Belgian pension system provides less income maintenance but high
redistribution. This can be explained by important mechanisms of redistribution in the Belgian
pension model. Recent reforms have more focused on minimum pensions, minimum
calculation basis and social assistance than on measures targeting replacement rates for higher
income population groups. Combining contributions proportional to earnings but uncapped
with benefits also calculated on an earnings-related basis but capped, also highly contributes
to the redistribution character of the Belgian public pension system. (European Commission
2015).
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Figure 1.7. Link between pre-retirement earnings and benefit entitlements as reflected in
pension system design in selected European Countries

Source : World Bank (2014, p. 30) on data data from the OECD Pension Modelling Team,
using methodology from the OECD series Pension at a Glance
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4.

Comparative policy trajectories of pension systems throughout

the 20th century
This section presents the comparative policy trajectories of pension systems in Europe during
the 20th century, concentrating especially on Bismarckian models of protection in old age. The
scientific literature generally agrees on different phases: (1) its genesis and consolidation in
1880 - 1945, (ii) its massive expansion in 1945-1975, (iii) the beginning of its structural crisis
in 1975-1990 followed by (iv) reform pressures from 1990 to the present day.
4.1.

1880 – 1945: The Bismarckian and Beveridgean original models and their

consolidation
Before the modernisation process and industrialisation, no formal protection against risks of
old age was guaranteed by the welfare state. The welfare state and associated social protection
are thus relatively new and date back from the late ninetieth century. In rural times, the social
environment ensured powerful solidarity mechanisms and risks of old age were less present.
Typical extended families in which different generations coexisted, small local communities
and churches ensured inter- and intra- family welfare provisions. More important, old age as a
distinct phase of life did not exist and agricultural workers continued working in old age at a
lower pace and with family protection. With the development of industrialisation and
associated urbanisation, social risks emerged. Aside from risks of injuries, sickness,
unemployment, risks of old age became more and more present. Indeed, with industrialisation,
workers left their local agricultural communities for industrial works with few family or social
ties. Powerful solidarity mechanisms that ensured welfare in old age could no longer operate.
Moreover, industrialisation induced rapid changes in technology with which older persons find
it more difficult to adapt, making them less productive for employers. To face those new risks,
small occupational saving plans were put in place. Nevertheless, those plans were built up on
a voluntary basis implying low participation rate mainly from the risky people and low resource
accumulation coming mainly from poor workers. (Committee on Economic Security 1937)
In order to address those social risks the state had to intervene and the first public pension
programs were introduced in European industrialising countries. At its origins, two main
models prevailed: the Bismarckian model and the Beveridgean model.
Otto von Bismarck introduced the first public pension program in 1889 in Germany following
the social insurance logic targeted to poor industrial workers to prevent them against poverty
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in old age. The main characteristics of Bismarckian pension models are the following. They
are targeted to workers who pay contributions and aim to ensure income maintenance in old
age. They are financed through contributions and benefits are earnings-related. This kind of
programs developed in other Continental and Southern Europe at the beginning of the twentieth
century. Germany, Austria, France, Netherlands, Luxembourg, Italy, Spain, Belgium, Hungary
and Czech Republic have a typical Bismarckian tradition. (Palier 2006) Nevertheless, it is
important to note that at its origins Bismarckian pension programs were not as generous and
widespread as they would be during the Golden Age. Indeed, they did not cover all the labour
force and were targeted to poor industrial workers at risk of poverty only, benefits were limited
and only possible in case of advanced age and incapacity of work. We could say that at their
beginnings, Bismarckian pension systems pursued a goal of status maintenance in old age
rather than income maintenance. Moreover, benefits were contributions-related rather than
earnings-related. In Germany for example, at its origins the system only included poor workers
when they reached the age of seventy if they had a work incapacity higher than two-third of a
complete incapacity and benefits amounted only eighteen percent of the average wage. (Verbon
1988)
In 1891, the first social assistance pension program was introduced in Denmark that will later
be categorised as the Beveridgean model in 1942 following the Beveridgean report. Northern
and Algo-Saxon European countries like Sweden, Norway, Finland, Iceland, Ireland and the
United kingdom also adopted a Beveridgean tradition later during the first half of the twentieth
century. Beverdigean pension models follow a social assistance/universalistic principle. They
are targeted to all citizens and not only workers like Bismarckian countries and aim to prevent
from poverty in old age rather than maintaining income. Moreover, benefits are flat-rate and
financed through the general budget of the state. Even like Bismarckian pension models at their
origins, Beveridgean pension models were much more modest at their beginnings as compared
to what they would be during the Golden Age. Indeed, coverage was rather selective than
universal and eligibility was determined on a means-test rather than on the citizenship of
people. Programs were thus targeted to poor citizens rather than to the entire population in the
beginning and a social assistance approach was adopted rather than a universalistic approach
following the Beveridge report. (Witheside 2014)
By the end of the Second World War, most of Western European countries had introduced
some systems of old age protection either with the objective of protecting workers with social
insurance schemes (Bismarckian welfare model), or with the objective of protecting the poor
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(Beveridgean welfare model). Nevertheless, by 1945, some commonalities existed between the
freshly adopted national pension systems. By that time, mainly all systems were entirely public
and private institutions did not play in providing social insurance in old age. Secondly,
coverage was still very limited. In the Bismarckian models, almost only industrial workers
were covered and agricultural workers or white collar workers were not yet included in the
systems. Concerning Beveridgean models, they were not yet universalistic and only targeted
the very poor. Finally, schemes were also not generous in the sense that pension benefits were
low, pensionable age high and coverage low. (World Bank 2014, Jessoula 2020)
4.2.

1945 – 1975: Massive expansion of pensions

The Golden Age era, marked by a flourishing economy, a young and growing population and
full employment, allowed the expansion of the welfare state in general and a massive expansion
of old age protection schemes in particular, in all Western European countries, both for the
Beverdigean and Bismarckian original models. (Myles and Pierson 2001) Indeed, when these
three conditions are met, a lot of resources are available in the pension system for little
expenditure. Moreover, for a typical Bismarckian system with contribution-based financing,
the system is characterised by a particularly favourable condition: its initial immaturity. Indeed,
at its beginnings this mode of financing automatically creates large reserves of contributions
and only little expenditure. Since benefits are linked to contributions, at the beginning few
pensioners were eligible. In fact, it is only once all living pensioners have a pension calculated
on the basis of a full career of contributions that the system is considered mature, i.e. after 60
to 70 years. Moreover, this mechanism means that each time new occupational categories are
added to the system, the system is again immature and generates more resources compared to
expenditures. (World Bank 2014)
These particularly favourable conditions allowed the original Bismarckian and Beveridgean
models, which were still very limited before 1945, to develop considerably. Indeed, the period
1945-1975 is characterised for all Western European pension systems by increasing generosity
(through increasing pension benefits, as well as more favourable access conditions), coverage
expansion, strengthening anti-poverty floors and new modes of financing and management of
resources. (World Bank 2014, Jessoula 2020)
Nevertheless, these developments have been done with respect to existing policy
configurations and towards the end of the Golden Age era, the academics identified a new
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classification between single-pillar systems and multi-pillar systems. (Myles and Pierson 2001,
Jessoula 2020)
The traditional Bismarckian models developed “from limited insurance to generous savings
schemes” and while they were primarily targeted industrial workers, they were extended to the
majority of employees. (World Bank 2014, p. 17) In addition to its initial income maintenance
function, old age poverty protection schemes were developed for workers with incomplete
careers or insufficient contributions to build up a reasonable pension. The countries that had
originally adopted a Bismarckian model therefore continued to develop their pensions
considerably during the Golden Age to constitute single-pillar systems consisting of large
public PAYG, earnings-related schemes as well as social pensions. (Myles and Pierson 2001,
World Bank 2014)
Countries adopting traditional Beveridgean pension models also further developed. From
social assistance schemes targeted to the very poor, benefits and coverage increased to build
up universalistic basic pensions. These countries also gradually developed supplementary
schemes to ensure not only basic security for everyone but also income maintenance for retirees
with previous medium and higher wages. In this respect, academics distinguish two categories
of countries: on the one hand, Finland, Norway and Sweden that have developed such schemes
before the mid-70’s, relying on public PAYG, earnings related schemes, and on the other hand
“latecomers” like Denmark, Ireland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and Switzerland
that have really developed such schemes after the mid-70’s, relying mainly on private and prefunded schemes. The first group of countries therefore developed single-pillar systems whereas
the second group of countries developed multi-pillar systems by the end of the Golden Age.
(Myles and Pierson 2001, World Bank 2014)
As Belgium is one of the countries that adopted an original Bismarckian model and developed
a generous single pillar system during the Golden Age, the following two sub-sections focus
on these countries in particular, by presenting successively the challenges that PAYG financing
schemes started to undergo in the aftermath of the Golden Age, and the reforms that were
implemented from the end of the 20th century.
4.3.

1975 – 1990: The pension crisis

Paul Pierson and other authors identified several common exogenous pressures on the welfare
state and pension programs in the ‘post-industrial’ and post Golden-Age era. Let us consider
three of them: (i) economic pressures, (ii) labour market pressures and (iii) demographic
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pressures. The slowdown in economic growth following the transfer of the labour market from
the manufacturing sector to the service sector and the lower productivity in the service sector
as compared to the manufacturing sector had a double impact on the welfare state. First, lower
economic growth generates lower funding collected by taxes or contributions, given the decline
in wages. Moreover, low economic growth and the transfer from the manufacturing sector to
the service sector creates mass unemployment on the labour market and thus high social
expenditure expenses. (Pierson 1996, 2001b, Huber and Stephens 2001, Iversen 2001) The
demographic transformation with the ageing of the population in developed countries is also
always pointed as an important pressure on the welfare states and pension systems. People tend
to live longer and the fertility rate decreases at the same time, modifying the age structure of
the population from a “pyramid” to a “column” and progressively to an “inverted pyramid” in
some countries. (World Bank 2014)
Moreover, single-pillar countries in particular began to face endogenous challenges as well.
Indeed, those countries relying on a public PAYG financing model have gradually begun to
cope with the maturation of the system for some occupational groups, increasingly questioning
the financial balance of the system between its revenues and expenditures. In addition, the
implementation of earnings-related pension benefits linking benefits less and less to
contributions during the Golden Age or the softening of access conditions to pensions also
contributed to considerably increasing the costs of the system. (Myles and Pierson 2001, World
Bank 2014)
The first reactions to these exogenous and endogenous pressures in the single-pillar countries
were mainly to increase the coverage of the system and then to increase the contributions. As
we have already seen, increasing coverage in such a system renders the system immature and
thus increases the share of income over expenditure in the system in the short term. As the
whole population began to be covered by the system, however, these countries had to turn to
other solutions to keep the system sustainable. Increasing contributions proved to be the most
common solution in the first instance in order not to have to reduce pension benefits. However,
countries soon realised that increasing contributions also impacts on the economy and therefore
on revenues by reducing the competitiveness of the market. It also leads to the expansion of
the informal sector. We can see that from the 1990s onwards, these rates have generally
stabilised. (World Bank 2014)
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4.4.

The end of the 20th century: time for reforms

From 1990s onwards, reforms started to take place in the single-pillar countries. Despite the
complexity of reforming such systems (see the subsection on pension reform theories in
retrenchment phase in the next section), we can observe deep retrenchment parametric reforms
being adopted as well as structural reforms mainly by the presence of multi-pillar systems in
almost all countries today. While in some countries this multi-pillarisation has been done by
anticipating and pre-funding as in Sweden, other countries such as Germany have used tax
incentives to encourage workers to take out a supplementary pension.
The Belgian system, of Bismarckian origin and having developed a generous public earningsrelated PAYG system during the Golden Age, has also followed this path of multi-pillarisation
and today has three (even four) pillars. Moreover, while Belgium initially focused on fiscal
consolidation strategies and on pre-funding the costs of demographic ageing in order to keep
the system in place, as budget surpluses were not forthcoming, it then had to turn to labour
market reforms before finally considering direct reforms of the pension system in recent years.
(Bayenet et al. 2019, Vandenbroucke 2020)
This section having presented the comparative policy trajectories of pension systems in
Western Europe during the 20th century, the next section presents a literature review of the
different political economic theories of pension reforms.
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5.

Political economic theories of welfare states and pension

reforms
After having presented the different pension systems in Europe and their developments
throughout the 20th century, this section presents a literature review of the political economic
theories of the welfare states and pension reforms. The theories developed in the first
subsection (5.1.) are related to the genesis, consolidation and expansion phases whereas the
second subsection (5.2.) gathers theories for the period after the Golden Age era.
5.1.

‘Old’ political economic theories of pension reforms 9
5.1.1.

Structural or functionalist theories

The first welfare state theories studied the welfare state as a result of new needs that emerged
at a certain level of industrialisation and modernisation. Indeed, structural functionalist scholars
such as Wilensky, Kerr et al., Flora and Alber analyse the society as interconnected institutions
which exist because they perform specific functions. A society is thus understood as a system
where every unit is linked to each other. A change in one unit produces changes in other units
and the whole system to restore an equilibrium. The welfare state development in industrialised
countries is the consequence of economic growth allowed by industrialisation and its
demographic and bureaucratic correlates. Structural functionalist theories are popular in the
genesis and development phases of the welfare state and understand its emergence and
development as the result of macro-economic pressures and impersonal forces.
Kerr et al. (1960) understand industrialisation as “the actual course of transition from preceding
agricultural or commercial society towards the industrial society” (p. 14). The more
industrialisation evolves, the more family ties tend to be broken and the more the need for
employer’s and state’s responsibilities in providing protection against social risks such as old
age, unemployment or sickness for industrial workers.
Flora and Alber (1981) rather use the concept of “modernisation”. This term is vague but quite
useful in pointing out the “multidimensionality of societal development” (p. 38). Indeed, Flora
(1986) explains the emergence of the welfare states with the levels of industrialisation,
democratisation and the new needs and problems associated with industrial workers. However,

9

The structure of this part mainly is based on Cousin’s literature review of the welfare state theories. For more
details please see Cousins, M. (2005), Chapter 2: Welfare State Theories, in European Welfare States:
Comparative Perspectives, London, SAGE Publications Ltd.
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even if Flora analyses the emergence of the welfare state with the concept of modernisation,
he also recognizes the different paths countries have taken in providing welfare and points out
two relevant dimensions: the penetration of the state in social protection institutions and the
integration of class differentiations in the institutions. In this view, a homogeneous working
class may for example encourage a greater and more uniform system of income maintenance
in old age or in other welfare benefits. The role of social class is discussed in more details in
subsection 5.1.3. of this section.
In their literature review of the theoretical foundations underlying welfare state developments,
Myles and Quadagno (2002) contrast de relevance of industrialisation and modernisation in
explaining welfare state developments. While the literature recognises that industrialisation
and its economic growth and population ageing correlates were a suitable environment for the
general development of welfare states, stronger structural and functionalist theories making the
hypothesis that the welfare state is the result of large macro-pressures and impersonal forces is
much more questioned. Industrialisation was thus a pre-requisite for the emergence and
development of social protection provided by the state and their aim was effectively to provide
a response in risks and needs emerging following a change in economic organisation.
Nevertheless, if we want to understand the content of a reform or the differences in the different
welfare state, we need to look at the results of agent decisions rather than impersonal macroeconomic forces.
5.1.2.

Institutionalism

Orloff (1993), Amenta (1998) and Skocpol (1985, 1992) are among the references for the
institutional approach to the development of the welfare state even if institutional approaches
are more prominent in times of welfare state retrenchment and restructuring. In contrast to the
neo-marxist approach, institutional theories are state-centred. The state is not the result of the
demands or interests of classes or social groups. Institutional theories thus have a Tocquevillian
view of the states that are understood as “configurations of organisation and action that
influence the meanings and methods of politics for all groups and classes in society”. (Skocpol
1985, p. 28)
In her study on the early development of the American welfare state in 1992, Skocpol adopts
an institutional approach by pointing out not only the relevance of the configurations of
governments but also the structure of the political party system and the organisation of the
politically active groups. (Skocpol 1992)
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Immergut (1190, 1192a, 1992b) also took a broad institutional approach in her comparative
study of the development of healthcare systems and points out the importance of formal and
informal institutions that influence the outcomes of the different programs. Institutions form
the “rules of the game” in the ability of different interest groups to influence policy outcomes.
Huber, Ragin and Stephens (1993) like other studies with and institutional imprint concluded
that “constitutional structures” had an impact on the welfare state and pension expenditures in
their phases of development and expansion. Some structures such as federalism constitute
barriers and hampered the development of the welfare state.
Finally, Huber and Stephens (2001) also argued that different political structures facilitated or
hampered the development of different welfare states in their comparative analysis. They also
pointed out their relevance in times of welfare state retrenchment and restructuring.
Institutional approaches in the analysis of welfare states were present in the development and
expansion phase but were much more popular in the retrenchment phases. (see next section)
5.1.3.

Power resource theory and social democracy 10

The power resource theory focusses on “democratic class struggles” and the relevance of left
parties and trade unions power to explain different levels of welfare state expansion and welfare
state key features and therefore at the same time the weight and different structures of pension
systems. In this approach, the three key actors of capitalistic democratic societies which are the
employers (capital), trade unions (labour) and the government (state) are involved in a
bargaining process around key political decisions such as redistributive policies or pension
benefit debates. The political composition and the relative distribution of power between these
three actors are essential for the final decision and for the structure and generosity of the welfare
state and pension system. Strong, uniformed and organised industrial labour forces in trade
unions and social-democratic parliamentary majorities may for example encourage welfare
state expansion and more generous and redistributive pensions schemes adopting a social
security approach. (Esping Andersen 1990, Hicks 1999, Huber and Stephens 2001, Korpi 1980,
1983, 1989, Palme 1990, Stephens 1979)
Even if studies based on the power resource theory emphasised the relevance of a strong
working class and social-democratic parties in the expansion of the welfare state and pension
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For a broader overview of the power resource theory see also O’Connor, J. S. and Olson, G. (eds.) (1998),
Power Resources Theory and the Welfare State: A Critical Approach, Toronto, University of Toronto Press.
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programs especially in Nordic countries, the theory can be interpreted in a broader way by
considering the impact of different social classes and political actors in influencing public
policy outcomes. In this way, Esping-Andersen (1985) points out the relevance of class
coalitions, Baldwin (1990) the importance of the middle class and Swenson (2002) and Mares
(2003) the role of the employers by arguing that employers are not always necessarily opposed
to developments of social programs. Kersbergen (1995) on his side pointed out the role of the
christian-democracy that have been neglected in analysing the development of welfare
programs.
Quadagno (1988) on her side in her analysis of the American old age protection system greatly
makes use of the first two welfare state theories by emphasising that welfare states developed
as result of a growing industrial capitalism. Nevertheless, contents of welfare systems vary a
lot across different countries and explanation of such variations must be found in the relative
power of social classes and political actors. While structural-functionalist approaches are
relevant in pointing out the pre-requisites for the general emergence of the welfare state and
pension programmes, the power resource tends to understand the different outcomes such
programs may have in different industrialised capitalist market economies by looking at the
different decisions taken by actors in a bargaining process.
5.2.

‘New’ politics for the welfare state and pension reforms 11
5.2.1. Neo-functionalism and the return of structural approaches

The sub-section dedicated to structural theories in times of emergence and expansion of the
welfare state pointed out the weaknesses of impersonal macro-economic factors to explain the
dynamics of welfare state and pension reforms and their different structures and contents. At
the time scientists were globally unanimous on this point, a return of structural theories was
emerging, pointing to the effects of new internal and external “problem pressures” in the postGolden Age era. (Myles and Quadagno 2002, Schwartz 2001)

11

We would like to thank Peter Starke (2006) and Ellen Immergut and Karen Anderson (2007) for their literature
reviews on welfare state retrenchment and pension politics on which we have based this section. For more
information see Starke, P. (2006), The Politics of Welfare State Retrenchment: A Literature Review, in “Social
Policy & Administration”, 40/01, pp. 104-120. And Immergut, E. and Anderson, K. (2007), Editors’ Introduction:
The Dynamics of Pension Politics, in E. Immergut, K. Anderson and I. Schulze (eds.), The Handbook of West
European Pension Politics, Oxford, Oxford University Press, pp. 1-45.
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Most of the authors who have analysed the potential impact of international pressures assume
globalisation is not compatible with generous welfare states. Garrett and Mitchell (2001) have
demonstrated a negative impact of globalisation on social spending. However, it all depends
on how globalisation is approximated and calculated. (Swank 2002, Brady et al. 2004, Kittel
and Winner 2005, Plümper et al. 2005) Other researches do not find causality (Castles 2004)
or, on the contrary, a positive relationship (Rodrik 1998, Burgoon 2001) between globalisation
and the welfare state. However, it should be noted that most of these studies analyse the effect
of globalisation on levels of social expenditures and therefore not on policy changes themselves
or on retrenchment itself. The same criticisms can be made for most of structural theories
concentrating on internal pressures. Studies focussing on replacement rates instead of social
protection spending relate higher degrees of retrenchment than identified by Pierson for
example. Clayton and Pontussen (1998) also concluded that retrenchment had been more
important by concentrating on public services, poverty and inequality.
As already presented earlier, many authors identified several pressures on the welfare state and
pension programs in the ‘post-industrial’ and post Golden-Age era like the slowdown in
economic growth, mass unemployment on the labour market, demographic pressures, changes
in family structures or the maturation of single-pillar pension systems.
Nevertheless, decreasing economic growth, shifting from a dominating manufactured economy
to a service economy and ageing population may have a positive impact on social expenditures.
This is mainly why the evolution of social expenditures as part of the GDP is not always the
best way to operationalise the notion of retrenchment. While the literature on welfare state
retrenchment generally starts by enumerating the socio-economic pressures faced in times after
the Golden Age, an important debate persists on the explanatory power of such macro pressures
and impersonal forces. The notion of retrenchment refers more on the budgetary pressures these
kinds of variables have on the different welfare state and pension systems which would create
an atmosphere of “permanent austerity” and inspire cutbacks in benefits or rising contributions
for example. (Pierson 2001a)
In this thesis, we do not deny the relevance of such problem pressures. Nevertheless, like
Immergut and Anderson point out
“Problem pressure alone cannot explain the pattern of pension reforms in Western Europe.
Further, even if pension reforms are indeed ultimately motivated by problem pressure,
political decisions made during the course of the reform process change the final policy
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outcomes. Reform blueprints must survive democratic political decision-making processes
before they become law. Many reform ideas change shape or are dropped completely in
this political decision-making process. Thus pension politics are central to pension
reform.” (Immergut and Anderson 2007, p. 16)

The following subsection will be dedicated to such neo-institutional theories and the relevance
of political and historical institutions in the welfare state and pension politics.
5.2.2. Neo-institutionalism: relevance of political institutions and
historical-institutionalism
By the end of the expansion phase of the welfare state, the power resource theory was the
dominant theory. However, in times of retrenchment of resources, restructuring and reforms
after the Golden Age when pressures were exerted to reduce entitlements in order to secure the
sustainability of large and generous pension systems, it became more difficult to explain
outputs of welfare state and pension reforms by the strength of left-wing parties and trade
unions. Numerous studies analysing retrenchment, restructuring and reforms of the welfare
state and pension programs after the Golden Age era instead adopt a neo-institutional approach.
Two types of neo-institutional approaches dominate in the literature: (i) the role of political
institutions and type of democratic regime on the probability of success of adopting unpopular
political measures and (ii) historical-institutional approaches aiming to identify the likelihood
and the content of a reform by emphasizing the impact of the existing policy setting before the
reform. The neo-institutional approach has been the most prominent approach for almost two
decades.
Before presenting a literature review on the impact of political institutions on pension reforms
in times of welfare state retrenchment, let us first present studies on the impact of (political)
institutions on public policies in general and their impact on the probability of success on a
legislative proposal introduced into the legislative process. Lijphart (1984, 2012) and Powell
(2000) analysed the impact of the concentration of power in different democracies on public
policy outcomes by making a distinction between majoritarian and consensus democracies and
majoritarian and proportional visions of democracy for Lijphart and Powell respectively. While
Powell claims “majoritarian governments should be more effective in introducing reforms; but
proportional governments better reflect the wishes of voters” (Immergut and Anderson 2007,
p. 5), Lijphart defends that consensus democracies such as Belgium characterised by multiple
veto points by the presence of bicameralism, federalism and multi-party government did also
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build up a political culture of compromise and are also able to introduce significant reforms.
Lijphart argues that this difference in concentration of power rather produces policy outcomes
with different contents. Persson et al. (2000) on their side based their typology on the
distinction between presidential and parliamentary systems. Their hypothesis is that the
executive should be more accountable for retrenchment measures in presidential systems than
in parliamentary systems, the executive being more accountable to its population and thus more
punished in case of unpopular policies. Tsebelis (1995, 1999, 2002) and Immergut (1990,
1992a, 1992b) also pay attention to institutional configuration but add policy preferences and
electoral majorities in their framework by using the concepts of veto players and veto points
respectively. Veto players represent institutional or partisan political actors whose agreement
is needed for a given policy change. The more they are, the more difficult it should be to
introduce significant unpopular retrenchment measures according to Tsebelis. Nevertheless,
some authors in the same vein as Persson’s argument also indicated that few veto players also
concentrate responsibility and accountability which could be politically risky especially with
unpopular policies such as restrictions in pension entitlements or rising contributions. On the
contrary, fragmented political systems with numerous veto players may share the responsibility
of unpopular policies among different actors which may facilitate “blame avoidance”. (Weaver
1986, Pierson 1994) When analysing particular cases, the potential impact of concentration of
power in the executive must thus be compared with the potential impact of the share of
responsibility.
Quantitative studies made for example by Huber, Ragin and Stephens (1993), Swank (2001),
Schmidt (2002), Kittel and Obinger (2003) or Obinger et al. (2005) tended to analyse the
potential impact of partisanship and political institutions on pension reforms and larger welfare
state retrenchment measures but concluded that their impact may not matter in periods of
retrenchment. Nevertheless, as already mentioned earlier in this thesis, quantitative studies
generally use social expenditures as proxy for the evaluation of retrenchment efforts made by
the states while some authors have proven this was not the best way to do. (Esping-Andersen
1990, Korpi and Palme 2003, Myles 1989, Palme 1990) In order to deliver better results, it is
thus important to rely on other measures such as replacement rates or concentrate directly on
politics like Immergut and Anderson (2007) suggest. In this vein, Kay (1999) concentrating on
Latin American countries finds out reforms passed through decrees were much more feasible
than reforms blocked by parliamentary majorities. Bonoli (2001) and Scharpf (2000) also
emphasized the relevance of the presence or absence of veto players in the form welfare state
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adaptation takes in times of retrenchment. Indeed, Bonoli points out the non-linear and nonautomatic relation between political institutions and pension reforms in Britain, Switzerland
and France. Nevertheless, he concludes power concentration seems to be linked to the way in
which the welfare state adapts. Unilateral retrenchment reforms tend to be present in states with
strong power concentration whereas reforms seem combine retrenchment measures with
improvement measures of existing schemes in states where lot of veto players can intervene in
order to block the reform.
Whereas quantitative studies do not find a clear relationship between political institutions and
state’s probabilities of success in adopting unpopular retrenchment measures, studies
concentrating directly on the politics of reform do. Nevertheless, most of those studies also
point out the weaknesses of their approach and the need of adding other variables if we want
to understand why such propositions reach the political agenda or not. In this regard, variables
like the electoral system and the competitive pressures it creates, the relevance of the timing of
the electoral cycle, partisan competition, the presence of centrist parties may be important
factors. (Bonoli 2001, Green-Pedersen 2001, Kitschelt 2001, Levy 2005) Like Immergut and
Anderson wisely conclude,
“there is substantial evidence that political institutions in combination with governing
majorities and political competition affect the politics of policy-making, and hence policy
outcomes. Yet, there is no consensus in the literature about the exact ingredients necessary
for social policy reform”. (2007, p. 10)

Aside from the political-institutional approach, the historical-institutional approach has been
prominent for almost two decades. Even if both theoretical approaches are generally classified
as neo-institutionalism, two important differences should be highlighted. Firstly, in the
approach presented above, authors put the emphasis on political institutions and how political
dynamics and types of democratic regimes may determine reforms (“politics determine
policies”) while in a historical-institutionalist approach the starting point is the welfare state
design or the existing policy setting before the reform

(“policies determine politics”).

Secondly, the ambitions of both approaches are not the same. While the first mainly focuses
on the likelihood of adopting unpopular reforms in times of retrenchment, the second also tries
to understand the content of reforms.
Any starting point to describe the historical-institutional approach is based on Pierson’s theory
of “New Politics of the Welfare State”. (Pierson 1996) In 1979 and 1981, Margaret Thatcher
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and Ronald Reagan entered in office in the United Kingdom and the United States of America
respectively with the ambition to significantly cutback the welfare state. Nevertheless, although
some measures were put in place, the expected result ten years later was much less than their
initial ambitions. Pierson was one of the first scientists to question this discrepancy by paying
attention to the political dynamics at stake by concentrating on the “liberal-conservative” UK
and USA welfare states in 1994 and adding the “social-democratic” Swedish welfare state and
the “conservative-corporatist” German welfare state in his analysis in 1996. (Esping-Andersen
1990) Pierson argues “old politics” like structural-functionalism or power-resource theories,
useful in times of welfare state emergence, consolidation and expansion are not adequate
anymore to explain retrenchment measures after the Golden Age Era and argues historical
institutions are key to understand the political dynamics at stake. (Pierson 1994, 1996, 2001)
Pierson bases his thesis on two considerations. First, welfare cutbacks are unpopular among
voters (Boeri et al. 2001) and strong interest groups who defend the status quo, especially in
Western countries. Indeed, the expansionary phase also created pressure groups representing
and defending welfare benefits such as associations representing retirement people defending
pension benefits. Second, Pierson considers existing policy arrangements and policy settings,
especially deeply entrenched welfare institutions, as constraints on policy choices and the
extent of reform action. This does not imply that changes within the welfare state institutions
are impossible but that they are incremental and occur along the traditional path. Policy legacies
activate policy feedbacks to the beneficiaries. Indeed, when a social protection system has
initially been taken, it is difficult to radically change the principles underlying those schemes
because existing institutions stabilise the normative and cognitive expectations of its
beneficiaries who see their entitlements as social rights. Secondly, it may also be a matter of
technical issue. The so called “double-payment” issue is generally taken as example to illustrate
the technical difficulties to privatise a traditional mature Bismarckian PAYG pension system
based on intergenerational redistribution. Indeed, this would create important transition costs
if one generation would have to pay contributions for the actual retired population and invest
contributions for their future pensions at the same time. Policy legacies thus activate policy
feedbacks and technical issues that “lock-in” and constraint welfare state developments within
a certain path. (Pierson 1994, 1996, 2001c, Myles and Pierson 2001)
In his literature review, Starke (2006) adds two considerations to emphasize the extreme
difficulty encountered in times of retrenchment to reform the welfare state by contracting
entitlements.
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Now enter the actors: politicians – conceived not merely as policy-seekers but more
importantly as office-seekers also; and voters – who are expected to react more strongly to
losses (e.g. benefit cutbacks) than to gains (e.g. lower taxes). Add the assumption that, in
the case of cutbacks, losses tend to be concentrated on a relatively few – but often wellorganized – beneficiaries, whereas gains are likely to be more widely dispersed; and one
arrives at a constellation presenting formidable difficulties for the advocates of
retrenchment. (p. 106)

In such a politically risky environment, resistant to changes from the status quo, Pierson argues
change may occur but within the current institutional framework with a predominance of
marginal and parametric reforms. The degree of maturity may also determinant and facilitate
or not possible reforms. (Crouch and Farell 2004, Streeck and Thelen 2005) In this sense, some
governments aiming to pursue retrenchment measures, implemented “politics of blame
avoidance” playing on the transparency of the implemented measures. Long transition periods,
complex benefit and tax calculations (“obfuscation”), cooperation with the opposition, interest
groups or support of independent experts in order to share the blame (“blame sharing”) and
pursue strategies of “compensation” and “division”. (Weaver 1986, Pierson and Weaver 1993,
Schuldi 2005)
Pierson’s contribution has been significant in the welfare state literature and his difference
between “old politics” and “new politics” has been largely accepted. (Green-Pedersen and
Haverland 2002, Van Kersbergen 2002) Moreover, historical-institutional approaches are very
effective in explaining public policy interventions that try to contain welfare state costs.
Nevertheless, more recent research shows important weaknesses of Pierson’s theory. First of
all, some authors few years after Pierson’s analysis, identified greater levels of retrenchment
in some countries than usually recognised by authors adopting historical-institutional theories
adopting quantitative analysis based on replacement rates instead of levels of expenditures
(Allan and Scruggs 2004, Korpi and Palme 2003) in unemployment and sickness systems.
Clayton and Pontussen (1998) concentrating on inequalities, poverty and public services also
identified greater levels of retrenchment than recognized by Pierson. Other authors (Bonoli
2005, Taylor-Gooby 2004), also criticised this approach which advocates the status quo and
point out the role new social risks had on expansionary initiatives to protect and adapt the
welfare state for working women or lone parenthood for example in some countries. On
pension reforms in Bismarckian welfare states precisely, Bonoli and Palier emphasised the role
of “sequencing” on pension reforms and highlighted Bismarckian countries had much more
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reformed their pension systems than what Pierson had anticipated. (Palier 2006, Bonoli and
Palier 2007) Secondly, aside from the levels of retrenchment, adopting historical-institutional
approaches are not adequate to explain public policies which deviate from the path. In our
analysis for example, it is difficult to explain the tendency towards increasing private pension
provisions in western countries relying generally on a strong Bismarckian tradition. The two
following sub-sections aim at providing a response to these weaknesses of historicalinstitutional approaches with a resurgence of traditional partisan politics (Allan and Scruggs
2004, Korpi and Palme 2003), role of agents and political competition on the one side and the
role of innovative ideas, learning, discourses on the other side. In these approaches, as opposed
to Pierson’s theory, welfare state institutions may also represent opportunities for further
developments of the welfare state or departures from existing policy settings.
5.2.3. Partisan politics, political competition and interest groups in difficult
times
Defenders of “new politics” affirm that despite important socio-economic pressures emerging
after the Golden-Age Era, important reforms did not operate. Two reasons are generally raised:
(i) the fact that retrenchment measures are unpopular and thus politically risky and (ii)
historical welfare state institutions are seen as constraints for policy makers in their possible
reform proposals. They also suggested that partisan politics and classic interest groups like
organisations representing the labour force were not relevant anymore because of the
emergence of new groups that have formed during the development of social programs
defending the status quo in an “era of austerity”. (Pierson 1994, 1996, 2001c) Nevertheless,
few years later, some authors suggested more reforms had occurred than anticipated by Pierson
and highlighted a resurgence of class-related, partisan politics and political competition to
explain the different dynamics of the welfare state in times of “austerity”.
In 1990 already, Gosta Esping-Anderson, challenging Flora’s (1986) “Growth to limit” of
western welfare states thesis, used a power-resource approach in times of retrenchment to
defend that welfare state retrenchment would be less likely in generous western Bismarckian
and Scandinavian universalistic welfare states as compared to residual Anglo-Saxon welfare
programs. He argues the “class character” of the welfare state instead of general social spending
is decisive if we want to understand welfare state reforms and restructuring in pension
programs in times of retrenchment. In this way, social-democratic and corporatist welfare
regimes forge “middle-class loyalties”, numerically and politically powerful, which makes it
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politically risky for decision makers to impose entitlement cuts as compared to residual liberal
welfare regimes where entitlements are targeted to numerically and politically weak
beneficiaries. (Esping-Andersen 1990)
Korpi and Palme (2003) and Allan and Scruggs (2004) empirically confirm Esping-Andersen’s
theory by concentrating on sickness and unemployment programs by pointing the relevance of
class related politics and political partisanship aside from political institutions in the
retrenchment phase. For the British case they point
a radical change in an advanced welfare state, a change carried through by a Conservative
party within a constitutional structure with few veto points and in the context of a markedly
weakened Labour Party and a largely defeated trade union movement. (Korpi and Palme
2003, p. 434)

Amable et al. (2006) asking the question whether partisan politics and ideology of governments
still play a role in the welfare evolution also conclude left-wing governments or right-wing
governments influenced the dynamics of the welfare state even in times of “austerity” aside
from more structural determinants. Frieder Wolf et al. (2014) also adopting a quantitative
analysis based on replacement rates but concentrating on pension benefits instead of sickness
and unemployment benefits revealed striking differences in terms of benefit cuts and partisan
politics across different sectors. Indeed, they identified smaller cuts in pension benefits as
compared to sickness and unemployment benefits as well as the role of social-democratic
parties in implementing pension cuts. In the same vein, other authors few years earlier
emphasised the role of party competition configuration and that in some circumstances leftwing parties may be more prone to cutback entitlements (Ross 2000, Kitschelt 2001, GreenPedersen 2002)
Studies adopting a reviewed power-resource approach in times of retrenchment also
concentrate on the preferences and power of classical interest groups such as trade unions.
According to Anderson, union preferences vary from one welfare sector to another with respect
to types of benefits and their implications in the administration of the different schemes.
Pension entitlements may be perceived as “deferred wages” and trade unions may thus be
willing to accept minor cutbacks in future pensions if it ensures the sustainability of the systems
while keeping the “deferred wage” promise. (Anderson 2001, Anderson and Meyer 2003) On
the other hand, union-administration also creates jobs, administrative influence and political
influence for trade unions which may discourage them to accept cutbacks. (Bonoli and Palier
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1997, Ebbinghaus and Hassel 2000, Béland 2001) Finally, studies revealed the role trade
unions may have when present in social pacts in facilitating cutbacks in welfare benefits.
(Ebbinghaus and Hassel 2000) Incorporating trade unions in the legislative process through
social pacts may be essential and more effective than conflictual approaches towards labour
movements and in line with the blame-avoidance approach. In this vein, some authors have
highlighted a resurgence of “corporatism” and cooperation between trade unions, employers
and the government, especially un Southern Europe. (Regini and Regalia 1997, Visser and
Hemerijck 1997, Ferrera and Rhodes 2000, Regini 2000, Rhodes 2001)
Even if new groups have emerged after the expansion of the welfare state defending pension
and welfare benefits acquired, willingness of traditional interest groups and trade unions in
particular are still relevant in the distributive conflicts between socio-economic groups in the
fields of social and pension programs, especially in western corporatist welfare regimes.
Unions co-exist and compete with many other important affected interests in the pension
political arena, and as the “new politics” approach suggests, union preferences and
bargaining power are shaped by the feedback effects of existing pension arrangements.
(Immergut and Anderson 2007, p. 14)

“Old politics” and the power-resource theory are thus still relevant but in a more subtle ways
like Immergut and Anderson conclude.
5.2.4. Role of ideas, learning and discourse
More recent research on reforms of the welfare state and pension programs studied the potential
impact of additional variables in the existing theoretical framework to explain retrenchment
measures despite their unpopularity among the beneficiaries and reforms deviating from the
traditional path.
Béland (2005), in his literature review, analysed the impact ideas defined as “policy
alternatives” like pension privatisation or individual pension funds may have in the field of
social policies. In such an approach, as opposed to historical-institutionalism, institutions are
not only constraints and departure from the path may be possible. Concepts of “learning” and
“diffusion” are related to ideas and consider the possibility for nations to implements new
programs resulting from learning from their own mistakes and their history or the possibility
to include successful elements from other countries programs in their own program. (Palier
2001) In this way, some authors analysed the potential diffusion of pension privatisation
through “peer” nations. (Brooks 2005) Finally, in times of crisis of the welfare state, national
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values and questions of social justice present in distributive polities such as pension programs
are more present in public debates. Alongside policies as such, discourses used and the
framework around the reforms to justify political measures are very important in times of
retrenchment. (Ross 2000, Schmidt 2000, Green-Pedersen 2002, Béland 2005) Indeed, there is
evidence that people respond differently to surveys about pension schemes according to the
framing of questions asked and their knowledge of the pension system. People who know how
the pension system works for example have a better perception of its crisis and are therefore
potentially more inclined to accept reforms. Including experts in public debates, mainly to point
out the problems national pension system face, may be successful if they are perceived credible
by the national population. (Immergut and Anderson 2007)
Ideas, learning and discourses are thus becoming more and more important in the welfare state
reform debate to add explanatory power to dominant approaches such as functional,
institutional and partisan theories.
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CHAPTER 2 - INSIGHTS OF THE BELGIAN PENSION
SYSTEM AND POLITICAL MODEL
1.

Introduction

In order to be able to apply the different theories presented in the previous chapter to our case
study, this second chapter presents the insights of the Belgian political model and pension
system. As our case study focuses on the recent pension reforms in Belgium, we will only take
into account the different studies and theories developed after the Golden Age Era when the
different welfare states and in particular the Bismarckian welfare states started to face many
challenges and pressures for reforms. For each of these theoretical currents we give more
insights into the Belgian situation in order to be able to apply different hypotheses to our
research question in the best possible way in the next chapter.
Using a neo-functionalist approach and considering the adequacy, sustainability and challenges
of the Belgian pension model, we can easily conclude that the Belgian pension system needs
further reforms. Nevertheless, as many academics criticise this approach, pension reforms are
the consequence of agents’ decisions and therefore respond to political dynamics and are not
directly the consequence of impersonal macro-economic forces. We will therefore not develop
this theoretical current further, both in this chapter and in the next one, which elaborates
specific hypotheses for our research question.
In order to identify the relevance of historical-institutionalist theories for our case study, we
present the current Belgian pension system (section 2) and the reforms introduced since the
1990s (section 3). These two sections allow us to highlight the conservative-corporatist and
Bismarckian imprint that persist in the Belgian pension system and to understand the
difficulties of implementing structural reforms with such historical institutions.
Finally, the fourth section of this chapter, in order give more insights on the role partisan
politics, political competition, interest groups as well as political institutions, describes the
Belgian political system, party system and policy-making process. The fragmented party
system, consociational institutions, pillars and cleavages or the stage of government formation
in the Belgian decision-making process are all elements that make the Belgian system singular
and which are taken into account in the development of hypotheses specific to our case study
developed in the fourth chapter.
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2.

Description of the current Belgian pension system

The Belgian pension model is made up of three pillars.12 The first pillar is constituted of three
parallel public schemes for retirement and survivor’s pensions covering employees (Régime
des travailleurs salariés), self-employed (Régime des travailleurs indépendants) and civil
servants (Régime des fonctionnaires). (European Commission 2015) A system of guaranteed
minimum pension for a full career is also present in each of the schemes with its own access
criteria in terms of career length and intensity. Finally, in the framework of social assistance, a
minimum income guarantee for elderly persons (Garantie de revenus aux personnes âgées),
ensures via a means-test social benefits for persons older than 65 with inadequate resources.
(Service fédéral des Pensions website)
Beside the legal pension, employees and self-employed can build up a supplementary
occupational pension subsidised by the state via fiscal advantages. Those schemes form the
second pillar in the Belgian pension architecture. Employees, at their employer’s initiative,
may have access to a supplementary pension plan via their employer directly (Pension
entreprise) or via their professional sector to which they belong (Pension sectorielle). Since
2019 employees who do not set up a supplementary pension plan with their employer can take
out, on their own initiative, the Pension libre complémentaire pour travailleurs salariés
(PLCS). Self-employed for their part have access, also on their own initiative, to the Pension
libre complémentaire pour travailleurs indépendants (PLCI). (securitesociale.be website)
The third pillar of the pension system in Belgium provides the possibility to constitute a
supplementary private pension through financial institutions. L’assurance épargne-pension
contracted with an insurance institution offers a guaranteed minimum return per year. With the
Compte épargne-pension the return depends on the evolution of the stock market. In order to
encourage people to save for their retirement, those schemes are supported by different fiscal
advantages. (Service fédéral des Pensions website)
Finally, house-ownership is highly developed in Belgium. Considering that it has a high impact
on the risk of an overburden of housing costs, especially in old age when there is no outstanding

12

The term “pillar” indicates whether the pension program is located in the public sector (first pillar), the
occupational sector (second pillar) or the individual private sector (third pillar) end therefore refers to the pension
provider. Besides, the pension provider, pension systems cover different functions. This refers to the three
different “tiers”: a guaranteed minimum to all old age persons in need (first tier) via a means test or a basic pension,
status maintenance (second tier) with pensions proportionate to the paid contribution, finally the third tier is a
‘topping-up’ of pensions benefits typically through returns on investments or personal savings. (Immergut and
Anderson 2007)
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mortgage anymore, house-ownership is sometimes considered as a potential fourth pillar in the
Belgian pension model as well as free savings. (European Commission 2018) The individual
private sector belonging to the third pillar in our analysis, we include them in the third pillar.
Table 2.1 illustrates the current pension architecture in Belgium.
Table 2.1. Belgian pension architecture

Source: Author’s elaboration on Immergut and Anderson (2007). (Modified and updated)
Even if the second and third pillars of the Belgian pension system are becoming more and more
important, the statutory pension scheme still constitutes the most important pillar in the Belgian
pension system. (European Commission 2018) This section provides more details on the three
regimes of the first pillar.
2.1.

Who is concerned and in which regime?

The pension regime for salaried workers concerns all salaried workers in the private sector
(employees and blue-collar workers) and in the public sector except the appointed civil servants
and teachers. Minors, sailors, professional journalists and the flight personnel of the civil
aviation are also considered as salaried workers but benefit of a special regime due to the
recognition of the hardship of these sectors. (Bertrand and Scaillet 2019)
The following categories of workers are eligible for a retirement pension under the selfemployed regime: self-employed workers who are not subject to an employment contract or
who do not have a status in the public sector, their helper, and their helping spouse. Survivor’s
spouses of those categories of workers may pretend to a survivor’s pension. (Institut national
d'assurances sociales pour travailleurs indépendants website)
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Appointed statutory agents from the different public services, including the army, the police
and the magistracy, are part of the civil servant regime. Appointed teachers, ministers,
parliamentarians, etc. are also eligible to a retirement pension in the civil servant regime. As in
the other two regimes, survivor’s pensions are provided for surviving spouses of these
categories of workers. (Service fédérale des pension 2020)
2.2.

Eligibility conditions

Currently, the pensionable age for retirement pensions is still 65. However, with the Law of 10
August 2015, the pensionable age will progressively increase and be 66 in 2025 and 67 in 2030,
and this, for the three pension regimes, as shown in table 2.2.
Table 2.2. Pensionable age

Source: Author’s elaboration on “Loi du 10 août 2015 visant à relever l'âge légal de la pension
de retraite, les conditions d'accès à la pension de retraite anticipée et l'âge minimum de la
pension de survie” and Bertrand and Scaillet 2019.
The Law of the 28 December 2011 reinforced progressively the access criteria for early
retirement between 2013 and 2016 and harmonised the rules between the three regimes from
2013 onwards. With the Law of 10 August 2015, the conditions have been reinforced once
again. While, in 2012, early retirement was possible at the age of 60 with a career length of 35
years in the regime for self-employed workers and the regime for salaried workers and a career
length of 5 years in the civil servant regime, early retirement from 2019 onwards is possible
only after the age of 63 and a career length of 42 years, and this, for the three pension regimes.
For long careers, 44 and 43 years, early retirement is possible at the age of 60 and 61
respectively. Those conditions are summarised in table 2.3.
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Table 2.3. Access conditions to early retirement

Source: Author’s elaboration on “Loi du 10 août 2015 visant à relever l'âge légal de la pension
de retraite, les conditions d'accès à la pension de retraite anticipée et l'âge minimum de la
pension de survie” and “ Loi du 28 décembre 2011 portant des dispositions diverses” and
Bertrand and Scaillet 2019.
Concerning the age for a survivor’s pension, the age is currently 47,5 for 2020. This age will
gradually increase until 50 years in 2025 by six months every year and will continue to raise
until 2030 to attain 55 years as shown in table 2.4. This measure has been partially compensated
by the creation of a “transition allowance”. This measure targets spouses who do not meet the
age requirement for a survivor’s pension by granting them an allowance for one year if the
person has no dependent children and two years otherwise (Service fédéral des Pensions
website)
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Table 2.4. Survivor's pension age

Source : Author’s elaboration on “Loi du 24 avril 2014 portant modifications de l'arrêté royal
du 30 janvier 1997 relatif au régime de pension des travailleurs indépendants”, “Loi du 5 mai
2014 portant modification de la pension de retraite et de la pension de survie et instaurant
l'allocation de transition dans le régime de pension des travailleurs salariés et portant
suppression progressive des différences de traitement qui reposent sur la distinction entre
ouvriers et employés en matière de pensions complémentaires”, “Loi du 15 mai 2014 portant
des dispositions diverses” and “Loi du 10 août 2015 visant à relever l’âge légal de la pension
de retraite, les conditions d’accès à la pension de retraite anticipée et l’âge minimum de la
pension de survie” and Bertrand and Scaillet 2019.
2.3.

Financing methods

The defined pension benefits in the regime for salaried workers are mainly financed via social
contributions of workers and employers. Since 1995, financial resources of the social security
are globalised and then redistributed to the different sectors of the social security depending on
the needs. A part is also financed directly from the state budget via general taxation. Alternative
financing methods are also more and more important in the financial plan such as resources
from the VAT, withholding taxes or tobacco duties. (European Commission 2015, Bertrand
and Scaillet 2019) In 2018 and within the framework of the tax shift, employers’ contributions
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have decreased to 25% and 35,57% for employees and blue-collar workers respectively.
Contributions paid by employees remained 13,07%. Pensions in the salaried workers regime
are paid and granted by the Service fédéral des Pensions (SFP). (Bertrand and Scaillet 2019)
Pension benefits in the self-employed regime are granted by the Institut national d’assurances
sociales pour travailleurs indépendants (INASTI) and paid by the Service fédéral des pensions
(SFP). Similarly to the regime for salaried workers, financial resources for social security for
independent workers are globalised by the INASTI and then redistributed to the different
sectors depending on the needs. The regime for self-employed workers is financed via social
contributions of independent workers, states subsidies and alternative financing. (Bertrand and
Scaillet 2019) Social contributions are calculated as a percentage on the net revenues and varies
depending on the level of incomes and the self-employment status (independent as main or
complementary activity). Table 2.5 indicates the social contribution rate as a function of net
revenues.
Table 2.5. Social contribution rates for self-employed workers

Source: Author’s elaboration on INASTI data (2020)
The general financing structure of the social protection is thus quite similar in the regime for
salaried workers and self-employed workers. Nevertheless, the principles undermining the
calculation of the contribution rate are different. First, while contributions are proportional to
wages in the employees' scheme, the contribution rate is degressive in the self-employed
scheme. Second, while an earnings limit is taken into account for the calculation of
contributions in the self-employed scheme, there is no earnings limit in the employees' scheme.
As in the regime for salaried workers, pension benefits in the regime for civil servants are in
general granted and paid by the Service federal des pensions (SFP). Nevertheless, some local
administrations and public enterprises have their own pension fund. Indeed, Belgium having a
federal structure, different categories of public employers exist with different degrees of
autonomy. (Bertrand and Scaillet 2019) While pension benefits in the regime for salaried
workers and the regime for self-employed workers are mainly financed via earnings-related
contributions, the first-pillar pension for civil servants is mainly financed directly from the state
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budget, except the 7,50% personal contribution rate which historically covers the survivors’
pension. (European Commission 2018)
2.4.

Benefits: pension formula

Each year of career in the wage-earner scheme gives rights to retirement pension benefits and
is calculated as indicated in equation 2.1.
Equation 2.1. Retirement pension formula in wage-earner scheme
𝒕𝒐𝒕𝒂𝒍 𝒆𝒂𝒓𝒏𝒊𝒏𝒈𝒔 ∗ 𝒓𝒆𝒗𝒂𝒍𝒖𝒂𝒕𝒊𝒐𝒏 𝒄𝒐𝒆𝒇𝒇𝒊𝒄𝒊𝒆𝒏𝒕
𝟒𝟓
∗ 𝒔𝒊𝒏𝒈𝒍𝒆 𝒓𝒂𝒕𝒆 𝒐𝒓 𝒉𝒐𝒖𝒔𝒆𝒉𝒐𝒍𝒅 𝒓𝒂𝒕𝒆 (𝟔𝟎% 𝒐𝒓 𝟕𝟓%)
Source: Vandenbroucke (2020, p. 20)
Earnings comprise occupational periods associated with a work contract as well as assimilated
periods such as unemployment, illness, childcare, … They are calculated on a gross basis.
Corrections are made for high and low levels of earnings. Indeed, on the one side, earnings are
capped. For 2019, wages above 58.446,94 EUR were not taken into account in the pension
benefit formula. On the other side, minimum rights per career year also apply for workers with
a career duration of minimum 15 years with at least 104 full-time equivalent days. Currently,
the minimum guaranteed wage is 25.833,78 EUR for a full-time year (312 full-time equivalent
days). This amount has to be multiplied by the career fraction (number of full-time equivalent
days / 312) to obtain the “minimum rights per career year” for a non-full-time year. Finally, for
workers with a career longer than 14.040 hours (45 years * 312 full-time equivalent days), the
extra-days are taken into account in the pension formula. Nevertheless, in this case, assimilated
periods are not recorded. (Service fédéral des pensions website)
The revaluation coefficient takes the price evolution into account and indexes the previous
earnings.
1/45th of the annual earnings are taken into account in the calculation of the pension in order to
acquire a full pension after 45 years of career. Preferential regimes are applied for minors
(1/30th), sailors (1/40th) and the flight personal of the civil aviation (1/34th).
Finally, the preferential household rate is applied to the married workers whose spouse do not
have a professional activity and do not perceive replacement revenues. Pension benefits are
indexed to consumer prices.
If, after applying this pension benefit formula, the final pension amount is below a certain
threshold, workers with a career of at least 30 years and a minimum level of full-time equivalent
47

employment can have access to the guaranteed minimum pension at full time (minimum 208
full-time equivalent days per career year) or the guaranteed minimum pension at partial time
(minimum 156 full-time equivalent days per career year). Table 2.6 illustrates the guaranteed
minimum pension for a complete career (45 years) with minimum 208 full-time equivalent
days per career year.13 (Service fédéral des pensions website)
Table 2.6. Guaranteed minimum pension for a complete career (45 years) in the salaried
worker’s regime (from 01/03/2020)

Source: Author’s elaboration on data from Service fédéral des pensions (2020)
Next to the retirement pension, the Belgian pension system provides survivor’s pensions for
the surviving spouse of a deceased spouse. The survivor’s pension equals 80% of the retirement
pension of the deceased spouse at the ‘household rate’ (75%). This is thus equal to the
retirement pension of the deceased spouse at the ‘single rate’. If the spouse dies before
retirement, the survivor’s pension is calculated similarly to the retirement pension calculation
but instead of the 1/45th fraction, the fraction corresponding to the difference between the year
before the year of the decease and the year of the beginning of the career and the difference
between the year before the year of the decease and the year of the 20 th anniversary. (Bertrand
& Scaillet 2019) Just as for the retirement pension, a guaranteed minimum survivor’s pension
at full time and a guaranteed minimum survivor’s pension at partial time exist. The eligibility
conditions and the calculation methods are similar. (Service fédéral des pensions website)
Table 2.7 illustrates the guaranteed minimum survivor’s pension for a complete career (45
years) with minimum 208 full-time equivalent days per career year.
Table 2.7. Guaranteed minimum survivor's pension for a complete career (45 years) in the
salaried worker's regime (from 01/03/2020)

13

In order to obtain the guaranteed minimum pension at full time the guaranteed minimum pension for a complete
career (table 3.6) needs to be multiplied by the career fraction (number of years with at least 52 full-time equivalent
days divided by 45). In order to obtain the guaranteed minimum pension at partial time the guaranteed minimum
pension for a complete career (table 3.6) needs to be multiplied by the following fraction: number of salaried
working days in the career divided by 14.040. (Service fédéral des pensions website)
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Source: Author’s elaboration on data from Service fédéral des pensions (2020)
Pensions benefits for self-employed are calculated on a similar way as salaried workers. Indeed,
each year of the career in the independent workers scheme gives rights to retirement pension
benefits and is calculated as shown in equation 2.2. Nevertheless, some differences exist with
notable implications.
Equation 2.2. Retirement pension formula in self-employed scheme
𝒕𝒐𝒕𝒂𝒍 𝒆𝒂𝒓𝒏𝒊𝒏𝒈𝒔 ∗ 𝒓𝒆𝒗𝒂𝒍𝒖𝒂𝒕𝒊𝒐𝒏 𝒄𝒐𝒆𝒇𝒇𝒊𝒄𝒊𝒆𝒏𝒕 ∗ 𝒉𝒂𝒓𝒎𝒐𝒏𝒊𝒔𝒂𝒕𝒊𝒐𝒏 𝒄𝒐𝒆𝒇𝒇𝒊𝒄𝒊𝒆𝒏𝒕
𝟒𝟓
∗ 𝒔𝒊𝒏𝒈𝒍𝒆 𝒓𝒂𝒕𝒆 𝒐𝒓 𝒉𝒐𝒖𝒔𝒆𝒉𝒐𝒍𝒅 𝒓𝒂𝒕𝒆 (𝟔𝟎% 𝒐𝒓 𝟕𝟓%)
Source: Author’s elaboration on Bertrand and Scaillet (2019)
In contrast to the scheme for employed persons, where the income taken into account for the
calculation of the pension is the gross income, earnings in the pension formula for selfemployed workers correspond to the net professional yearly earnings (gross professional
earnings minus social contributions and professional charges). 14 Like in the regime for salaried
workers, earnings are capped and minimum earnings are applied in the pension formula: the
maximum level of earnings are is 59.795, 61 EUR, the minimum level is 13.847, 39 EUR.
(INASTI 2020) Certain periods of inactivity are also considered as earnings in the formula in
the form of assimilated periods. Nevertheless, assimilated periods that offer pension rights are
far more modest in the self-employed regime than in the regime for salaried workers. (Peeters
and Van Camp 2016) Finally, for workers with a career longer than 14.040 hours, the extradays are taken into account in the pension formula. Nevertheless, in this case, assimilated
periods are not recorded. (INASTI 2020)
The revaluation coefficient takes the price evolution into account and indexes the previous
earnings.
The purpose of the harmonisation coefficient is to take account of the lower contribution rate
in the scheme for self-employed workers. Depending on the working year, different
harmonisation coefficients are applied as shown in table 2.8.

14

For each year before 1984: flat-rated professional earnings are taken into consideration in the pension formula.
(INASTI 2020)
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Table 2.8. Harmonisation coefficient in the regime for self-employed

Source: Author’s elaboration INASTI data (2020)
If, after applying this pension benefit formula, the final pension amount is below a certain
threshold, as in the salaried workers’ regime, workers with a career of at least 30 years may
have access to a minimum pension. Table 2.9 indicates the guaranteed minimum pension in the
self-employed regime in case of full career.15
Table 2.9. Guaranteed minimum pension for a complete career (45 years) in the selfemployed worker's regime

Source: Author’s elaboration on INASTI data (2020)
The calculation of the survivors’ pension follows the same logic as the logic in the salaried
workers’ regime and is thus equal to the retirement pension of the deceased spouse at the single
rate and a specific formula is applied in the case where the deceased spouse did not yet have a
pension on the day of his or her death. The guaranteed minimum survivor’s pension for a
complete career (45 years) in the self-employed workers’ regime is currently 14.993,29 EUR.
(INASTI 2020)
Retirement pension benefits for appointed statutory civil servants are in general more generous
than in the regime for self-employed workers and salaried workers. The benefits are calculated
according to the following formula (Equation 2.3). (Vandenbroucke 2020)
Equation 2.3. Retirement pension formula in civil servant's regime
𝒓𝒆𝒇𝒆𝒓𝒆𝒏𝒄𝒆 𝒕𝒓𝒆𝒂𝒕𝒎𝒆𝒏𝒕 ∗ 𝒚𝒆𝒂𝒓𝒔 𝒐𝒇 𝒔𝒆𝒓𝒗𝒊𝒄𝒆 𝒂𝒏𝒅 𝒆𝒍𝒊𝒈𝒊𝒃𝒍𝒆 𝒑𝒆𝒓𝒊𝒐𝒅𝒔 ∗ "𝒕𝒂𝒏𝒕𝒊è𝒎𝒆"
Source: Vandenbroucke (2020, p. 21)

15

For careers under 45 years, the career fraction has to be applied. (INASTI 2020)
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Unlike the other two regimes, the reference treatment is not capped and is calculated on a
different way. Indeed, the reference treatment corresponds to the average earnings for the last
ten years of service.16 Wages being in general more generous at the end of the career, this
calculation method offers higher pension benefits compared to the two other regimes for which
the entire career serves as reference treatment.
Eligible periods may comprise contractual service periods prior to the nomination of the
statutory civil servant and the period of obligatory military service for example. Periods of
absence such as paid absence periods, assimilated periods, periods of career interruption, halftime or four-fifths periods, unpaid leave periods may also be considered as eligible periods in
the calculation of the pension benefits in the civil servant regime. (Service fédéral des pensions
website)
The "tantième" is the percentage of the reference treatment granted for each year of eligible
service in the calculation of the pension. In general, the fraction is 1/60 th such that after 45
years of service, a complete pension is guaranteed (75% of the reference treatment).
Nevertheless, for certain categories of officials, this percentage is lower and therefore more
advantageous because the maximum pension can be reached more quickly (table 2.10).
Finally, in contrast to the other two regimes, pension benefits are not indexed according to the
price evolution but according to the “péréquation” mechanism which implies that pensions are
indexed according to the evolution of the wages of the active civil servants. (Bertrand and
Scaillet 2019)

16

For civil servants born before 01/01/1962, the previous regime is applied and the average earnings for the last
5 years of service are taken into account. (Service fédéral des pensions website)
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Table 2.10. Preferable career fractions for certain categories of civil servants

Source: Author’s elaboration on Service fédéral des pensions (website)
Two types of ceilings are applied to officials’ pensions. According to the relative ceiling,
pension benefits are capped at 75% of the reference treatment. The pension is then capped at
an absolute gross maximum of 81.622,85 EUR (6801,90 EUR/month). Just as in the other two
regimes, a minimum pension is guaranteed (Table 2.11). The eligibility conditions for a
minimum pension are the following: twenty years of service by having worked at least halftime. (Service fédéral des pensions 2020)
Table 2.11. Guaranteed minimum retirement pension in civil servant's regime

Source: Author’s elaboration on Service fédéral des pensions (website)
The survivor’s pension is calculated on a similar way as in the other two regimes as in equation
2.4.
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Equation 2.4. Survivor's pension formula in civil servant's regime
𝟔𝟎% ∗ 𝒓𝒆𝒇𝒆𝒓𝒆𝒏𝒄𝒆 𝒕𝒓𝒆𝒂𝒕𝒎𝒆𝒏𝒕
∗

# 𝒐𝒇 𝒆𝒍𝒊𝒈𝒊𝒃𝒍𝒆 𝒎𝒐𝒏𝒕𝒉𝒔
# 𝒎𝒐𝒏𝒕𝒉𝒔 𝒃𝒆𝒕𝒘𝒆𝒆𝒏 𝒕𝒉𝒆 𝟐𝟎𝒕𝒉 𝒂𝒏𝒏𝒊𝒗𝒆𝒓𝒔𝒂𝒓𝒚 𝒂𝒏𝒅 𝒎𝒐𝒏𝒕𝒉 𝒐𝒇 𝒅𝒆𝒄𝒆𝒂𝒔𝒆

Source: Author’s elaboration on Bertrand and Scaillet (2019)
The guaranteed minimum survivors’ pension is 1214,80 EUR. (Service fédéral de pensions
website)
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3.

Parametric pension reforms from 1990 to 2014

Since the end of the 1980s, the cost of demographic ageing has been felt in Belgium as in many
other welfare states. Indeed, studies carried out by, among others, the Federal Planning Bureau
(Bureau federal du plan) warn of the increase in public spending mainly on health care and
public pensions. This section presents the various measures undertaken by the Belgian state
from the 1990s onwards to cope with the costs associated with demographic ageing. While
Belgium initially focused on fiscal consolidation strategies and on pre-funding the costs of
demographic ageing in order to keep the system in place, as budget surpluses were not
forthcoming, it then had to turn to labour market reforms before finally considering direct
reforms of the pension system in recent years. (Bayenet et al. 2019, Vandenbroucke 2020)
Unfortunately, the different strategies adopted and the parametric measures undertaken so far
are not sufficient to ensure the financial and social sustainability of the Belgian pension system.
(Commission de réforme des pensions 2020-2040 ; 2014, Devolder and Hindriks 2019,
Vandenbroucke 2020)
3.1.

Since the 1990s: Reducing public debt to finance the costs of ageing

At the end of the 1980s and during the first part of the 1990s, Belgian public finances were
among the worst in the European Union.17 The austerity measures put in place to meet the
convergence criteria of the Maastricht Treaty in order to qualify for the Economic and
Monetary Union (EMU) enabled Belgium to return to a balanced budget in 2000 and to reduce
the public debt below the 100% threshold in 2004 and up to 87% in 2007 before the economic
and financial crisis of 2008. (Bayenet et al. 2019, Eurostat website)
Despite the willingness of the Dehaene I government (CVP/PS/SP/PSC) to reform public
pensions and harmonise pensions between men and women to meet the requirements of the
European Union, the government has only managed to regulate supplementary pensions
modestly following strong protest from public service unions and opposition from women.
(Anderson et al. 2007) Some minor reforms are also contained in the 1993 plan global pour
l’emploi, la compétitivité et la sécurité sociale (Comprehensive Plan for Employment,
Competitiveness and Social Security), which included fiscal austerity measures. In terms of

17

The public deficit and public debt in 1988 in Belgium were 7.3% and 125% of GDP respectively, which is the
worst situation among European countries. The public debt will even further increase to 140% of GDP in 1993.
(Bayenet et al. 2019, Eurostat website)
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pension measures, this plan introduces a solidarity contribution on pensions and raises the
lowest pensions. (Bayenet et al. 2019)
3.2.

1997: Harmonisation conditions for men and women

The 1997 reform of statutory pensions, although parametric, was the first to reform the
components proper to the system in an attempt to ensure its financial sustainability. (Bayenet
et al. 2019, Vandenbroucke 2020) It gradually aligns the legal retirement age for men and
women in the scheme for employees and the self-employed, reaching 65 for both men and
women in 2009. The career conditions for early retirement for women are also strengthened
and aligned with the conditions for men (35 years from 2005). (Vandenbroucke 2020) The
reference career for women is also aligned with that of men (45 years). These measures are
compensated by long transition periods, an increase in minimum pensions and the integration
of child-rearing in the form of pension points in the calculation of the pension. (Anderson et
al. 2007)
However, it should be noted that the initial ambitions of the Dehaene II Government
(CVP/PS/SP/PSC) were much higher. Indeed, the objective was to continue the austerity
measures initiated in the previous legislature and to improve the competitiveness of the labour
market in order to meet the convergence criteria of the Maastricht Treaty and to qualify for
Economic and Monetary Union. In terms of pensions, the main objective was to reform the
civil servants' scheme and improve the adequacy of supplementary pensions under the second
pillar, the first pillar being increasingly resembling a basic pension as a result of successive
redistributive measures. (Anderson et al. 2007)
Public sector protests once again blocked such reforms. However, the reforms listed in the first
paragraph of this sub-section have nonetheless been implemented. Anderson et al. (2007) and
Bayenet et al. (2019) point here to the importance of the adoption of special laws, the pressure
for Belgium to qualify for the Economic and Monetary Union and the European requirements
for equal treatment between men and women.
3.3.

2001: Introduction of an “Ageing fund”

The Verhofstadt I government (VLD/PS/Fédération PRL FDF MCC/SP/Ecolo/Agelev) marked
the absence of the Christian political family in government. The aim of the Verhofstadt I
government agreement in terms of pensions was to protect statutory pensions and increase
minimum pensions, secondly to address the income maintenance problems of the first pillar by
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expanding the supplementary pensions of the second pillar and finally to ensure the financing
of statutory pensions through a strategy of pre-funding and reducing the public debt without
having to reduce pensions benefits or increase contributions. Finally, it introduces the concept
of the “active welfare state” into Belgian political discourse by promoting the introduction of
social measures to promote employment. (Anderson et al. 2007)
The government's main measure was in fine the introduction of the Ageing Fund (Fond de
vieillissement) in 2001. Its objective was to cover future ageing-related costs in first-pillar
pensions between 2010 and 2030. This fund was to be supplied year after year by budget
surpluses and non-fiscal revenues. However, this strategy did not prove to be effective and the
fund was abolished in 2016, as the reserves were not sufficient mainly because of the economic
slowdown following the 2008 economic and financial crisis but also because of a lack of
political discipline necessary for the implementation of such a strategy. (Vandenbroucke 2020,
Bayenet et al. 2019)
In 2003, measures to extend the second pillar and regulate it more in order to make it more
inclusive and democratic made it possible to cover periods of non-insurance and extend
coverage. (Anderson et al. 2007)
3.4.

2005: Generation Pact

The Verhofstadt II government (VLD/PS/MR/SP.A-Spirit) continued on the basis of the
previous government's strategy by focusing on a “vieillissement actif” (“active ageing") with
the Pacte de solidartié entre générations (Generation Pact). (Moulaert 2006) The government's
initial goal was to increase employment among people over 50. Following social concertations,
the government passed the Pact comprising 66 measures (some accepted by the social partners,
others not) not only relating to "active ageing" but also measures aimed at promoting youth
employment: (i) fiscal incentives for employers to facilitate the entry of young people into the
labour market, (ii) the tightening of the conditions for access to pre-pension18 and finally (iii)
the introduction of the pension bonus in order to stimulate workers to continue working after
the age of 62. (Moulaert 2006, Arcq 2011, De Tijd 2011, Vlaamse Overheid website)

18

pre-pension allows older employees in the event of restructuring to receive a pre-pension in the form of
unemployment benefit supplemented by an allowance from the employer.
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The measures adopted by the Verhofstadt government were therefore aimed at reforming the
labour market and encouraging workers to work longer and were not intended to directly
reform the pension system as such.
Despite the intention in the Leterme I government agreement (CD&V/MR/PS/Open
VLD/CDH) of 2008 to reform the pension system to meet the challenges by setting up a
Conférence nationale pour les pensions (National Pensions Conference) with the social
partners, the economic and financial crisis and the Belgian community crisis that led to the fall
of the government in April 2010 dominated the Belgian political scene and left little room for
the implementation of pension reforms. It was only with the Di Rupo government that concrete
parametric measures aimed directly at the Belgian pension system were introduced. (Bayenet
et al. 2019)
3.5.

Di Rupo government (2011-2014): tightening conditions for early retirement

The Di Rupo government (PS/MR/CD&V/SP.A/Open VLD/CDH), for its part, has opted for
a strategy of parametric reforms of the statutory pension system directly in order to limit its
costs. Its reforms were carried out in consultation with the social partners and therefore had to
face compromises and long transitional periods had to be put in place. The main reforms
adopted concern the tightening of the conditions of access to early retirement, with the age
condition being raised from 60 to 62 years and the career conditions in the schemes for salaried
and self-employed workers being raised from 35 years and in the scheme for civil servants
from 5 years to 40 years for everyone. The conditions of access to pre-pensions are also
tightened from 58 to 60 years of age. The pension bonus introduced by the Verhofstadt II
government is reviewed and improved to encourage older workers to continue working after
the age of 62. In the civil servant regime, the more favourable tantièmes of 1/48 are reduced to
this level with a transition period. Pensions under the civil servants' scheme are no longer
calculated on the basis of the salary of the last five years, but on the basis of the last ten years'
salary. Finally, the pension ministers tasked a Pension Reform Commission to study the
Belgian pension system and its social and financial sustainability. A report must be available
during the negotiations for the next government to prepare new reforms. (Trends Tendance
2013, Vandenbroucke 2020, Bayenet et al. 2019) This report is central to our case study
analysing the period from 2014 to 2020.

57

4.

The Belgian political system, party system and policy-making

process
4.1.

History and constitutional reforms of the Belgian democracy

In the first article of the Belgian constitution we can read “La Belgique est un Etat fédéral qui
se compose des communautés et des régions”. Belgium is thus a federal state but this has not
always been the case. At the creation of Belgium and the enthronement of the first Belgian
King Leopold Ⅰ in 1831, Belgium was a Constitutional Monarchy with a unitary state structure.
It was only from 1970 onwards that the federalisation of Belgium really took place gradually
and following successive state reforms, Belgium officially became a Federal State in 1993. The
first article of the Belgian Constitution was then amended. The first two state reforms (1970
and 1980) officially gave birth to the three current Belgian communities on Flemish initiative
(Flemish, French and German-speaking communities) and two out of the three current regions
on Francophone initiative (Flemish and Walloon regions). Communities have cultural and
people-related competencies such as social care and heath, while regions are responsible for
economic matters. Both regions and communities have their own parliament and government.
While the Flemish community and the Flemish region merged, the French community and the
Walloon region are two separate entities.19 These first two reforms initiated the end of the
centralised structure of the Belgian unitary state. The third reform of 1988-1989 continued
towards effective federalism by creating the region Brussels-Capital and its parliament and
government. It also transferred more competencies from the central state to the communities
and regions, such as transport and public works to the regions or education to the communities.
As already mentioned, Belgium officially became a Federal State in 1993 with the fourth
reforms of the State. The members of the parliaments of the regions are now directly elected
and are no longer members of the federal government. The fifth state reform of 2001 increases
the annual allowances to the communities, increases the fiscal competencies of the regions and
adds competencies to regions such as agricultural policies, foreign trade, tutorship over the
provinces and municipalities. Finally, the sixth and last reform of the State to date (2014) acts
the division of the electoral district of Brussels-Halles-Vilvoorde which has caused a lot of ink
to flow politically. It operates a new transfer of competencies to the communities and regions,

19

One of the reasons is that there are comparatively many more French-speaking people in Brussels as compared
to French-speaking people in Wallonia than Dutch-speaking people in Brussels as compared to Dutch-speaking
people in Flanders. (Service Public Fédéral Belge website)
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such as family allowances, health care and the labour market. The competences that are still
federal at present include foreign affairs, national defence, finance, an important part of public
health and internal affairs, and, social security, which is important to us in this thesis. It also
reforms the Special Law of financing by granting more fiscal autonomy to the regions and by
increasing transfer allowances. Finally, the Senate is strongly reformed and the House of
Representatives is strengthened. The federal, regional, community and European elections are
now synchronised and take place every five years. (Blaise et al. 2014, Sägesser and Istasse
2014, l’Avenir 2014, Service public fédéral Belge website)
Let us now briefly present the main Belgian political institutions at the federal level: the King,
the Prime Minister and his government and finally the parliament composed of two chambers
(the House of Representatives and the Senate).
The King (currently King Phillip) is officially the head of the Belgian State. However,
according to the Belgian constitution, the King is the King of the Belgians and not of Belgium.
Although he is officially the Head of the State, in practice he is not at the head of the State
interpreted as the apparatus of power but has a more representative function. While his
representation function is still very present (he represents Belgium abroad in various royal
missions), his political function has been restricted following the gradual federalisation of the
Belgian State and various institutional reforms. He appoints and dismisses ministers and signs
international treaties and national laws. Nevertheless, as mentioned in Article 106 of the
Belgian Constitution, “No act of the King can have effect unless it is countersigned by a
minister, who alone is responsible for it.” All International Treaties, National Laws and
Decrees are thus countersigned by the minister who is politically responsible. (Service Public
Fédéral Belge website, CRISP website) Where the King still has significant political influence
is in the appointment of the informateur (mediator) and/or the formateur (organizer) for the
coalition formation of the national government after the federal elections, its political affiliation
logically influencing the coalitions attempts (Keman 1996, Dumont and Dewinter 1999)
Subsection 4.4 will be devoted to the government formation and government agreement that
contains in detail all the actions that the government will take during the legislature and
therefore also its policy in the field of social security and pension reforms.
The Federal Government exercises the executive power at the federal level by executing laws
and is composed of maximum 15 ministers and is equally composed of Dutch-speaking and
French-speaking ministers (Prime Minister not included). In addition to ministers, the
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government is also composed of Secrétaires d’Etat (Secretaries of State). The government also
has legislative power by having a right of legislative initiative. While the King is officially the
Head of the State, the Prime Minister in Belgium is the Head of Government. To this end, he
chairs the Council of Minister and the Kern, which is the restricted ministerial cabinet. He is
also the guarantor of the Belgian institutions by representing the government with regard to the
country’s main political institutions presented in this section. He takes part in hearings with the
King on a regular basis or is questioned by the Senate and the House of Representatives on the
policies pursued by his or her government. While the King pursues international missions of
representation, the Prime Minister maintains close contacts with other heads of government,
for example within the framework of the European Union or the United Nations. Finally,
another function that should not be underestimated is linked to the fact that the Prime Minister
is the Prime Minister of all Belgians. In a federal state that is composed of regions and
communities with their own government and parliament, this role is not to be underestimated.
While the media landscape is largely fragmented along the linguistic cleavage, the Prime
Minister must be available in both media and be in contact with the entire Belgian population.
(CRISP website, Service public fédéral Belge website)
The Belgian Federal Parliament consists of two chambers: the House of Representatives and
the Senate. While both chambers had identical legislative powers, the legislative power of the
Senate has declined as a result of the successive state reforms. The House of Representatives
currently has 150 members, directly elected by universal suffrage, and is composed of a
French-speaking linguistic group (61 representatives) and a Dutch-speaking linguistic group
(89 representatives). Since the last reform of the state, the Senate is no longer a permanent
assembly and could be called the “Assembly of the regions”. Its 60 members are not directly
elected and while 50 of its members come from parliaments of communities and regions, 10
senators are co-opted. While the Senate and the House of Representatives had the same
competences and legislative power in the past, this is no longer the case today. The House of
Representatives gives its confidence to the governing coalition once a coalition and an
agreement has been reached. It also exercises control over the government by voting on the
budget, voting laws and questioning ministers. Finally, it can initiate new laws. The Senate, for
its part, now has the role of defending the federated entities at the federal level and has the
same legislative power as the House of Representatives only for matters relating to the
constitution and institutions and changes in the organisation and functioning of the federal
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entity and the federated entities. (Sägesser and Istasse 2014, CRISP website, Service public
Fédéral Belge website)
4.2.

Belgian consociational institutions, pillars and cleavages

In order to understand the structure of the Belgian society and its partisan organisation, let us
consider the theory of cleavages developed by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) in their seminal study
“Cleavage Structures, Party Systems and Voter Alignments”. In 2007, André-Paul Frognier
applied this theory to Belgium. It allows us to understand the political and partisan dynamics
present in Belgium as well as the difficulties it faces in its decision-making process. Despite
the presence of many cleavages in the sense of Lipset and Rokkan, Belgium is described as a
consociational democracy in the sense of Lijphart and has for many years managed the
historical cleavages in society between owners and workers (left-right) and between supporters
of the church and those of the state, as well as the linguistic cleavage that has become
increasingly pronounced over the course of the country's history. (Lijphart 1984, 2012, Lijphart
and Crepaz 1991) When these conflicts arose, they could in many cases be mitigated by the
cross-cutting of the different cleavages. Take, for example, the Grande Grève (Great Strike) of
1960, which mobilised all the workers throughout the country and activated the cleavage
between owners and workers (left-right). While the trade unions were initially united (whether
Flemish or Walloon, Christian or socialist), as public order was threatened, the Flemish trade
unions initially withdrew. Later, the Cardinal asked the Christian trade unions to also stop their
actions. This fragmentation of the trade unions reduced the strength of the strikers to the
socialist trade union, which also had to end the strike due to lack of troops and following the
entry of socialists in the government which reduced the tensions. (Frognier 2020) Alongside
the role of the cross-cutting of the main cleavages, the pilarisation or verzuiling of society
(Arend Lijphart) understood as the institutionalisation of the various cleavages into three
pillars, namely the socialist, catholic and liberal pillars, also helped to alleviate the various
possible conflicts. Indeed, it has made it possible to build a consociational democracy based
on negotiations, proportionality and social concertation rather than on majority principles to
manage potential conflicts.
However, as a result of the federalisation process in Belgium from 1970 onwards, there has
been a gradual decline of pillars at the national level and their reproduction operated in the
federal entities. The process of federalisation following the center-periphery cleavage (or
linguistic/regional cleavage) gradually reduced the effectiveness of pilarisation and cross-
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cutting cleavages in mitigating conflicts. In fact, federalism caused since the 1960s - 1970s the
splitting of political parties across the two linguistic groups and the creation of two distinct
political societies, which has not been without consequences in the political decision-making
process. Firstly, the splitting of political parties causes many problems in the formation of the
federal government because the parties are no longer accountable to the whole country but only
to their community, which complicates compromises. Second, conflict is intensifying because
the linguistic/regional divide is no longer internalised within the different political parties but
operates openly between the different parties. Finally, this has undermined the conflictmitigating mechanism between Christians (historically the first political family in Flanders)
and Socialists (historically and still the first political family in Wallonia) which prevented them
from taking advantage of the balance of power in the language group in which they were
respectively the main political family. Indeed, when Belgium was still a unitary state, the
socialist political family could more easily defend the socialist minority in Flanders. The same
was true for the Christian political family, which was the largest family in Flanders but in a
minority in Wallonia. (Claeys et al. 1984, Billiet 2006, Billiet et al. 2006, De Winter et al. 2006,
Frognier 2007)
With regard to pensions in particular, while the classical socio-economic left-right cleavage is
often discussed in the different theories, Belgium has the particularity that the
linguistic/regional divide is also strongly present. Indeed, since pensions are also a
redistribution issue and still a federal competence, the “transfer-problem” is part of the public
debate, with the Flemish contributing globally more to the system and the Walloons benefiting
globally more from the redistribution. (Anderson et al. 2007) This thesis will therefore pay
particular attention not only to the socio-economic cleavage but also to the linguistic/regional
cleavage in the analysis of recent pension reforms.
While consociationalism that characterises the Belgian political system has in the past allowed
it to be a successful political decision-making process despite the linguistic, religious and
ideological cleavages, it seems to be under strain as a result of the institutionalisation of the
linguistic cleavage following the various institutional reforms and following the federalisation
process in Belgium. Indeed, following recent political crises such as the crisis of 2010-2011
which lasted more than 540 days or the formation of the current government which lasted 494
days, many observers and academics question the effectiveness of the Belgian political
apparatus which seems to be increasingly paralysed. (Billiet et al. 2006, Govaert 2012, Sägesser
2020)
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4.3.

Electoral system and fragmented party system

This sub-section presents the Belgian electoral system, the current political forces present at
the federal level following the last two national elections and the historical evolution of the
party system in Belgium.
As Belgium is a federal country, elections are regularly held at the national level but also at the
level of the federated entities to form the parliaments of the different levels of power and then
constitute governmental majorities. As already mentioned, since 2014, national, regional and
European elections are synchronised and organised every five years. Local elections
(provincial and communal) are also synchronised and take place every six years. (Belgian
federal government website) As pensions are a federal competence, we will focus on national
elections and the evolution of electoral results at this level of authority. We will also focus
solely on the results in the House of Representatives, the Senate being henceforth an "Assembly
of the federated entities" (Assemblée des entités fédérées) with less and less power of control
over the government and less and less legislative power, thus no longer constituting a veto
point in the veto point and veto player theory in the context of pension reforms. (Immergut
1990, 1992a, 1992b, Tsebelis 1995, 1999, 2002, Sägesser and Istasse 2014)
Voting in Belgium is compulsory and organised around eleven constituencies (the 10 provinces
and the Region of Brussels-Capital) to which a number of seats (from 4 to 24 seats, the House
of Representatives comprising 150 seats) is allocated according to the population present in
each constituency. (SPF Intérieur website) Seats within each constituency are allocated on a
proportional basis using the d’Hondt key (Clé d’Hondt)20 with an eligibility threshold set at
five percent since the 2003 electoral reform, which had the effect of eliminating the very weak
parties in the House of Representatives. (De Winter, Swyngedouw and Dumont 2006, CRISP
website) The highly proportional system in Belgium, unlike majority systems in other
countries, leads to the presence of many parties in the Assembly. (CRISP website) Moreover,
the party system in Belgium is becoming more and more fragmented, so that not only are there
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The clé d’Hondt (d’Hondt key) is used to distribute seats among the different lists in an electoral district in a
proportional manner. For each list, the number of valid votes is divided by one, by two, by three and so on. The
quotients of all lists obtained are then sorted from the largest to the smallest. If a constituency corresponds to five
seats, the different lists are allocated a number of seats corresponding to the number of quotients they have among
the five largest. (CRISP website) For more details see Faniel and Tréfois (2011).
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more and more parties in the Assembly, but also in the government. (Dumont and De Winter
1999)
The Belgian political system is sometimes qualified as "party-ocracy" in reference to the weight
of the parties and their presidents in the decision-making process. This translates into party
discipline of federal MPs who respect the line of conduct laid down by the party and its
president when voting on different laws, or ministers who maintain close links with their party
chairman who strongly influences the policies pursued by the ministerial cabinet. (Verleden
and Govaert 2019, De Winter et al. 2006) As we will see in the next sub-section, the partyocracy is also omnipresent in the post-election stage of government formation, the "policymaking arena par excellence". (Peterson et al. 1983, Dumont and De Winter 1999, De Winter
and Dumont forthcoming) Let us therefore analyse the history of the Belgian party system as
well as the political forces currently present in a system that is highly fragmented across the
religious, socio-economic, materialistic/post-materialistic cleavages but above all the linguistic
cleavage.
In the 19th century, the religious cleavage was dominant and it was the Catholics (PSC/CVP)
and Liberals (PL/LP) who shared the Belgian political scene. At the end of the 19th century,
the socio-economic left-right cleavage became politicised with the emergence of the Socialist
Party (PSB/BSP). Until 1965, these three traditional parties (PSC/CVP – PSB/BSP –
PLP/PVV21) succeeded each other in government by forming different coalitions. From the
1960s - 1970s, there was a gradual increase in the number of parties in Belgium and while four
parties were present in parliament in 1949, fourteen parties were present thirty years later in
1981. Different stages and explanatory factors can be identified here. Firstly, during the 1960s
the linguistic/regional cleavage became increasingly marked with the emergence of ethnoregionalist parties such as the Volksunie (VU) in Flanders, the Rassemblement wallon (RW) in
Wallonia or the Front démocratique des francophones (FDF) in Brussels, which reported a
considerable percentage of votes within their language group. Secondly, the relevance of the
linguistic/regional cleavage and electoral competition, pushed the three traditional parties to
split into two autonomous Dutch-speaking and a French-speaking entities in the 1970s. Thus,
in 1968, the Christian Democrats split into a French-speaking entity (PSC) and a Dutchspeaking entity (CVP). The socialists followed in 1972 with the PLP on the French-speaking
side and the PVV on the Dutch-speaking side. Finally, the Socialists were the last to split in
21

In1961, the liberal party PL/LP (Parti libéral/Liberale Partij) changes its name to PLP/PVV (Parti de la liberté
et du progrès/Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang). (Istasse 2019)

64

1978 with the PS on the French-speaking side and the BSP on the Dutch-speaking side. (De
Winter et al. 2006, Frognier and Bol 2010, Istasse 2019)
From 1978 onwards, we can therefore really speak of two distinct party systems in Belgium,
where Brussels is the only constituency where the two systems still compete for votes together.
This has polarised the language/regional divide and when debates about regions and
communities arise almost all Flemish parties defend Flemish interests, while French-speaking
parties defend French-speaking interests. (Billiet et al. 2006, De Winter et al. 2006) Currently
the only political families that are close to the centre on the language cleavage are the green
parties (Ecolo and Groen) as well as the far-left party PTB/PVDA which maintain a more
federal internal organisation with more or less coordinated political programs. (De Winter et
al. 2006, Dandoy and De Decker 2009, Delwit and Sandri 2011) Moreover, as we will see with
the most recent electoral results, the two political systems are also increasingly polarised with
a majority of voters in Wallonia turning to left-wing parties, or even extreme left-wing parties,
and in Flanders a predominantly right-wing and increasingly right-wing electorate. (Istasse
2019, Sägesser 2020)
Finally, from the 1970s onwards, globalisation and post-industrialisation led to the emergence
of new cleavages alongside the traditional cleavages present in Belgium, and new so-called
“protest” parties (partis protestataires) appeared with green parties (Ecolo on the Frenchspeaking side, Agalev on the Flemish side), the Flemish extreme right-wing and separatist party
Vlaams Blok (VB) and a communist party (UDRT/RAD). (De Winter et al. 2006, Frognier and
Bol 2010, Istasse 2019) Nevertheless, Belgian consociational democracy, strongly pillarised
and based on "compromise politics" (politique du compromis), allowed the traditional Belgian
parties to maintain themselves as the main political forces between the 1970s and the beginning
of the 21st century representing together at the federal level usually between 70 and 80 per cent
of the votes. (Frognier and Bol 2010) In recent years, however, political scientists have noted
a phenomenon of depilarisation. Indeed, while the Socialist Party (PS) still seems to be able to
count on the socialist unions as an electoral base, the former French-speaking Christian party,
renamed CDH (Centre démocrate humaniste) in 2002, seems to be losing votes from the
Christian union members, which are increasingly turning to the PS. In Flanders, with the rise
in power of the N.VA and Vlaams Belang, a global detachment of trade union membership and
electoral behaviour seems to be gradually taking place. (Billiet 2006, Billiet et al. 2006, Istasse
2019).

65

The increasingly weak link between trade union membership and voting behaviour and the rise
in power of the so-called "protest" parties resulted in the 2010 federal elections in a cumulative
electoral weight of the traditional parties that had never been so low in Belgian history: 57.25%.
(Frognier and Bol 2010) As the rest of this sub-section shows, this trend does not seem to be
reversed following the federal elections of 2014 and 2019. Table 2.12 illustrates the seats
repartition and evolution across parties in the House of Representatives following the 2014 and
2019 federal elections and figure 2.1 shows the current composition of the House of
Representatives.
The 2014 elections illustrate the great fragmentation of the Belgian party system with the three
traditional political families forming a cumulative score of 56.9% of the votes at the Belgian
level. The 2014 elections are characterised by the following highlights: (i) the N-VA, the
Flemish idependentist party, is the largest party in Flanders and Belgium and obtains 33 seats
at the federal level, (ii) the Vlaams Belang, a far-right party, is facing a major setback, (iii) the
entry into Parliament of the PTB, the French-speaking branch of the far-left party. (Demertzis
et al. 2015, Istasse 2019, FPS Interior website)
The latest elections in 2019 on their part symbolise an increasingly fragmented Belgian party
system and two increasingly polarised systems of French-speaking and Flemish-speaking
parties: (i) The three traditional political families together accumulate only 44.9% of the votes
at the Belgian level, and fall below 50%, a first in Belgian political history, (ii) Even if the NVA loses seats compared to the last federal elections, it is the largest party in the country and
in Flanders, (iii) the significant rise of Vlaams Belang, which becomes the second largest party
in Flanders and Belgium in terms of percentage of the vote and third in the federal parliament
in terms of number of seats, (iv) the PTB-PVDA, an extreme left-wing party, records an
increase in Wallonia and enters the Chamber as part of the Flemish language group and finally
(v) the green parties (Groen and Ecolo) both record an increase compared to 2014. (Istasse
2019, Sägesser 2020, SPF Intérieur website)

66

Table 2.12. Representation (in number of seats) and ranking of political parties (Nationally
and within each language group) in the House of Representatives, 2014 and 2019.
2014

PS
MR
French Ecolo
linguistic PTB
group
CDH
Défi
PP
N-VA
Vlaams Belang
Dutch
CD&V
linguistic Open VLD
group
Vooruit (previously SP.A)
Groen
PVDA

Number of
seats

Global
ranking

23
20
6
2
9
2
1
33
3
18
14
13
6
0

2
3
8
11
7
11
13
1
10
4
5
6
8
/

2019
Liguistic
group
ranking
1
2
4
5
3
5
7
1
6
2
3
4
5
/

Number of
seats

Global
ranking

20
14
12
8
5
2
0
25
18
12
12
9
9
4

2
4
5
10
11
13
/
1
3
5
5
8
8
12

Δ 2019 -2014
Linguistic
group
ranking
1
2
3
4
5
6
/
1
2
3
3
5
5
7

Number of
seats
-3
-6
6
6
-4
0
-1
-8
15
-6
-2
-4
3
4

Source: Author’s elaboration on Sägesser (2020) and data from SPF Intérieur website

Figure 2.1. Current composition of the House of Representatives.

Source: La Chambre des Représentants website
The split of the traditional parties in the 1970s, the gradual decline in their electoral results,
particularly from 2010 onwards, the gradual rise of the green parties in the party system, a
predominantly left-wing Walloon electorate with the last two elections also far left, a
predominantly right-wing Flemish electorate and with the last elections also far right are so
many elements that make the party system in Belgium highly fragmented and make the Flemish
and Walloon political systems more and more polarised. As we will see in the next sub-section,
this makes the process of government formation extremely difficult and some Belgian political
scientists question the efficiency of the Belgian decision-making process, as the forthcoming
article by De Winter and Dumont “Belgium: from highly constrained and complex bargaining
settings to paralysis?”.
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4.4.

Government formation and government agreement

The government formation takes place in several stages.22 (Dumont and De Winter 1999, De
Winter and Dumont forthcoming, Service Public Fédéral Belge website) Once the results of
the federal elections are known, the outgoing government submits its resignation to the King,
who instructs it to manage the affaires courantes (current affairs)23 until a new government is
formed. In Belgium, there is therefore no direct link between election results and participation
in government. (Dumont and De Winter 1999) The King then consults various personalities
such as the presidents of the Chamber and Senate, the presidents of parties or socio-economic
and political experts before the stage of appointing an informateur (mediator) and then a
formateur (organizer).24 While the King's informateur, who is generally an experienced
politician, has the task of analysing possible coalitions by consulting the different parties, the
formateur has the task of forming a majority coalition and a government agreement. If a
government agreement is reached, the formateur often becomes Prime Minister. The
government agreement does not only include the guidelines, objectives and the agenda of the
policies that will be pursued during the legislative period, but is above all a general, complete
and detailed programme with very concrete policies ready for use. This is a real particularity
of the Belgian political decision-making process and Peterson et al. (1983) describe this stage
as a “policymaking arena par excellence”. In practice, each party sends a delegation consisting
of the party President accompanied by former ministers, influential party members and
members who are more specialised in specific subjects or who are part of the party's research
unit. Working groups are held by theme and coordination is ensured by a central group. The
specific policies and decisions proposed by one minister during the legislature require the
support of the other ministers, decisions are taken by consensus and the Prime Minister is
considered primus inter pares. All ministers and more broadly the political parties in the
coalition are therefore bound to the government agreement negotiated during the government
formation and thus responsible for it. Once an agreement has been reached, supported by a
majority coalition, a new phase of negotiations takes place to distribute the different ministerial
22

Remark: the process of government formation is not fixed and can therefore vary from one formation to another
in terms of chronology. (Dumont and De Winter 1999)
23
CRISP definition: “Cases handled by an outgoing government with limited powers. The period of affaires
courantes extends from the resignation of this government to the appointment of its successor”. (CRISP 2020)
24
Depending on the results of the elections and the complexity or not of the different possible coalitions, this
phase can take place in different ways. when a coalition is easily drawn, the formateur can be appointed directly.
However, the formation of the government is an increasingly complex stage in Belgian political life and creativity
is increasingly required. Two informateurs and/or formateurs are sometimes appointed to form a pair or several
informateurs/formateurs succeed one another following negotiations that result in successive failures. (Service
Public Fédéral Belge website)
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portfolios. The negotiation phase of the various ministerial portfolios generally takes place
after that a government agreement has been reached.25 Thereafter, each coalition party, via its
delegated members, votes on a majority basis on the government agreement and the distribution
of ministerial portfolios. The coalition group then takes the oath before the King and officially
forms the new federal government. The new government and the government agreement are
then presented by the Prime Minister to the House of Representatives. This is followed by a
parliamentary debate and a vote of confidence.26 Despite sometimes intense debate on the part
of the opposition this last stage result in an almost automatic vote of confidence in the end for
two reasons: (i) the great party discipline on the side of the majority parliamentary groups and
(ii) this last step in the government formation comes after the congresses of the majority parties
have expressed themselves in favour of the government coalition and formation.
As already mentioned, the formation of the government is crucial in Belgian political life, more
than anywhere else in Europe. However, it is also one of the longest and most complex in the
European Union and this phenomenon is not about to be reversed. Indeed, we can see that this
process tends to take more and more time27, that the government agreement is more and more
detailed28 and that there are more and more failed attempts at coalitions. 29 (Dumont and De
Winter 1999, De Winter and Dumont forthcoming, Sägesser 2020)
In addition to the reasons directly related to the many stages of the government formation
process presented above, political scientists underline several explanatory factors.30 The most
evoked reason is related to the fragmentation of the party system that we have already presented
in this thesis. This fragmentation leads to large numbers of potentially coalitionable parties
around the table with diverse positions on a large number of cleavages, which does not facilitate
the search for an agreement that must include more and more parties in order to reach a
majority. Moreover, in a context where the two political systems (Flemish and Walloon) are

25

However, concessions in terms of the political agenda may take place in exchange for specific ministerial
positions and vice versa. These two phases of negotiations should therefore not be analysed in isolation from each
other.
26
Since the state reform of 1993, only the House of Representatives (and no longer the Senate) exercises political
control over the government and therefore expresses itself through a vote of confidence with regard to the
government coalition. (Sägesser and Istasse 2014)
27
The two major crises took place in 2010-2011 with the formation of the Di Rup government and recently in
2019-2020 with the formation of the current De Croo government. It took 540 and 494 days respectively to reach
a government agreement and a majority coalition. (Sägesser 2020)
28
De Winter and Dumont (forthcoming) approximates this with the number of words contained in the government
agreement.
29
In 2010-2011, eight attempts had been tested. In 2019-2020, ten royal and two non-royal missions had been
carried out. (De Winter and Dumont 2020, Sägesser 2020)
30
For more information, see Dumont and De Winter (1999) and their recent update (forthcoming)
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increasingly fragmented along the community divide and ideologically distant, it is
increasingly complicated (and sometimes impossible) to build coalitions in such a way that
both the horizontal symmetry31 and the vertical symmetry32 are respected. Thirdly, institutional
reforms require special majorities in the House of Representatives (two-third majority and
majority in each language group). In order to have any chance of success, these heated
discussions must be initiated at the time of formation of the government and defended in the
government agreement by these special majorities, which does not make the discussions any
easier. Governments have become used to the idea of forming coalitions that include a majority
in each language group in addition to a majority at the federal level, but this is becoming
increasingly complicated and this was not the case for the last three full-fledged majority
governments, for example. Finally, if one considers, in addition to all these formal and informal
constraints, the internal functioning of the ministerial cabinet presented above (collective
responsibility), one quickly understands that agreements on the various subjects are laborious,
with each party potentially having the possibility of using its veto.
As our thesis focuses on the current pension reform initiated in the De Croo government
agreement and on the latest reform initiated by the Michel government, let us briefly present
these two full-fledged majoritarian Belgian governments and their formation.33 (Demertzis et
al. 2014, Istasse 2019, Sägesser 2020, SPF Intérieur website)
Elections

on

25

May

2014

mark

the

end

of

the

Di

Rupo

government

(PS/CD&V/MR/SP.A/OpenVLD/CDH). Following the election results that were presented in
the previous subsection, negotiations for the different government formations in the federated
entities and for the federal government are organised. 139 days after the elections, a coalition
and an agreement emerge at the federal level after agreements have been reached in the regions
and communities. Three royal missions were necessary before the government of the Frenchspeaking liberal Charles Michel (N-VA/MR/CD&V/OpenVLD), also known as the Suédoise,
took office on 11 October 2014. (CRISP website) The government consists of seven Frenchspeaking ministers, all belonging to the liberal political family (MR), including the post of
Prime Minister for Charles Michel, seven Dutch-speaking ministers and four Flemish

31

This implies including both the Flemish and Walloon branches of a political family at the federal level.
This implies that if a party is present at the federal level, the party may also be present in the federated entities
and vice versa.
33
The composition of all Belgian federal governments is available on the CRISP website:
http://www.crisp.be/documents-politiques/gouvernements/gouvernements-nationaux-federaux/
(CRISP 2
website)
32
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secretaries of state. The pensions are attributed to francophone liberal Daniel Bacquelaine
(MR). This federal coalition government has many innovations. Firstly, the French-speaking
Liberal Party (MR) is the only party from the French-speaking language group present in the
federal government, a first in the history of Belgium. Moreover, the MR has only twenty seats
out of the 63 seats of the French-speaking group in the House of Representatives, a majority in
the French-speaking language group is therefore far from being reached. Thirdly, as the
government of the French Community and the Walloon Region is composed of Humanists
(CDH) and Socialists (PS), there is a complete lack of vertical symmetry at the Francophone
level, and while Francophone governments are center-left oriented, the Flemish government
and the federal government are center-right oriented. This coalition is also marked by the entry
into the federal government of the Flemish Nationalist and Separatist Party (NV-A), a first.
Finally, it should be pointed out that there was no discussion of a new Reform of the State, a
sine qua non condition for the French-speaking liberals (MR) for the entry of the Flemish
nationalists (NV.A) into the government. (Demertzis et al. 2014, Istasse 2019, SPF Intérieur
website)
A little more than four years after the formation of the Suédoise, disagreements arose within
the government about migration policy and the “Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular
Migration” that the N.VA refused to sign. Some analysts see it as an electoral strategy or a
pretext to strengthen their political line on migration policies in order to regain an electorate
following the disappointing local elections of 14 October 2018 which were a success for the
Flemish extreme right (Vlaams Belang). The Michel government submits its resignation to the
King on 9 December 2018. (Le Soir 2018a, RTBF 2018a) The outgoing minority government
(MR/CD&V/OpenVLD) without the N.VA is then charged with managing the affaires
courantes (current affairs) until a new coalition is formed following the elections of 26 May
2019. Following the results of the elections of 26 May 2019 presented in the previous subsection, the negotiations begin and open a new long period of political crisis in Belgium. No
agreement seems to emerge as the COVID-crisis is breaking out around the world. In order to
deal with the crisis, the government in affaires courantes, with the agreement of the parliament,
becomes a full-fledged government for a fixed period of time, again with Sophie Wilmès as
head of government on 17 March 2020 (MR/CD&V/OpenVLD). A few months later,
negotiations restart and an agreement is reached on 1 October 2020 with the government of the
Flemish liberal Alexander De Croo (PS/MR/Ecolo/CD&V/OpenVLD/S.PA/Groen). The
government consists of fifteen ministers and five secretaries of state. Each formation obtains
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two ministerial posts (the French-speaking socialists three) and the five largest formations an
additional secretary of state post. Pensions are awarded to French-speaking socialist (PS)
Karine Lalieux. This agreement marks the end of Belgium's longest political crisis. 494 days
separate the elections from the formation of the government. This is shorter than the formation
of the Di Rupo government in 2010-2011, which lasted 540 days. However, if we take the fall
of the Michel government on 9 December 2018 as a starting point, 662 days, 10 royal missions
and 2 missions at the initiative of certain parties will have been necessary to regain a fullyfledged and majority government in Belgium. Moreover, if we compare the recent crisis with
the crisis of 2010-2011, heated debates on a possible reform of the state were not on the agenda
in 2019-2020. Several factors are put forward by political scientists: (i) the fragmentation of
representation in the Parliament with twelve parties represented in the House of
Representatives, (ii) the significant rise of the extreme right-wing party in Flanders (Vlaams
Belang) and the extreme left (PTB) in Wallonia, (iii) the impossibility of forming a majority
within the Dutch-speaking language group without the Flemish Nationalist Party (N.VA) given
the cordon sanitaire34 that weighs on the Flemish extreme right-wing party (Vlaams Belang)
and finally, (iv) the impossibility of forming a majority comprising the three traditional
political families. As with the previous government, many innovations can be identified.
Firstly, it is the first time in Belgian history that a federal government comprises seven parties.
Secondly, a minority is reached in the Flemish language group. Morevover, while vertical
symmetry is respected on the French-speaking side, this is not the case on the Dutch-speaking
side with the participation of the N.VA in the Flemish government but not in the federal
government and the participation of only two out of the four Flemish members of the federal
government in the Flemish government. We should also point out the absence of the CDH in
the coalition, while the CD&V is present. Finally, Alexander De Croo takes the post of Prime
Minister while the OpenVLD only forms the fifth party according to the 2019 elections. (Istasse
2019, Sägesser 2020, SPF Intérieur website)
4.5.

Legislative process

According to article 36 of the Belgian constitution, “Federal legislative power is exercised
collectively by the King, the House of Representatives and the Senate”. By "King" we
understand the Federal Government. Indeed, at the end of the legislative process, the King

34

“Political agreement between the Flemish democratic parties to prevent extreme right-wing parties from taking
power. By extension, the term is also used on the French-speaking side of the country to refer to a political
agreement coupled with a media arrangement.” (CRISP 2020)
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sanctions the laws by giving his formal approval and promulgates the laws by ordering their
execution. (CRISP website, La chambre des représentants website) Nevertheless, according to
Article 106 of the Constitution, "No act of the King may have effect unless it is countersigned
by a minister, who alone is responsible for it". Then, as we have already seen, the power of the
Senate with the fourth and sixth reforms of the state was reduced little by little and was renamed
"Chamber of reflection" (Chambre de réflexion) in 1993 before being transformed into an
"Assembly of the federated entities" (Assemblée des entités fédérées) in 2014. Bicameralism
which formerly characterised the Belgian legislative process is now only bicameral for
institutional matters and revisions of the Constitution, "the federal legislative process is now
unicameral for most matters" (p. 71). (Istasse and Sägesser 2014) The House of
Representatives, for its part, is therefore the main institution where laws are voted. Members
of Parliament also have the right of legislative initiative by introducing legislative proposals
(propositions de lois). The government, for its part, also has the right of legislative initiative
by submitting bills (projets de lois) to the House of Representatives. In practice, the importance
of the government's agreement negotiated by a majority of the parties present in the House of
Representatives and the party discipline that characterises the Belgian political system have
made the government an indispensable part of the legislative apparatus. (Dumont and De
Winter 1999, De Winter and Dumont forthcoming, CRISP website)
Pension reforms that do not involve changes to the constitution or changes in competences
between the federal entity and federated entities therefore follow the “unicameral legislative
procedure” (Article 74 of the Constitution). Let us briefly present the different stages of this
procedure. A bill or a legislative proposal, once the Council of State has given its advice, is
sent to the House of Representatives. The draft is then examined in committee in the presence
of the competent minister. Members of the committee may propose amendments. The draft
(possibly amended) is then voted article by article by a majority of the members present before
being voted on as a whole. If a majority is reached, it is sent to the plenary session.
Parliamentary deputies may again propose amendments and the draft is then voted on in the
same way as in committee. If a majority is reached, the text is sent to the King, who sanctions
and promulgates the law. The law is then published in the moniteur belge. (La Chambre des
représentants website)
As we will see in the sub-section dedicated to interest groups, before proposing draft laws on
social and economic affairs, consultations are held with the social partners. It is therefore
important to take account of these consultations, whether they are institutionalised or not, if we
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want to understand the politics of pension reforms in Belgium. Also, in order to implement
unpopular pension reforms, Belgian governments, like other countries, have had recourse to
"special powers" in order to avoid having to go through the classic legislative procedure.
However, the advantage gained by the government in passing through "special powers" seems
limited compared to other countries, given that the governing coalition is already often based
on large majorities and that party discipline is highly developped. (Anderson et al. 2007)
Finally, as discussed in a previous subsection, bills have often already been largely negotiated
and an agreement supported by a majority has already been reached during the government
formation phase. (Dumont and De Winter 1999, De Winter and Dumont forthcoming) These
three elements that characterise the Belgian legislative process should therefore be taken into
account when we analyse pension reforms in Belgium.
4.6.

Interest groups

The Belgian interest group system is also classified as “moderately neo-corporatist” in which
the state consults and negotiates directly with the social partners on specific economic and
social policy issues. (Lijphart and Crepaz 1991, Siaroff 1999, Lijphart 2012) This takes place
informally by consulting the labour and business associations concerned or officially via
numerous corporatist institutions such as the Central Economic Council (Conseil Central de
l’Economie) or the National Labour Council (Conseil National du Travail), both equally
composed of workers’ and employers’ associations at the federal level. The first is an advisory
institution and is competent in economic matters, the second is a negotiating and advisory
institution for social matters. Social partners are also present in the administration of the key
social protection sectors. (Deleeck 2003 and Beyers et al. 2014) Indeed, the Social Security
Management Committee (Comité de gestion de la sécurité sociale) for example which is the
governing body of the ONSS (Office national de sécurité sociale) and responsible for the
overall financial management of social security is made up equally of trade unions and
employers’ organisations. Its sub-organisations such as the INAMI (Institut national
d’assurance maladie-ivalidité), the ONEM (Office national de l’emploi) or the ONP (Office
national des pensions) are also managed on a parity basis. (CRISP website)
Secondly, even like the Belgian society and its politics, pillarization and fragmentation
characterize the structure of Belgian interest groups. (Anderson et al. 2007) Indeed, interest
groups are organized around the historical Belgian class and religious cleavages. Since 1970
and the successive state reforms leading to increasing federalisation, lot of interest groups faced
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the linguistic cleavage and further fragmented. (Deschouwer 2012, Caluwaerts and Reuchamps
2014) Nevertheless, whether interest groups are still organized at a national-level or fragmented
at a regional-level is highly related to the regionalisation or not of the policy competencies that
these groups respectively defend. (Fraussen 2014, Fraussen and Beyers 2015, Fraussen et al.
2017) Whereas Workers’ associations are still centralised and their regional branches highly
integrated, employers’ associations are more regionalised even if the VBO/FEB is still
organized at the Belgian level. (Keating and Wilson 2014) Table 2.13 and table 2.14 illustrate
the structure of the influential business’ and workers’ associations for our subject of study.
Table 2.13. Belgian employers' associations system

Source: Author’s elaboration on Fraussen et al. (2017)

Table 2.14. Belgian trade union’s system

Source: Author’s elaboration on Fraussen et al. (2017)
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On the employers’ side, since social security is a federal competency, the most relevant interest
groups for our research will be the social partners recognised at the nation level: the VBO/FEB
representing large and medium enterprises and regrouping fifty sectoral federations, the
UNIZO representing small and medium-sized Flemish businesses and the UCM representing
small Walloon businesses. On the workers’ side, the ACLV/CGSLB is much less politically
influential than the ACV/CSC and the ABVV/FGTB because of their limited membership but
also because they adopt market-oriented strategies and do not have strong ties with the Walloon
and Flemish liberal parties anymore. (Bouteca et al. 2013) Global trade union membership in
Belgium is high. Nevertheless, its fragmentation across linguistic and ideological cleavages
may be determinant in the field of pension reforms. While the ACV/CSC adopts more central
position and more inclined to negotiate with the government before undertaking more direct
action, the ABVV/FGTB adopts a more leftist and radical position and is more inclined to
provoke strikes and direct protest. Like Anderson et al. (2007), we therefore except that
unpopular government pension reforms are difficult to achieve when unions develop joint
actions, but that the Belgian trade union fragmented structure and the implicit or explicit
support from the less radical ACV/CSC may be decisive in their implementation.
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CHAPTER 3 – THE POLITICS OF PENSIONS IN
BELGIUM FROM 2014 TO 2020: PROBLEM EXPOSURE,
HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
1. Introduction
In order to properly introduce our fourth chapter dedicated to the politics of pensions in
Belgium from 2014 to 2020, this third chapter presents our problem exposure, hypotheses and
research methodology.
We first re-address briefly the challenges Belgium faces in its legal pension system (first pillar).
We then present the measures proposed by the experts to address these different challenges
before presenting the measures undertaken by the Belgian governments between 2014 and
2020. On the basis of this discrepancy between the structural measures put forward by the
2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission and the parametric reforms undertaken by the
governments, we then present our research question: “ How to explain the inability to
implement structural pension reforms in Belgium from 2014 to 2020?”
In section 3, based on the two previous chapters, we develop nine hypotheses to our research
question, specific to our case study. These relate to the role of policy legacies, ideas and experts,
the composition of Belgian governments, the number of parties present in the coalition
government, the influence of opposition parties and finally the influence of trade unions and
other social partners in the decision-making process.
Finally, section 4 concludes this introduction to our case study by presenting the research
methodology and analytical framework that have been used in order to answer our research
question.
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2. Problem exposure
2.1.

The 2014 Report of the “Commission de réforme des pensions 2020-2040”

In April 2013, the ministers in charge of pensions and the self-employed, Alexander De Croo
and Sabine Laruelle respectively, set up the Commission de réforme des pensions 2020-2040
(2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission) composed of independent experts from different
backgrounds. (Vandenbroucke 2020) In June 2014, they submitted a report evaluating the
current system and advocated for “ a performant an reliable social contract” ("un contrat social
performant et fiable”) and “a structural reform of the pension regimes" (“une réforme
structurelle des régimes de pensions”). (Commission de réforme des pensions 2020-2040;
2014a) Before outlining the reforms proposed by the Commission, let us briefly review the
challenges facing the different Belgian pension regimes. This review is based on the results of
international (World Bank, European Commission, Eurostat) and national (academics, Bureau
federal du plan, Conseil supérieur des finances, Comité d’étude sur le vieillissement) studies
as well as on the assessment of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission and the Academic
Pension Council. 35
In 2014, in its report, the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission gave a "nuanced" social
performance of the pension system. (2014b, p. 8) Indeed, the risk of poverty in terms of income
among older people in Belgium is within the European average and is comparable to the level
for the lower age groups. (Eurostat website) However, if we take into account home ownership,
which is largely present in Belgium, the risk of poverty becomes significantly lower among
older people. (Conseil supérieur des finances 2020) Comparative analyses of replacement rates
reveal rather low results for Belgium, which indicates that the overall generosity of the pension
benefits is rather low. The median disposable income of those aged above 65 was in 2016 76%
of the median disposable income of the younger population group, compared to 93% for the
EU-28 average. (European Commission 2018a) However, these figures conceal the
considerable heterogeneity that exists between the different Belgian pension regimes. Indeed,
while the statutory pension scheme for employees, contractual civil servants and the selfemployed is less generous but more redistributive, the scheme for civil servants is much more
generous. (Vandenbroucke 2020) This difference is mainly explained by the different pension
calculation formula, as well as the different ceilings in the different regimes and the access
35

The Conseil Académique des Pensions (Academic Pension Council) succeeded the Commission de réforme des
pensions 2020-2040 (2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission) in May 2015. (Conseil Académique des Pensions
website)
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conditions for early retirement. The Pension Reform Commission questions some of these
flagrant inequalities as well as their legitimacy. (Commission de réforme des pensions 20202040 ; 2014a, Devolder and Hindriks 2018, 2019, Vandenbroucke 2020)
As the statistics presented below show, the financial sustainability of the system is not very
healthy. Pension expenses represented 10.6% of GDP in 2019. Estimates are 12%, 13.5% and
13.3% for 2025, 2040 and 2070 respectively. (Conseil supérieur des finances 2020) In 2014,
the World Bank highlighted five groups of countries with regard to the generosity and
sustainability of their pension systems. Belgium is included in the “High-Income Generous
Spenders” group of countries characterised by long average expected years in retirement,
generous pension benefits36 and a contracting working age population. The sustainability of
the generous pension systems of this group of countries is therefore to be questioned in light
of demographic forecasts. (World Bank 2014) The study committee on ageing from July 2020
taking the COVID-19 crisis into consideration in its hypothesis provides the following
demographic dependency ratio and socio-economic dependency ratio for Belgium. We can see
that the demographic dependency ratio is estimated to increase by 57% and the socio-economic
dependency ratio by 33% by 2070 which is considerable.37 (Conseil supérieur des finances
2020) In order to better represent the cost of this, an adjustment by contributions alone would
lead to a 20% increase by 2040, an adjustment by pension benefits would lead to a 12%
decrease by 2040.38 (Hindriks and Baurin 2019) The Pension Reform Commission emphasises
that financial sustainability is closely linked to social sustainability and that the cost of
expenditure related to different future economic and demographic scenarios must show
intergenerational solidarity by maintaining an adequate relationship between pensioners'
incomes and working people’s incomes.
Finally, the Pension Reform Commission also criticises the pension system for no longer being
in line with recent and less recent developments in society. It points here to the challenges
associated with households increasingly consisting of two incomes or the instability and
diversity of family ties. The different rights granted between a situation of traditional marriage
36

As seen previously, generosity in terms of pension benefits does not characterise the legal Belgian pension
system, especially for the self-employed, salaried workers and contractual civil servants.
37
The difference between the evolution of the demographic dependency ratio and the socio-economic dependency
ratio is mainly due to increasing employment rates across older workers and women in the following years that
have been included in the hypotheses of the reference scenario of the Bureau fédéral du Plan. These figures,
which are based on assumptions, should be taken with caution and different scenarios should also be considered.
(Hindriks and Baurin 2019)
38
At an unchanged employment rate, these percentages would represent 35% and 25% respectively. (Hindriks
and Baurin 2019)
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and legal cohabitation benefiting from more advantageous household rates or the single rate
respectively seems difficult to justify. (Commission de réforme des pensions 2020-2040;
2014a, Devolder and Hindriks 2019, Vandenbroucke 2020)
In its 2014 report, the Commission therefore strongly criticises the pension system, stating that
without a change in policies the system is not financially sustainable, that it must be more
socially efficient and that it is not evolving in line with the evolution of the society. It advocates
a "performant and reliable social contract" based on the three values of "solidarity", "individual
responsibility" and "intergenerational equity" (2014b, p. 7), which should lead to a "structural
reform of the pension regimes". This reform does not aim to fully harmonise and integrate the
three pension regimes present in Belgium but advocates a reform of each regime on the basis
of ten common principles. Furthermore, the Commission does not simply enumerate these ten
principles but also gives concrete form to them by proposing a points-based pension system to
the authorities and social partners, by encouraging the introduction of a statutory capitalisation
scheme for new contractual civil servants (a first pillar bis) and reforms of supplementary
pensions, while adding that the pay-as-you-go system must remain the norm but that
complementary pension systems are necessary if they fulfil their role properly in order to
diversify risks.
There are debates in the literature about the difference between parametric and structural
reforms. We will use the following interpretation of the Pension Reform Commission:
“The former modify specific parameters in an existing architecture (such as criteria relating to the
age and length of the career, the value of the variables taken into account for calculating the pension,
etc.); the latter modify the very architecture of a system. The Commission notes that parametric
reforms are not necessarily less drastic than structural reforms in terms of concrete consequences
for future pensioners and working people, or do not necessarily have less impact. Structural reforms,
on the other hand, result from the need to create new coherence.” (2014b, p. 9)

Let us briefly present the points-based pension system and how the calculation of pension rights
in points constitutes a real structural reform of the current Belgian pay-as-you-go system.39 In
contrast to the current different methods of calculation between the different pension schemes
(see chapter 3), the aim of the points-based pension is that the calculation method applies in all
three regimes and that the reference variable on which the pension will be calculated and on

39

For more details, see : Hindriks, J., Devolder, P., Schokkaert, E. and Vandenbroucke, F. (2017), Réforme des
pensions légales: le système de pension à points, in “Regards économiques”, 2017/130.
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which the conditions of access will be set will no longer be the uniform pension age but the
reference career length.40 Equation 1.1 presents this new calculation method.
Equation 3.1. Pension benefit equation in the point-based system proposed by the Pension
Reform Commission 2020-2040.
𝑷𝒆𝒏𝒔𝒊𝒐𝒏 = 𝑷𝒐𝒊𝒏𝒕𝒔 ∗ 𝒑𝒐𝒊𝒏𝒕 𝒗𝒂𝒍𝒖𝒆 ∗ 𝒄𝒐𝒏𝒗𝒆𝒓𝒔𝒊𝒐𝒏 𝒄𝒐𝒆𝒇𝒇𝒊𝒄𝒊𝒆𝒏𝒕
Source: Hindriks et al. (2017, p. 3)
For each year of one worker's career, the number of points is calculated as the ratio between
his or her capped gross salary and the average gross salary.41 As the points are expressed in
relative terms, this allows an automatic revaluation of wages, which is not the case in the
current system for employees, for example (see chapter 2). At the time of retirement, points are
added together and multiplied by two parameters: (i) the value of the point and (ii) the
conversion coefficient. The point value is the ratio between the average monthly gross
reference wage and the reference career, multiplied by the target replacement rate. 42 The
conversion coefficient, for its part, introduces an actuarial adjustment and is equal to the ratio
between life expectancy at the normal pension age and life expectancy at the actual pension
age. A person who has worked less than the reference career is therefore penalised, while a
person who has worked more than the reference career receives a bonus. During retirement,
pensions are indexed according to the nominal change in the average gross wage multiplied by
the sustainability coefficient, which varies according to the financing capacity of the system.
This new calculation method allows for greater flexibility, equity43 and adjustment mechanisms
to make the system financially sustainable. In terms of flexibility, it allows building up parttime pensions while ensuring the fairness and sustainability of the system through actuarial
adjustments. It also makes it easy to include the notion of métiers pénibles (hard jobs) in the
system. More points can be awarded for the years in which an occupation recognised as arduous

40

In its report, the Commission makes it clear that the aim is not a full harmonisation and integration of the three
pension regimes, but rather to achieve convergence in the method of calculation of the different schemes. It
therefore argues that harmonisation of access conditions between the different schemes is desirable because it is
more equitable, but that differences in benefits are to be expected due to the different financing structures in the
three regimes. Also, the benefits should be more favourable for statutory civil servants who do not have access to
the second pillar supplementary pension. These differences must therefore be fair and justified. (Commission de
réforme des pensions 2020-2040; 2014a, Hindriks et al. 2017, Devolder and Hindriks 2019, Vandebroucke 2020)
41
If a worker earns the average gross wage in a particular year, he or she will thus get 1 point for that year.
42
In this way, a person who has worked a full career at a wage equal to the average wage obtains a pension with
a replacement rate equal to the target rate.
43
For more information, see: Devolder, P. and Hindriks, J. (2018), La pension à points: 5 principes pour plus
d’équité dans le régime de pension en Belgique, in “Regards économiques”, 2018/139.

81

has been performed. This makes it possible to accumulate more points earlier and thus
obtaining a full pension earlier. Regarding the sustainability of the system, the Commission
advocates transparent adjustments. Thus, if it is not enough to adapt the reference career length
with the increase in life expectancy, the Commission advocates a joint adjustment of the social
contribution rate, the target replacement rate and the sustainability coefficient according to the
Musgrave rule so that efforts are fairly distributed between generations. This can also be
complemented by alternative methods of financing. (Commission de réforme des pensions
2020-2040; 2014, Hindriks et al. 2017)
2.2.

The Michel government agreement of October 2014

The Michel government agreement of October 2014 clearly specifies that it will use the report
of the Pension Reform Commission as a "scientific basis" for the various pension reforms. The
agreement contains both "specific reforms" of the current system and a commitment to
establish the legal bases for "structural reforms". (2014b, p. 28)
With regard to specific or parametric measures, the majority of the measures included in the
government agreement were voted and implemented during the legislature (see Box 1).
However, as we will see further, while some of these measures are in line with the report, others
are in contradiction with it (Vandenbroucke 2020) and while the report has actually been used
as a "scientific basis" for some measures, for others it has been used as a "pretext". (Devolder
and Hindriks 2019)
With regard to structural reforms, the government agreement is based entirely on the report of
the Pension Reform Commission and states that a "new social contract" is needed based on the
"10 principles of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission report, in close cooperation with
the social partners". For the practical implementation of these principles, the government
agreement stipulates the establishment of a "points system for calculating the pension",
including "automatic adjustment of the conditions for retirement" linked to demographic and
financial evolutions as well as the increase in life expectancy. (2014b, p. 33)
The agreement also stipulates that these reforms must be taken in concertation with the social
partners, including the establishment of a tripartite Comité national des Pensions (National
Pensions Committee) supported by the Centre d’expertise des pensions (Pension Expertise
Centre) composed of the three pension management institutions. Finally, the Pension Reform
Commission will be transformed into a Conseil Académique des Pensions (Academic Pension
Council) supported by the Bureau federal du Plan (Federal Planning Bureau), the Comité
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d’étude sur le vieillissement (Study Committee on Ageing) and the universities in their
expertise.
2.3.

Parametric reforms adopted by the Michel government

Box 3.1 summarises the reforms finally implemented by the Michel government during its
legislature between 2014 and 2018 and allows us to make two striking observations: (i) the
measures adopted by the government in fine are only parametric and (ii) while some of them
respect the principles underlying the Pension Reform Commission's report, others are in
contradiction with it.
Indeed, as some experts and members of the Academic Council on Pensions point out, a gap
exists between the promises of structural reforms contained in the government agreement and
the parametric measures taken during the legislature (Vandenbroucke 2020) and alert to the
"absolute urgency" of structurally reforming the Belgian system (Devolder and Hindriks 2019).
No legal basis for the introduction of a points-based pension with mechanisms for automatic
adjustment of retirement conditions to demographic, financial or life expectancy changes has
been established.
Regarding the parametric reforms undertaken during the legislature, several criticisms can also
be raised for some of them. Firstly, as Devolder and Hindriks (2019) point out, regarding the
government's measure to gradually raise the legal retirement age, the government used the
report as a “pretext”. Indeed, the idea of the reform proposed by the Commission was to move
the focus for determining the retirement criteria from the uniform legal retirement age to a
reference career length. (Hindriks and al. 2017) Secondly, instead of reforming the pension
bonus system to encourage workers to work later, the government has preferred to make shortterm savings by abolishing it completely, which goes against the experts' report.
(Vandenbroucke 2020)
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Box 3.1. Parametric reforms adopted by the Michel government (2014-2018)
•

Measures to tighten and harmonise the conditions of access to a retirement pension, early
retirement and survivor's pensions in the three regimes:
o

Gradual postponement of the statutory pension age to 66 in 2025 and 67 in 2030 in the three
regimes.

o

Gradual tightening of the conditions for early retirement to reach the age of 63 years from
2018 and 42 career years from 2019 in all three regimes.

•

Harmonisation measures for the three regimes:
o

Abolition of the bonification pour diplôme (diploma bonus) for civil servants and
harmonisation of the system for purchasing years of study in the three regimes.

o

Progressive harmonisation of the regime for lone self-employed with the regime for lone
employees.

•

Abolition of the unité de carrière (career unit) and the bonus pension (pension bonus):
o

Abolition of the career unit in the employees’ scheme. Employees who work more than
14.040 days during their career continue to build up pension rights.

o

No more limit to the professional income allowed in the self-employed scheme once a selfemployed receives his pension and has reached a career span of 45 years or the statutory
pension age.

o
•

Abolition of the pension bonus.

Measures relating to the second-pillar supplementary pensions:
o

Measures to encourage public enterprises to develop a supplementary pension scheme for
contractual civil servants.

o

Introduction of the PLCS (Pension libre complémentaire pour travailleurs salariés) which
allows salaried workers, on voluntary basis, to build up or increase their second-pillar
pension with fiscal advantages.

o

Introduction of the PLCI (Pension libre complémentaire pour travailleurs indépendants)
which gives access to the second pillar for self-employed workers.

•

Other measures:
o

introduction of a mixed pension for statutory civil servants who have exercised career periods
as a contractual civil servant. Years exercised as a statutory civil servant are covered by the
statutory civil servant regime, while years exercised as a contractual civil servant are covered
by the salaried employees’ regime.

Source: Author’s elaboration on Devolder and Hindriks (2019) and Vandenbroucke (2020)

Finally, following the blockage of the question of the definition of arduous jobs (métiers
pénibles), the government did not succeed in reforming the system of tantièmes préférentiels
in the public sector, which allows statutory civil servants to form a full pension more quickly,
although this is not always justified. (Devolder and Hindriks 2019)
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2.4.

Parametric reforms in the De Croo government agreement of October 2020

Box 3.2 summarises the concrete measures contained in the De Croo government agreement
of October 2020.
Box 3.2. Principal parametric reforms in the De Croo government agreement (30/09/2020)
•

Measures to increase pension benefits:
o

Minimum pension for a full career (45 years) increased to 1500 euros net of taxes.

o

For other salaried workers: Improvement of the replacement rate accordingly.

o

Abolition of the correction coefficient in the self-employed scheme.

o

Increase of the pension ceiling in relation to the wages of the active population and changes
in the minimum pension.

•

Measures to increase career lengths and the effective retirement age:
o

Introduction of a part-time pension for employees, self-employed and civil servants who
meet the conditions for early retirement.

o

Reintroduction of the bonus pension if the conditions for access to early retirement are met
but the worker has not yet retired.

•

Measures relating to the second-pillar supplementary pensions:
o

Measures will be put in place to generalise the second pillar of supplementary pensions and
to encourage a contribution level of at least 3% of the gross salary.

Source: Author’s elaboration on “Accord de gouvernement 30 septembre 2020”

Alongside these concrete measures, the government agreement stipulates that "social and
financial sustainability measures" will have to be taken during the legislature and that a
concrete proposal will have to be presented by the Minister for Pensions to the ministerial
cabinet following consultations with the social partners by 01/09/2021. Furthermore, these
reforms will have to comply with principles defined in the agreement (2020, p. 22).
Even if the government has not yet been able to initiate its work on pension reform in this early
stage of the legislature, a number of observations can be made following the content of the
government agreement. Firstly, while some experts described the implementation of a
structural pension reform as an "absolute emergency" (Devolder and Hindriks 2019) in 2019
following the Michel government's term of office, the new agreement of the De Croo
government mainly contains parametric expansionary reforms. Secondly, it should be noted
that the government's key measure, which aims to increase the minimum pensions to 1500
euros net of taxes, which Pierre Devolder, academic and also member of the Academic Council
on Pensions describes as a "trophy" (LN24 2020), only concerns workers who have reached
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the full career of 45 years. Finally, unlike 2014, there is no trace of a structural reform based
on a new method of calculating pensions including automatic adjustment mechanisms. Instead,
general principles are cited for carrying out a reform with the aim of ensuring the social and
financial sustainability of the system, which Pierre Devolder, describes as "a catalogue of good
intentions”. (LN24 2020) Although only time will tell whether the current government will be
able to implement structural reforms to ensure the social and financial sustainability of the firstpillar pension system, since the bases for these reforms are not included in the government
agreement, serious doubts may be raised about the government’s willingness and capacity to
implement such structural measures.
2.5.

Problem exposure and research question

The analysis of the report of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission, the agreement of the
Michel government in 2014, the 2014-2018 legislature that followed and the agreement of the
De Croo government at the end of 2020 following a long process of government formation,
allows us to observe that it is difficult to implement structural pension reforms in Belgium,
despite the fact that, according to the experts, they are necessary in order to ensure the social
and financial sustainability of the system.
Indeed, despite the fact that the experts' report served as a scientific basis for the government's
agreement of 2014, the Michel government only managed to implement restrictive parametric
reforms during the legislature. As for the De Croo government, despite the previous
government's mixed record in terms of structural reforms and the experts' warning, it has only
included parametric reforms that will have a negative impact on the system's finances.
Moreover, no concrete structural measures to ensure the financing of the system and its longterm sustainability are included in the government agreement.
This thesis therefore aims to provide some answers to the following question:
How to explain the inability to implement structural pension reforms in Belgium from 2014 to
2020?
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3. Specific hypotheses for our case study
This section, based on the two previous chapters, aims to develop nine hypotheses to our
research question, specific to our case study. These relate the role of policy legacies (H1), ideas
and experts (H2), the composition of Belgian governments (H3 and H4), the number of parties
present in the coalition government (H5 and H6), the influence of opposition parties (H7) and
finally the influence of trade unions and other social partners in the decision-making process
(H8 and H9).
Convinced that each theoretical approach in particular can shed light on precise dynamics but
cannot enable us to understand a particular situation in all its complexity, we adopt a pluralistic
approach and therefore develop different hypotheses specific to our case study making use of
the different existing theories in the literature.
3.1.

The role of policy legacies

Our description of the Belgian pension system, its evolution as well as its recent reforms allow
us to elaborate our first hypothesis based on historical-institutional theories:
H1: Mature Bismarckian public pension institutions constraint radical reforms and instead
favour incremental changes.
As already presented in the section devoted to the general theoretical framework of pension
reforms, this first hypothesis points to the role of policy legacies and historical institutions.
This subsection does not aim to review this theoretical framework but summarises its main
dynamics. The Belgian welfare state has adopted a Bismarckian tradition with a PAYG pension
model. For various reasons, the Belgian system seems difficult to reform in depth: (i) cutbacks
are unpopular and entitlements are defended by strong interest groups and trade unions, (ii)
policy legacies activate policy feedbacks to the beneficiaries which creates normative and
cognitive expectations, (iii) technical issues like the "double-payment" problem or the maturity
of the system impede the complete and brutal shift from a PAYG system to un funded system.
However, this does not mean that it is impossible to reform the Belgian pension system. Indeed,
history shows us that parametric reforms using “blame avoidance” techniques with long
transition periods, cooperation with the social partners and restrictive measures accompanied
by compensatory or even expansionary measures in the face of the new social risks have largely
changed the pension landscape in Belgium in the long term. Despite the willingness not to
change the Belgian statutory pension system, these different sequences of parametric reforms
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have transformed the Belgian system from a traditional Bismarckian single-pillar system
mainly based on the social insurance principle and income replacement and maintenance to a
complex three-pillar (or even four-pillar) system: the first statutory pillar looking more and
more like a basic pension to be topped up by the second and third pillar using capitalisation
financing methods.
This first hypothesis will not be the subject of a detailed analysis within the framework of this
thesis. Indeed, such a hypothesis must be analysed as part of a more global, historical and longterm study of the Belgian pension system. However, it does allow us to understand the
complexity of introducing radical and structural reforms overnight, while at the same time
underlining the long-term effect that successive parametric reforms can have on the very
architecture of the system.
3.2.

The role of ideas and experts

Our case study provides a good opportunity to analyse the potential role of ideas, learning and
discourses and more particularly the impact of experts in pension reforms, both in terms of
their content and their likelihood of adoption. Indeed, our case study permits us to analyse the
impact of the expert report of the 2020-2040 pension reform commission set up at the end of
the Di Rupo government’s term in 2013. The report was made public during the federal
government’s negotiations in 2014.
H2: Experts and including experts in pension reform debates may encourage policy-makers
willing to implement structural and/or retrenchment measures to propose such reforms even if
they are unpopular among the population.
Even if most of the politicians are aware of the need for in-depth reform of the system, such
reforms are often unpopular and can be politically costly for future elections. Basing reforms
on the experts’ reports in order to avoid blame can therefore be very useful. Such reports may
also serve as starting point for debates and thus influence the final outcome of reforms.
3.3.

The composition of the government

As presented earlier, in contrast to other countries, in the field of pensions, in addition to the
classic socio-economic cleavage, the linguistic/regional cleavage is also decisive with regard
to the “transfer problem” and the asymmetric redistribution of pension benefits between
Flanders and Wallonia. The following two hypotheses therefore intend to give insights on the
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impact of these two cleavages and the composition of the present and former federal
government on the content of the government agreements on pensions.
H3. The more the government is composed of parties on the right on the socio-economic
cleavage and the more the government is composed of parties in favour of greater
federalisation, the more likely retrenchment measures and structural reforms will be included
in the government agreement.
We therefore assume that the composition of the government is important and decisive with
regard to the content of the government agreement in the field of pensions. The number of
parties also appears to be decisive and is presented in the next sub-section. Secondly, in view
of the majorities needed to amend the laws relating to the division of competences between the
federal state and the communities and regions, we do not believe that a regionalisation of
pensions would be a realistic reform. Indeed, given the collegial functioning of the government,
the need to compose a government with as many French-speaking ministers (defending the
interests of Francophones and Walloons) as Dutch-speakers (defending the interests of the
Flemish people), we believe that a possible regionalisation of pensions is difficult to envisage
in the current state of affairs. We therefore do not consider this eventuality as part of our
analysis and in this first hypothesis and only consider retrenchment and structural reforms that
do not affect the distribution of competences between the different levels of power. Finally,
this first hypothesis does not rule out the possibility that expansionary measures may also be
found in the government agreement (see explanations below).
H4. The more the government is composed of parties fragmented along the socio-economic
and regional/linguistic cleavage, the less likely the government agreement will contain
structural reforms and the more likely it will contain only parametric reforms.
With regard to this fourth hypothesis, we would like to make two comments. Firstly, it should
be noted that we have not considered the possibility that the agreement would not contain any
pension reform measure at all. Nevertheless, given the Belgian tradition for many years of
allocating a ministerial portfolio specifically for pensions and the importance of the
government agreement in the Belgian decision-making process, it is difficult to imagine that
the government agreement would not contain any measures in this respect. Secondly, we do
not make any precision regarding the direction the parametric reforms (whether retrenchment
reforms or expansion reforms). In fact, given that pension reforms in Belgium and elsewhere
do not only concern their financial sustainability but also their adequacy, parametric reforms
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are not necessarily only restrictive and it is conceivable to find expansionary initiatives in the
government agreement, especially when it is necessary to make compromises in order to reach
an agreement.
3.4.

The number of parties in government

Given the collegial organisation within the government and the fact that the government
agreement is binding on all its members, each minister and his or her party respectively have
the ability to veto various measures proposed by ministers from other majority political parties.
Hypotheses five and six combined with the two previous hypotheses aim to capture the
dynamics around the number of parties in the governing coalition and pension reforms.
H5. If, in addition to the situation of hypothesis 3, the government contains only a small number
of parties, this decreases the number of veto players and thus facilitates the implementation of
retrenchment measures and structural reforms in the government agreement.
As seen in the literature review of the various theories on pension reforms, such a configuration
could also produce the opposite effect. Indeed, such reforms are in principle not very popular
and in a situation where power is concentrated in the hands of a few parties, the electoral cost
could be high for the subsequent elections. However, given that reforms are not only based on
expert reports in response to the various challenges pension reports face, but are also part of
parties’ electoral programmes on which they were elected, these theories seem less appropriate
for our case study. Also, as for hypothesis 3, hypothesis 5 does not rule out the possibility that
expansionary measures may also be found in the government agreement.
H6. If, in addition to the situation of hypothesis 4, the government contains many parties, this
increases the number of veto players and thus makes the possibilities for structural reforms
more complicated, which favours only parametric reforms in the government agreement.
As for hypothesis 5, this configuration could also produce the opposite effect with regard to
"blame avoidance" theories, for example. Indeed, given the urgency of reforming the pension
system in order to make it sustainable in the long term, the different parties could find an
opportunity to reform the system without paying the consequences at the next elections, since
the responsibility for such a reform in such a situation cannot be invoked on any particular
party. However, given the Belgian peculiarity of having two relevant cleavages in the
framework of pension reforms (the socio-economic cleavage and the linguistic/regional
cleavage), it seems very complex to achieve a structural reform in the government agreement
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that satisfies the great number of fragmented parties and we therefore advocate the hypothesis
of parametric reforms. Also, for the same reasons as in hypothesis 4, we do not make any
precision regarding the direction the parametric reforms (whether retrenchment reforms or
expansion reforms).
3.5.

Opposition parties

While hypotheses 3, 4, 5 and 6 focused on the phases of legislative elections, government
formation and the government agreement in particular, the next hypotheses focus on the phases
following the government agreement and the reforms that are in fine put in place. Hypothesis
7 interprets the role of opposition parties.
H7. Opposition parties do not constitute effective veto players and cannot block government
reforms proposed in parliament.
As, from a legislative point of view, the introduction of pension reforms has no impact on the
Belgian Constitution or the division of competences between the federal entity and the
federated entities (communities and regions), only a simple majority is required and opposition
parties do not constitute effective veto players. Indeed, given the “party-ocracy” that
characterises the party system in Belgium, if an agreement is reached within the majoritarian
governing coalition, it will also be voted by a majority in the House of Representatives.
However, the opposition can use other means of actions, such as bringing the debate to the
public through the media for example or by activating directly or indirectly trade union. (see
hypothesis 8)
3.6.

Trade unions and social partners

As seen in the previous sections, the Belgian consociational decision-making process cannot
be analysed without taking into account the role of the trade unions and social partners.
Whether in an institutionalised way or not, we will analyse their impact in the context of the
recent pension reforms.
H8. Nevertheless, trade unions, on their own initiative or encouraged by the opposition parties
and if they are willing, may have the capacity to block retrenchment and structural reforms
initiated by the government, through trade union action, especially if they are organised
collectively.
As seen in the other chapters, trade unions are important in Belgium and a large number of
employees are union members. However, like the party system, trade unions are fragmented
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along the religious, socio-economic and linguistic cleavages. We therefore believe that joint
trade union action may be determinant in blocking reforms that do not please the unions.
H9. Social concertation with the social partners may thus be essential for the government to
pass retrenchment measures. Nevertheless, this increases the likelihood structural reforms will
not take place, as the government will have to make concessions and therefore accept only
parametric reforms.
Indeed, as with other economic and social policies, social concertation characterises the
Belgian decision-making process. It is institutionalised and seems thus unavoidable if the
government wants to introduce structural pension reforms. However, we assume that
consultation also encourages des politiques de compromis (compromise policies) and thus
parametric reforms.
The purpose of this section was to develop hypotheses specific to our case study. The next
section proposes a methodology to evaluate them and to provide elements of answers to our
research question: "How to explain the inability to implement structural pension reforms in
Belgium form 2014 to 2020?”
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4. Methodology: a sequential approach
This fourth section aims to propose a methodology and an analytical framework for the
decision-making process of the pension reforms of the last legislature under the Michel
government (2014-2018) and the current legislature under the De Croo government. While the
previous section has enabled us to propose nine precise hypotheses for our case study thanks
to a combination of general welfare state and pension theories present in the literature (chapter
1) and the specificities of Belgium (chapter 2), a sequential or process tracing approach enabled
us to analyse the pension reforms between 2014 and 2020 in Belgium in order to understand
all its subtilities. This section does not only aim to present the sequential approach but also
outlines, for each sequence of the decision-making process, the chosen method of data and
information collection.
the sequential approach (the term “process tracing” is used by Bezes et al. (2018)) is "a method
for analysing public policies" and constitutes an "analytical framework based on the
sequencing principle" which is "an organised grid of sequences of action making it possible to
divide the development of a public policy into distinct stages". (Jacquot 2019, p. 81) In 1970,
Charles O. Jones identified five sequences of the political process. Since our research aims
solely to understand the content of pension reform decisions taken at the end of the legislative
process, we will not focus on the last three stages of Jones' political process, which are the
"program implementation", "program evaluation" and the "program termination". In fact, we
will examine the first two stages, namely "problem identification" and "program development".
(Jones 1970, p. 12) Nevertheless, as suggested by Bezes et al (2018), it is important to adapt
the sequences to each particular case. The actions of these two major stages of the decisionmaking process will therefore be specific to our case study and presented chronologically.
This qualitative method will enabled us to understand the complexity and subtilities of the
pension reform process between 2014 and 2020. Moreover, its strength lies in the chronological
presentation of the various events relating to pensions in Belgium. Indeed, we believe that a
chronological presentation is important since an action can be a consequence or an effect of a
previous action while also being a cause for future actions. This also allowed us to highlight
events that taken in isolation may seem trivial but within the framework of a sequential process
be fundamental. In the terms of Palier and Trampusch (2016), we are therefore not only
carrying out a "deductive process tracing" but also an "inductive process tracing". In fact, the
methodology not only aims to verify the nine hypotheses put forward in the previous section,
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but from the empirical reality described, it also allows us to highlight other explanatory factors
specific to the reforms analysed. (Bezes et al. 2018)
Let us briefly present the different steps that we analysed in our empirical research as well as
the methods of data and information collection for each of them.
After the establishment of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission in April 2014, the 2014
electoral campaign is the first step in our empirical research. We analysed the electoral
positions and strategies of the different relevant political parties on the pension issue. We paid
particular attention to whether the proposals are retrenchment or expansion measures on the
one hand, and whether they are only parametric or also structural. These positions are then
compared with the position of these parties on the left-right cleavage and the linguistic/regional
cleavage in order to give us already more information about hypotheses 3 presented in the
previous section. We collected information and data from the electoral programs of the
different parties as well as on the basis of media debates.
Castanheira and Noury situated the different Belgian political parties in relation to different
dimensions in 2007, including the ideological dimension of the size of government (left-right
cleavage) and the dimension of regionalisation or decentralisation (regional cleavage). (figure
3.1) These different positions were realised through the analysis of independent experts who
were asked by the authors to situate the different parties on the different dimensions on a scale
of 1 to 20. However, this analysis dates from 2007, we assume that a certain ideological inertia
nevertheless allows us to draw the main conclusions despite the fact that there have been some
evolutions since 2007.44 Note the presence of the Front National on the graph, which is no
longer a party at present, or the absence of Défi party that emanated from the MR. We locate
it just to the right of CDH. As for the regional dimension, this historically regionalist
francophone party, like the other francophone parties, does not want more federalisation today.
The extreme left PTB/PVDA national party, more and more popular in the francophone part of
Belgium is also absent in this graph. Finally, as we have been able to observe during our various
research within the framework of this thesis and also according to a study conducted by
academics on the basis of the electoral programs before the 2019 elections, the N-VA is situated
to the right of the Open VLD on the left-right cleavage. (Lalibre 2019) As already briefly
presented in the previous parts of this thesis, two lessons can be drawn from this graph: (i) the

44

An update has been asked to the authors and is in progress. Nevertheless, an update could not be made before
the presentation of this thesis
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regional cleavage is characterised by the linguistic divide: the Dutch-speaking parties have
either a neutral position or a position advocating more regionalisation, while all the Frenchspeaking parties are resistant to it, and secondly (ii) the Dutch-speaking parties are on average
centre-right, while the French-speaking parties are on the whole more centre-left.
Figure 3.1. Positions of the Belgian political parties on the dimensions of regionalism and
size of government.

Source: Castanheira and Noury (2007, p.22)
The second relevant stage that we have identified in the Belgian decision-making process
concerns the federal elections of 2014 and the subsequent formation and agreement of the
government. The analysis of the electoral results, the government coalition and the government
agreement (and in particular on the subject of pensions) as well as the differences between the
government agreement on pensions and the initial positions of the different coalition parties
will give us more insights into hypotheses 3 and 5 presented in the previous section. This stage
of the Belgian decision-making process also allowed us to consider the influence of the experts’
report of the 2020-2040 pension reform commission on the content of the government
agreement. The data collection included the electoral results, the positioning of the coalition
parties on the two cleavages, the analysis of the government agreement and experts’ report, as
well as newspapers and academic analysis.
The third sequence that we identify concerns all the relevant actions related to the issue of
pensions following the agreement of the Michel government during the 2014-2018 legislature.
These actions mainly resume: (i) the reforms voted in Parliament, (ii) the actions undertaken
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by trade union associations and social partners, (iii) the moments of social concertation. For
the reasons mentioned above, these events were analysed chronologically. These enabled us to
provide some answers to hypotheses 7, 8 and 9. This step also allowed us to see which strategy
the government adopts, such as justifying the measures undertaken on the basis of the experts’
report (hypothesis 2). We attached great importance to the sequencing of events, convinced
that an action can be the effect or consequence of a previous action while also being the cause
of a future actions. No less than 200 news articles have been analysed chronologically for this
purpose in order to shed light on the evolution of the decision-making process of the various
measures and events related to the pension issue. (see bibliography) These news articles are
mainly based on the French-speaking public information website of the RTBF but also on the
Dutch-speaking public information website of the VRT. In order to make sense of the
succession of these different stages, the points of view and reactions of the different actors to
these different events were analysed through their interventions in the media (interviews,
debates, interventions,…). Also, when official documents concluding the moments of social
concertation were available, we analysed them.
The same methodology has been be used for the De Croo government, from the resignation of
the Michel government in 2018, to the electoral campaign of 2018-2019 until the formation of
the government and the government agreement. However, as the government has only been in
place for a short time, we stopped at the phase of the government agreement and we simply
introduced the subsequent government legislature. This second part of the analysis allowed us
to have more insights on hypotheses 2, 4 and 6.
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CHAPTER 4 – THE POLITICS OF PENSIONS IN
BELGIUM FROM 2014 TO 2020: THE INABILITY TO
IMPLEMENT STRUCTURAL REFORMS
1. Introduction
In the previous chapter, we presented our problem exposure and research question. We also
introduced different hypotheses based on the theories of pension reform and the Belgian
decision-making process developed in the first and second chapters respectively. Finally, we
presented our research methodology based on a sequential approach. This fourth and final
chapter presents the politics of pensions in Belgium from 2014 to 2020 using this processtracing approach based on seven sequences of the Belgian political process for the period 20142020.
In order to introduce our case study, a first sequence is devoted to the end of the Di Rupo
government’s legislature, which is marked by the designation of the 2020-2040 Pension
Reform Commission. The third section of this chapter is then dedicated to the analysis of the
electoral programs on pensions of the different political parties during the 2014 election
campaign using, among others, the left-right socio-economic cleavage and the linguistic divide.
The government formation and agreement phase is then analysed in section 4, implementing
the Suédoise coalition and a pension agreement based on a broadly shared vision of the four
parties and highly influenced by the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission. The fifth section
of this chapter then analyses the policy process of pension reforms during the 2014-2018
legislature and highlights the relevance of the strategy and method adopted by the government,
the role of the opposition and trade unions as well as the misunderstandings of the expert’s
report by the different actors in answering our research question. The impact of discourses used
by the different actors are also analysed in this section.
The sixth section reviews the 2019 electoral campaign, which was essentially based on the
claims that emerged during the 2014-2018 legislature, i.e. the minimum pensions, the
pensionable age and the issue of arduous jobs. We then analyse the content of the agreement
of the De Croo government in section 7, which emerged after a long political crisis, between
seven parties divided both on the socio-economic and linguistic cleavage. Finally, we conclude
this last chapter with the eighth section devoted to the beginning of the present legislature and
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expose the strategy adopted by the new Minister of Pensions, Karine Lalieux, which seems to
be the opposite of the one adopted by Minister Bacquelaine during the previous legislature.
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2. The end of the Di Rupo legislature
The Di Rupo government (PS/MR/CD&V/SP.A/Open VLD/CDH) has been the first to
introduce parametric retrenchment reforms directly into the statutory pension system, including
the tightening of career conditions for early retirement and pre-pension as well as changes to
the civil servants' regime by abolishing the most advantageous tantièmes préférentiels for
example. (See Subsection 3.5 of Chapter 2).
In April 2013, at the end of the legislature, Alexander De Croo and Sabine Laruelle, the pension
minister and the minister for the self-employed respectively, mandated an independent
commission of twelve experts from different backgrounds and political sensibilities to study
the Belgian pension system and its social and financial sustainability. (Vandenbroucke 2020,
Bayenet et al. 2019) The report was finally delivered in mid-June 2014 after the federal
elections and during the negotiations for the formation of the government. Its impact will
therefore not be reflected in the electoral programs of the various political parties.
A TV debate organised one year before the elections by the Francophone Belgian public
channel between the main Francophone parties’ presidents (PS, Ecolo, CDH and MR), gives
us a first idea of the positions of these different parties on the issue of pensions. (RTBF 2013,
26 May) On the subject of the pensionable age, the question seems to be sensitive and no one
is clearly stating the willingness to raise the statutory pensionable age. Nevertheless, everyone
seems to agree that ways must be found to increase the average length of careers, which is very
low in Belgium, while at the same time introducing accompanying measures for older workers.
The MR is the party that insists the most on increasing working time, the PS does not seem to
be opposed as well but insists on the importance of taking the social partners into account,
while Ecolo is opposed to increasing the statutory pensionable age because the arduousness of
certain professions. On the subject of the financing of the system, two visions seem to be
opposed between the CDH and the MR on the one hand, who defend a reduction in business
taxation to create employment associated with austerity measures (more marked by the MR) in
order to reduce the public debt, whereas Ecolo and the PS insist on the fight against tax fraud
and the introduction of taxes on financial transactions (in particular the PS).
This debate is interesting because it makes it possible to see the positions of the different parties
one year before the elections and therefore before they have developed their different electoral
programs, at a time when electoral competition is therefore supposed to be less strong than
when the elections are coming up.
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3. The 2014 electoral campaign and elections
The 2014 electoral campaign allows us to describe the positions and proposals of the different
political parties and is the starting point for our case study. Particular attention is paid to the
impact of the left-right socio-economic cleavage and the linguistic divide on the positions of
the different parties with regard to pension policy. The electoral programs of the 12 political
parties present in the House of Representatives were analysed for this purpose. This analysis
allowed us positioning the different parties with respect to the following dimensions: (i) access
conditions to the statutory pension, (ii) generosity of the pension regimes, (iii) their philosophy
regarding the role of the second and third pillars, and finally (iv) the financing method. (See
tables A.1 and A.2 in the appendix) The analysis of the 2014 electoral programs does not allow
us to analyse the vision of the different parties on the structural reform proposal of the 20202040 Pension Reform Commission, as the report came out after the elections had taken place.
Nevertheless, a debate organised by the independent think tank Itinera at the end of April 2014,
when the Commission's draft was becoming known, between the Dutch-speaking parties Open
VLD, SP.A and Groen gives us a first brief overview of the position of these three parties on
the points-based pension system proposed by the Commission. (Itinera 2014, 28 April) In this
sub-section we discuss the proposals of the various parties, starting with the French-speaking
parties and then the Dutch-speaking parties. For both language groups, the chronology of
presentation follows the left-right divide.
In its electoral program, the far-left national party PTB/PVDA strongly criticises the measures
undertaken by the outgoing government and pleads for an upward harmonisation of pension
schemes with the civil servant’s regime exclusively on the basis of the first pillar, a reversal of
the conditions of access to pre-pensions, a status quo of the other access conditions and finally
an alternative mode of financing based on taxes on wealth and capital, employers and the fight
against tax fraud.45
The PS and Ecolo, two left-wing parties on the left-right socio-economic axis, but less radical
than the PTB/PVDA, propose fairly similar programs with an overall status quo in terms of
access conditions but a better consideration of hard jobs and an improvement in the lowest
pensions (the GRAPA and the minimum pension for a full career). The PS is satisfied with the
measures taken in the last legislature and argues that a tightening of access conditions is no
45

In this section we compare the PTB/PVDA with the French-speaking parties, as the party is particularly present
in the French-speaking rather than the Dutch-speaking political landscape. Indeed, in the House of Representatives
the PTB took 2 seats in 2014 and 8 seats in 2019 while the PVDA took no seats in 2014 and 4 seats in 2019.
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longer necessary. Both parties also defend the first pillar pensions. Alongside this, Ecolo
proposes better solidarity in the second pillar by removing the tax advantages of the third pillar.
As for financing, the philosophy of the two parties is quite similar and should include job
creation and alternative financing through the fight against tax fraud and better taxation on
capital. Finally, the two parties do not clearly propose measures for a clear harmonisation of
the three pension schemes. The envisaged harmonisation measures only concern the
harmonisation of minimum pensions in the three pension regimes (for both parties) and the
harmonisation of the way in which years of study are taken into account in the calculation of
the pension in the scheme for the self-employed with the scheme for employees for the socialist
party.
The CDH, the French-speaking centrist party, for its part, also advocates a status quo in terms
of access conditions. As for the generosity of the first pillar, the CDH pleads for a better
differentiation between the GRAPA and the minimum pension for a full career. It also proposes
to increase the wage ceiling taken into account in the formula for calculating the pension of
salaried workers and a further harmonisation of the different existing pension schemes. As for
supplementary pensions, it advocates improving the coverage of the second pillar while
keeping priority to the first pillar. Finally, financing should be achieved by taxing financial
speculation and improving the employment rate, particularly among the older working-aged
group.
Défi (centre-right) and MR (right) argue for a closer link between work and the first pillar
pension. They propose, for example, like the CDH to increase the salary ceiling in the pension
benefit formula, abolishing the limits on pensioners' income from work alongside their pension
or abolishing the solidarity contributions of pensioners. Défi is the only one to propose raising
the legal retirement age gradually to 67, while proposing greater flexibility for the end of
careers. The MR, for its part, does not advocate raising the legal age but wants a closer link
between actual work and the amount of the pension and increase the effective worked years.
The MR proposes that all working days should be taken into account in the calculation of the
pension and that the career unit of 45 years should be abolished. As for the second and third
pillars, both parties want to generalise them and encourage them fiscally. The MR proposes
continuing gradually to harmonise the three pension regimes by harmonising the way in which
years of study are taken into account in the calculation of the pension, for example, and by
abolishing the fact that this is taken into account free of charge in the scheme for civil servants.
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Finally, financing is to be achieved through job creation, reduction of the public debt, and a
better balance between pay-as-you-go financing and capitalisation methods.
The analysis of the Francophone electoral programs first allows us to identify common points
among the various parties: (i) all the proposed measures are only parametric and does not intend
to change the architecture of the Belgian pension system, (ii) apart from Défi, changing the
statutory pensionable age is not envisaged by any party, (iii) in terms of financing, job creation
seems essential for all parties to ensure the sustainability of the system.
Then, the left-right socio-economic cleavage seems relevant to describe the different proposals
in the field of pensions in terms of conditions of access, generosity of the first pillar,
harmonisation of the different existing pension regimes, importance of supplementary pension
schemes and finally the methods of financing, with the CDH adopting a centrist position.
Indeed, as the left-wing parties generally defend a status quo in terms of access conditions
while advocating more flexible measures for pre-pension (PTB) or a recognition of hard jobs
(Ecolo and PS), the right-wing parties want an increase in the legal pensionable age (Défi) or
a closer link between access conditions and actual worked careers (MR). It also reports that
leftist Francophone parties are defenders of the first pension pillar and want to further develop
it by harmonising the different pension schemes upwards for the PTB and by increasing and
harmonising the amount of the lower pensions for the PS and Ecolo. On the right, emphasis is
placed on the importance of the three pension pillars by encouraging the development of the
second and third pillars, the link between the amount of the pension and actual work, and on
harmonising the different schemes by abolishing non-justified benefits in the civil servants'
scheme. Finally, in terms of financing, while all parties seem to agree on the importance of job
creation, two visions seem to be opposed: while left-wing parties are in favour of more
alternative financing from the state, right-wing parties plead for a tight management of public
expenditure and for financing methods increasingly based on both PAYG and capitalisation.
On the side of the Flemish parties, the left-wing parties (SP.A and Groen), have a rather similar
program. As regards the conditions of access, they want to move from a uniform pension age
to an age determined on the basis of a reference career of 42 years. The early pensionable age
would then be abolished, but the statutory age of 65 would still be maintained for those who
have not reached the 42-year career requirement at the age of 65. In the case of the SP.A, this
career length must also evolve in line with life expectancy. Both parties also defend the status
quo in terms of assimilated periods. With regard to pension benefits, they advocate a better
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redistribution between the highest and lowest pensions by controlling the ceilings and raising
the amount of the GRAPA above the poverty line. For the SP.A, the pension should be equal
to 75% of the last income for everyone, taking into account the three pillars. Groen proposes
the introduction of a basic pension in the first pillar. Both parties are in favour of a better
harmonisation across the three regimes but upwards and not downwards as the right-wing
parties suggest in their view. Concerning the structure of the system, the priority remains the
first pillar as well as the generalisation of the second pillar while bringing more solidarity to it.
The tax advantages of supplementary pensions can only operate up to a certain ceiling. Their
vision of financing is also quite similar, pointing to the increase in average career length,
advocating a shift in the tax policies from labour taxes (especially among older workers) to
taxes on capital and fight against fiscal fraud. Groen adds environmental taxes. During the
debate organised by Itinera, the issue of a points-based pension model was briefly addressed.
The SP-A does not seem to be opposed at first glance. It would allow citizens to take more
interest in their pensions and to make them more responsible. However, the party fears that the
system does not provide clarity and predictability and points out that the system should be able
to provide a replacement rate of 75% of the last salary.
The CD&V (Flemish centrist party), also wants to maintain the statutory pension age at 65 at
which pension rights are possible, while at the same time focusing on the full career span of 45
years. They also want to focus on work by tightening the assimilated periods by being more
selective or by creating a greater difference between the amount of the GRAPA and the
minimum pension benefits for a full career. Like most of the parties, the priority remains the
first pillar. A further harmonisation across the different regimes must also operate, especially
focusing on the unjustified differences that erase in the civil servants’ regime. Finally,
sustainability problems must be challenged through increasing the employment rate,
particularly among older people, by reducing taxes on labour.
The Flemish right-wing parties (the Open VLD and the NV-A) have rather similar proposals
and do not diverge strongly from the CD&V. Like the CD&V, both parties want to maintain
the statutory pension age at 65 years, while focusing on the full career span of 45 years.
Furthermore, the access conditions must be linked to life expectancy, which suggests that the
parties do not seem to be opposed to raising the legal pension age. Both parties also want to
abolish the pre-pension system. Regarding benefits, both parties want to improve the insurance
principle by better linking pension benefits to work and, reducing certain assimilated periods
such as long-term unemployment or periods of pre-pension and by harmonising the different
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schemes to reduce the unjustified advantages of certain civil servants. The NV-A also wants to
introduce some malus for those who take early retirement. Both parties also encourage
supplementary pensions. The Open VLD wants to promote the second pillar in all sectors and
to introduce the supplementary pension scheme for the self-employed. Their vision of how the
system should be financed is also comparable for both parties: increase average effective
careers, decrease social contributions to make work attractive, limiting public spending and
having a competitive industry. Finally, on the subject of a points-based pension system,
Alexander De Croo (Open VLD) seemed very positive during the debate organised by Itinera.
In his view, such a system would allow a closer link between pension benefits and the years
worked, greater flexibility and predictability. He also seemed positive with regard to the
possible adjustment coefficients introduced into the system and the fact that it would make
workers more responsible for their different career choices.
The Vlaams Belang, for its part, proposes more or less the same vision as the right-wing parties,
but has the particularity of also proposing the splitting of social security between the regions.
Just as for the French-speaking parties, we can identify some common trends among the Dutchspeaking parties: (i) firstly, even if some parties have given a vague opinion on the pointsbased pension that will be proposed by the Pension Reform Commission, the measures in the
Flemish programs are only parametric and are not intended to fundamentally change the
architecture of the Belgian pension system, (ii) secondly, the postponement of the statutory
pensionable age seems sensitive, all parties focussing on career lengths instead, and right-wing
parties implicitly indicating that the access conditions must evolve with life expectancy
without proposing a precise postponement age, (iii) finally, as for the French-speaking parties,
the miracle solution for financing pensions seems to be job creation and as compared to the
Francophone parties, Flemish parties insist more explicitly on career lengths.
Furthermore, the socio-economic left-right divide seems relevant for interpreting the different
philosophies and measures proposed by the Flemish parties in the field of pensions, the CD&V
adopting a central position but more to the right than the Francophone CDH by defending
greater selectivity in the assimilated periods taken into account for the pensions benefits, for
example. With regard to assimilated periods, the left-wing parties (SP-A and Groen) propose
to focus on a career length of 42 years, whereas the right-wing parties (Open-VLD and N-VA)
are more restrictive and defend access conditions based on a career length of 45 years, and
argue that access conditions should evolve with life expectancy and defend the abolition of
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pre-pensions. Secondly, in terms of benefit generosity in the first pillar, harmonisation of the
different pension schemes and the role of supplementary pensions, the parties on the left want
more redistribution and solidarity in the first pillar and supplementary pensions as well as a
better upwards harmonisation of the various schemes, whereas the parties on the right insist on
the insurance principle, more closely linking the amount of the pension to actual work, and
defend a pension system based on the three pillars, whereas harmonisation of the various
schemes must above all take place in order to avoid unjustified advantages in the civil servants'
regime. Finally, regarding the financial sustainability of the system, the two visions present in
the French-speaking political landscape between the left and the right also seem to apply to the
Flemish parties, while generally insisting more explicitly on the need to extend career lengths.
After analysing the positions of the different political parties within their language group, let
us briefly compare the French-speaking and Dutch-speaking parties as a whole. Firstly, in terms
of financial sustainability, the solution advocated seems to be job creation.46 Secondly,
politically, the postponement of the statutory pensionable age does not seem to be popular, but
the parties seem to agree that a lengthening of careers is necessary for the sustainability of the
system. This assumption is more clearly assumed by all Flemish parties and the CDH (centrist)
and MR (right) on the French-speaking side. Finally, while many parties in their electoral
programs introduce the issue of pensions by pointing out the same important challenges to the
financial and social sustainability of the system and the need for deep and structural reforms,
the proposed solutions and measures are exclusively parametric. Let us therefore stress the
importance that the report of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission, which proposes
structural reform, could have, since the parties do not seem to be proposing such measures on
a voluntary basis. As the Commission only issued its report in June 2014 during the government
formation phase, its influence can only be felt from that moment on. Nevertheless, we expect
that in view of the content of the different electoral programs, right-wing parties will be more
inclined to be receptive than left-wing parties since they adhere more to the Pension Reform
Commission's philosophy of making a closer link between the years actually worked and the
amount of the pension. Also, as all the Flemish parties want to put more emphasis on the length
of career instead of the statutory pension age in terms of access conditions, the Flemish parties
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It should be noted, however, that the previsions of the Bureau fédéral du Plan of future expenditure linked to
ageing and pensions already take into account in their assumptions the future increase in the employment rate in
the working-aged population, especially among women and older workers. (Hindriks and Baurin 2019)
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seem to be more in line with the Commission's methodological reform as compared to the
Francophone parties.
As already described in sub-section 4.3 of the second chapter and as illustrated in table 2.12,
the federal elections of 25 May 2014 are characterised by a low percentage of cumulative votes
from the traditional parties, the broad victory of the N-VA and a mainly left-wing Francophone
political landscape, including the entry of the PTB to be compared with a mainly right-wing
Flemish political landscape. (Demertzis et al. 2015, Istasse 2019, FPS Interior website)
Proportional voting and the large number of parties in the Belgian political arena make it
difficult to predict a governing coalition in the aftermath of the elections. As for the kind of
measures that will therefore be adopted in the field of pensions, it is therefore complicated to
make some predictions at this stage of the political process as long as no majority is emerging.
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4. The 2014 government formation and agreement
Two days after the elections the King appoints Bart De Wever, the president of the N-VA, as
informateur. However, it is at the level of the federated entities that negotiations are quickly
taking form, with the PS and the CDH as the main players on the French-speaking side and the
N-VA and the CD&V on the Dutch-speaking side. The formation of the same majorities at all
levels of power therefore seems complicated, since the N-VA and the PS do not wish to govern
together. Moreover, in this context, the CDH does not wish to govern at the federal level. With
Bart De Wever still informateur, a coalition between the MR, the N-VA and the CD&V is
taking shape. However, a majority has not yet been reached. The appointment of Charles
Michel as informateur at the end of June and the association of the Open VLD with the Flemish
government has unblocked the situation with the emerging of

la Suédoise (“Swedish

coalition”) (N-VA/MR/CD&V/Open VLD). On 22 July, the King appointed Kris Peeters
(CD&V) and Charles Michel (MR) as co-formateurs in order to build up a government
agreement. (Demertzis et al. 2014)
The report of the Pension Reform Commission is published on 16 June and is the subject of
strong reactions after first reading. The trade unions, in a common press release, issue a
negative opinion at the first reading of the report and fear (i) the lengthening of careers, (ii)
the postponement of the statutory pensionable age, (iii) a threat to the pay-as-you-go system
and a progressive shift towards capitalisation, (iv) a downward revalorisation of civil servants'
pensions, (v) automatic adjustments linked to budgetary and demographic developments, and
recall the importance of consulting the social partners. (FGTB 2014, 16 June) On the
employers' side, initial reactions are positive and point to the urgency and need for structural
reform of the system. (RTBF 2014, 16 June) The francophone left-wing parties and in
particular the PS and Paul Magnette rallied on the side of the unions and categorised the report
as "inadmissible". They defend the maintenance of the legal pension age, condemn the
reduction in pension benefits of civil servants and the financing based too much on workers
and not enough on capital. (VRT 2014, 16 June 2014; RTBF 2014, 2 September) It should be
noted, however, that the postponement of the legal pension age is only one option in the annex
to the Commission's report and that the report precisely suggests that the central point which
should determine the conditions of access to pensions should move from a uniform age to a
reference career length. (Pension Reform Commission 2020-2040; 2014, Devolder and
Hindriks 2019, Vandenbroucke 2020, Itinera 2021, RTBF website, VRT website)
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Following the appointment of the Michel-Peeters duo as co-formateurs of the government the
negotiations for a government agreement take shape and at the end of August, social security
and pensions are at the centre of the discussions of the future government coalition. (RTBF
2014, 27 August) The parties involved in the negotiations seem very positive about the
Commission's report and Kris Peeters stresses that the negotiations will move in this direction.
Olivier Chastel from the MR insists that the MR does not wish to modify the statutory
pensionable age and that other mechanisms should be put in place to increase average career
lengths. (De Morgen 2014, 27 August) However, one month later, it would seem that the
gradual postponement of the legal pension age is being considered by the future government at
the request in particular of the N-VA and the Open VLD. (RTBF 2014, 7 October) Criticism
are quickly emerging in the ranks of the future opposition, as well as on the side of certain
experts. Jean Hindriks and other members of the Reform Commission reaffirm that it is not a
request of the commission that points out the importance of focusing on career length. (RTBF
2014, 2 September, 5 October, 8 October) Michel Jadot, professor of law at the ULG, describes
this measure as "stupid". (RTBF 2014, 8 October)
On 10 October 2014, only 139 days after the elections and after 3 royal missions, a government
agreement was reached and the Michel government (N-VA/MR/CD&V/open VLD) was set up
the next day. The third chapter of this thesis reviews the various pension measures contained
in the government agreement. Let us briefly compare these measures with the report of the
Pension Reform Commission as well as with the electoral programs of government’s parties.
As already noted, no structural measures were present in the electoral programs of the various
parties, including the parties of the new majority. The structural reforms proposed in the
government agreement, such as the introduction of the points-based pension, are thus entirely
due to the report of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission and point out the influence of
the experts in the politics of pension reforms at this stage of the decision-making process.
With regard to the different parametric measures, it should be noted that these are numerous
and generally in line with all the parties in the coalition. Indeed, the three Dutch-speaking
parties and the MR on the French-speaking side all defended a fairly common vision of
pensions during the electoral campaign based mainly on the following elements: (i) greater
harmonisation of the various schemes, (ii) an improvement of the insurance principle by linking
the amount of the pension more closely to effective work, (iii) the importance of supplementary
pensions and in particular the development of the second pillar. Then, in its communication,
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the government relies on the expert report to justify its different measures by stipulating that it
will use it as a "scientific basis" for its pension reform. (2014, p. 28) As indicated in the
previous chapter, however, some of the proposed measures are introduced as “pretext" of the
report, such as the gradual postponement of the legal pension age that has been defended by
the N-VA and the Open VLD. This could be suggested in their electoral programs as they
wanted to link the access conditions to pensions with life expectancy. Other measures are in
contradiction with the report (the abolition of the pension bonus for example). (Devolder and
Hindriks 2018, Vandenbroucke 2020)
Let us conclude this sub-section by pointing out that, at this stage of the decision-making
process, certain elements seemed to be favourable to finally introduce a structural reform of
the Belgian pension system. Firstly, apart from the left-wing Francophone parties and in
particular the PS as well as the trade unions, a majority of the actors welcomed the report of
the group of experts (or at least did not express a negative opinion), be it the parties of the
majority, the Flemish opposition parties or the centre-right parties on the French-speaking side
as well as on the employers' associations. Secondly, the coalition of only four ideologically
close and mainly right-wing parties on the socio-economic axis, as well as little fragmented
with regard to the regional and linguistic cleavage with three Dutch-speaking parties, made it
possible to quickly reach a government agreement between parties that were fairly in agreement
from the point of view of pensions. This resulted essentially in restrictive parametric measures
and the introduction of structural reforms based on the expert’s pension report.
Nevertheless, by proposing to gradually raise the legal retirement age to 66 in 2025 and 67 in
2030, the government risks alienating many actors: (i) the opposition parties which, despite a
generally favourable reaction to the experts' report, are all in favour of maintaining the legal
retirement age at 65 in their respective programs, but also (ii) the trade unions which had
already expressed a negative opinion on the experts' report as well as (iii) the 2020-2040
Pension Reform Commission.
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5. The policy process of pension reforms during the 2014 – 2018
legislature
We concluded the previous section by indicating that, at the beginning of the new legislature,
many elements seemed to be in place for the implementation of a new “social contract” in the
framework of a structural reform of the pension system based on the report of the 2020-2040
Pension Reform Commission. Nevertheless, in view of the ambitions that were contained in
the Michel government's agreement, the achievements of the Minister of Pensions, Daniel
Bacquelaine, will prove to be a failure. Indeed, as some experts and members of the Academic
Council on Pensions point out, a gap exists between the promises of structural reforms
contained in the government agreement and the parametric measures taken during the
legislature (Vandenbroucke 2020) and alert to the "absolute urgency" of structurally reforming
the Belgian system (Devolder and Hindriks 2019). No legal basis for the introduction of a
points-based pension with mechanisms for automatic adjustment of retirement conditions to
demographic, financial or life expectancy changes has been established.
At his stage of the decision-making process, the following question is thus raised: “Why could
the structural measures proposed in the government agreement (a legal framework for a pointsbased pension system in particular) not be implemented during the 2014-2018 legislature?”. In
order to answer this question, we elaborated a sequential analysis of the different events relating
to pensions based on government agreements, parliamentary debates, social concertation
moments, trade union’s actions and expert’s interventions. We attached great importance to the
sequencing of events, convinced that an action can be the effect or consequence of a previous
action while also being the cause of a future actions. No less than 200 news articles have been
analysed chronologically for this purpose in order to shed light on the evolution of the decisionmaking process of the various measures and events related to the pension issue. (see
bibliography) These news articles are mainly based on the French-speaking public information
website of the RTBF but also on the Dutch-speaking public information website of the VRT.
In order to make sense of the succession of these different stages, the points of view and
reactions of the different actors to these different events were analysed through their
interventions in the media (interviews, debates, interventions,…)
This qualitative research finally allowed us to identify four resulting explanatory factors,
specific to our case study: (i) the government strategy analysed in subsection 5.1. consisting of
a strictly defined agenda-setting and a strict framework for social concertation, (ii) the role of
110

the opposition parties, both inside and outside the House of Representatives analysed in
subsection 5.2, (iii) the influence of trade unions, in particular when they act in common front,
analysed in subsection 5.3, and finally (iv) the experts’ report, misunderstood and
instrumentalised by different actors, analysed in subsection 5.4.
We do not devote a specific section to the influence of the employers' associations (FEB,
UNIZO and UCM). However, we note that their vision is close to the government. Employers’
associations have been an important support for the government in the framework of the social
concertation moments. They defend an in-depth reform with, among other things, the
introduction of a points-based pension system to ensure the financial sustainability of the
system. On the question of arduous jobs, they denounced the attitude of the unions and an overexhaustive list. However, apart from their support for the government during some media
interventions, their strength of action was not comparable to the numerous common front
protests of the unions. (RTBF 2014, 16 June; 2017, 17 December; 2018, 16 May, 7 November)
5.1.The government strategy: a strictly defined agenda-setting and a strict framework for
social concertation
This first part reviews the role of the government and the minister of pensions, for which we
have identified three dimensions: its strategy and agenda-setting, its communication and
discourses and finally the progressive disagreements within the majority.
5.1.1. Strategy and agenda-setting
The minister tackled first and foremost the essentially restrictive parametric measures in 2015
at the beginning of the legislature included in the government agreement. These measures
related to the tightening of access conditions to pension with the gradual postponement of the
statutory pensionable age as well as the modification of the conditions for survivor’s pensions
and early retirement. Measures mainly related to the civil servant’s regime and harmonisation
measures were also on the political agenda at the start of the legislature with the abolition of
the bonification pour diplôme (diploma bonus) for civil servants, the abolition of the pension
bonus and the abolition of the career unit in the pension benefit formula. Were added shortly
after, the harmonisation of the way in which years of study are taken into account in the amount
of the pension in the various schemes, giving the possibility of paying for each year of study
to increase one’s first-pillar pension as well as the introduction of a mixed pension for statutory
civil servants who have spent part of their career as contractual worker. In addition to the
above-mentioned measures, policies to tighten the link between actual work and pension
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benefits have been put in place between 2016 and 2017 with the raising of salary ceiling in the
pension benefit formula on the one side, and more selectivity in assimilated periods on the
other side (for long-term unemployed in particular). These two policies are closely linked as
they should be conducted in a neutral budgetary framework.
It should be noted that these measures are only parametric and essentially restrictive and that
when expansionary measures are implemented, they mainly affect the highest pensions (raising
the salary ceiling, abolition of the career unit, possibility of valorising the years of study).
Moreover, the measures have a particular impact on the lowest pensions (assimilated periods)
and the pensions of civil servants (abolition of diploma bonus, mixed pension). The adoption
of these measure at the beginning of the legislature and in particular the gradual postponement
of the statutory pensionable age that was not explicitly included in any of the programs of the
majority parties during the elections will stay in the minds during the all legislature.
Moreover, the implementation of these policies occurred within a strictly defined agendasetting and a strict framework without having previously engaged a transparent debate with the
different actors on a “new social contract”. Indeed, the social partners were not consulted at
this stage of the policy-process and the government merely tried to reassure them that
exceptions would be made for arduous jobs in consultation with them at a latter stage.
(Vandebroucke 2020) In the political arena, there was no in debt debate as well with the
opposition and policies were voted majority coalition against opposition. Thirdly, the Council
of State having issued a cautious opinion on the Minister’s bill has not been considered. (RTBF
2015, 22 June) Finally, the comments and advices of the experts and the Academic Pension
Council were not taken into consideration (see subsection 5.1.4), which led to the publication
of a carte blanche signed by around thirty experts in Le Soir denouncing the lack of in-depth
debate, measures linked to the repartition of work during the career and the budgetary approach
adopted by the government. (Le Soir 2015, 30 June)
It is therefore in a context of tension between the government and the opposition and trade
unions that the pension minister Bacquelaine continued his work by addressing the end-ofcareer policies, the issue of arduous jobs and the points-based pension system in the second
part of the legislature. The end-of-career policies concerned the aim to tighten access to prepension, the introduction of a partial pension and measures linked to the labour market and
older unemployed people. The issue of arduous jobs concerns the possibility to introduce more
favourable access conditions to pensions for certain categories of jobs and the aim of the
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government to abolish the system of tantièmes préférentiels for some specific professions in
the civil servant’s regime at the same time. In contrast to the parametric measures introduced
earlier in the legislature, these issues are addressed in social concertation with the creation of
the National Pensions Committee (Comité national des pensions) with the presence of trade
unions, employers' associations and the government. Nevertheless, these negotiations and
debates, in addition to taking place in a tense atmosphere following the policies put in place
earlier during the legislature, took place within a well-defined framework in which the
government is in control. Indeed, the government is the agenda-setter by proposing welldefined measures and working methods according to which an agreement must be reached. On
the issue of arduous occupations, for example, the debate takes place within the framework of
well-defined criteria, budgetary allocations imposed by the government and, when an
agreement seems to be reached in the public sector within the National Pension Committee the
government insists that it will have the last word within the Council of Ministers. (Comité
national des pensions 2016, 2017, 2018a, 2018b; RTBF 2016, 7 December; 2018, 24 May)
The government’s strategy to rigorously implement its government agreement without opening
an in-depth debate on pension issues with all the relevant actors and within a strict framework
for social concertation created a lot of frustration, a feeling of injustice and strong opposition
from the other parties and in particular form the trade unions’ side who did not hesitate for long
to protest in the streets on numerous occasions. (see subsection 5.2.3 and table A.5 in annex)
5.1.2. Communication and discourses
As presented earlier in this thesis in the section on the different theories of the welfare state
and pension reforms, discourses and communication seem to be important in justifying and
supporting a reform program in order to gain the support of the population and well-organised
unions in particular. Despite a careful communication, with hindsight, the numerous media
interventions by Minister Bacquelaine and the parties members of the majority did not create
support for the project. (Bacquelaine 2014, 20 November; 2015, 27 March; 2017, 24 July, 6
September; 2018, 19 May, 21 November; RTBF 2014, 12 October; 2015, 3 April, 3 May; 2016,
26 June, 16 October; 2018, 28 February, 3 October; RTL 2019, 24 May; VRT 2014, 12
October; 2017, 15 September; 2019, 14 May, 20 May, 23 May)
Minister Bacqualaine and the majority parties defended the overall vision of the project which
was to strengthen the link between pension benefits and effective work, ensuring the financial
stability of the system and increasing the minimum pensions for a full career. They did not
113

hesitate to recall that these measures were recommended by the 2020-2040 Pension Reform
Commission in its report. Following the progressive postponement of the statutory pensionable
age, which was not explicitly included in any program of the parties member of the government
coalition and which was largely contested, the government tried to justify this measures by
various means. Firstly, by pointing out on numerous occasions that this measure would
ultimately only concern a small proportion of Belgian workers who actually retire very early,
unlike in other European countries. Moreover, they tried to reassure the population by
promising that lighter conditions would be granted following the recognition of certain arduous
jobs by the National Pensions Committee. This communication, based among other techniques
on "blame avoidance" methods by referring to the social partners, experts and what is done in
other European countries, is also illustrated, for example, by Minister Bacquelaine's visit to the
Netherlands "to discover their pension system". (RTBF 2018, 8 September)
Finally, let us point to one communication element that particularly captured our attention and
that did not play into the government's advantage, namely the presentation and incorporation
of the pension reform measures in the government's short-term budgetary programs. (RTBF
2015, 4 August; 2016, 16 October) Also, from a communication point of view, raising the
salary ceiling in the pension benefit formula on the one side, and introducing more selectivity
in assimilated periods on the other side by explicitly stating that the measures must be
conducted in a budgetary neutral framework was not the best idea. (RTBF 2016, 28 January)
5.1.3. Progressive disagreements within the majority
On the subject of pensions, the government was generally united throughout the legislature,
which is not surprising in view of the fairly similar visions of the four majority parties on this
issue and in view of the very detailed agreement that was reached during the government
negotiations, which served as a real reference document throughout the entire legislature.
Nevertheless, some disagreements have surfaced at times.
Firstly, when Minister Bacquelaine proposed the introduction of a Pension libre
complémentaire pour travailleurs salariés (PLCS, voluntary supplementary pension for
salaried workers), giving workers who do not subscribe to a supplementary pension via their
employer the possibility of having access to it on a voluntary basis, the project was supported
by the other parties in the majority because it contributed to the generalisation of
complementary pensions, but the CD&V and the N-VA nonetheless raised a number of
questions. The CD&V warned of the risk making employers less responsible for contributing
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and the N-VA insisted that the collective aspect of the second pillar should be reinforced.
(RTBF 2016, 4 November)
Secondly, the disagreement, but above all the mis-understandig, on the part of the former Open
VLD president, Gwendolyn Rutten, about the reform of the assimilated periods for the longterm unemployed caused a lot of noise. In the agreement of the Council of Ministers, this
measure also concerned the unemployed over 50 years of age, a 'detail' that the former president
was not informed during a TV debate with the former president of the sp.a John Crombez and
that she contested. As this 'detail' was also not initially supported by the CD&V and as the
opposition did not hesitate to put pressure on the government, it finally backed down on this
measure. (Devos 2017, VRT 2017, 14 September)
Finally, it is on a list of arduous jobs that the greatest disagreements have emerged within the
majority on the issue of pensions during the legislature. After Minister Bacquelaine obtained
an agreement in the public sector, not only on the criteria of hard jobs but also on a list of
arduous occupations meeting these criteria, the MR and the CD&V responded positively to this
list and underlined the progress of the negotiations. The N-VA and the Open VLD on the other
side were more cautious. The N-VA denounced a list that was too extensive and that would
cancel out the efforts undertaken by the government to ensure the financial sustainability of the
system, and the Open VLD insisted on the need to first find an agreement in the private sector
as well. The minister therefore had to put the matter on hold. However, no agreement could
finally be reached in the private sector before the government resigned. As a result, no
exception for arduous jobs is currently available and the system of tantièmes préférentiels
remains in place in the public sector. (Comité national des pensions 2018a, 2018b; RTBF 2018,
24 May)
A little more than one week after the fail to find an agreement on hard jobs in the private sector
and a little more than four years after the formation of the Suédoise, disagreements arose within
the government about migration policy and the “Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular
Migration” that the N.VA refused to sign. Some analysts see it as an electoral strategy or a
pretext to strengthen their political line on migration policies in order to regain an electorate
following the disappointing local elections of 14 October 2018 which were a success for the
Flemish extreme right (Vlaams Belang). The Michel government submits its resignation to the
King on 9 December 2018. (Le Soir webiste, RTBF website) As already mentioned, this
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resignation was followed by minority governments and a long political and COVID crisis
during which nothing more was done about pensions.
5.2.

The role of the opposition parties, both inside and outside the House of
Representatives

This second subsection analyses the role played by the opposition parties during the legislature
of the Michel government with regard to the pension reform program of Minister Bacquelaine.
The opposition parties were strongly opposed to the measures and the method of the Michel
government and did not hesitate to make this known both inside and outside the parliament.
This part is structured in two sub-sections: (i) the first sub-section takes up the means of action
used by the opposition parties within the framework of the Chamber of Representatives, (ii)
the second sub-section analyses the influence of the opposition outside parliament via its
communication, discourses and public interventions.
5.2.1. The opposition parties inside the parliament
As explained in the second chapter, the Belgian political system ensures that a majority
government is automatically supported by a parliamentary majority in the Chamber of
Representatives. If one adds to this the party discipline that is strongly present in the parliament
(particratie), one quickly understands that the opposition's means of action are restricted when
a united government introduces a bill in the House of Representatives. In the context of our
research topic we observed that, in fine, once a bill was brought to the parliament, the bill was
finally voted with the majority parties against the opposition parties. However, there are ways
in which the opposition can waste time and weaken the majority. Within the framework of the
government's pension policies, we have identified three of them.
the first means identified was to introduce numerous amendments and to systematically request
a second reading of bills introduced by the government. This was the case in July 2015 for the
introduction of the bill to progressively postpone the statutory pension age. The aim was to
waste time in order to postpone parliamentary discussions until after the parliamentary break.
However, the government, with a tight schedule, still managed to get the law passed in time in
the House of Representatives. (RTBF 2015, 1 July)
Several appeals have also been introduced to the Council of State by opposition parties
concerning, among other measures, the postponement of the statutory pension age or measures
reforming assimilated periods. (RTBF 2015, 1 July; 2018, 1 March) Like the amendments, this
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technique is essentially aimed at wasting time, as the Council of State only issues an opinion
without binding the government.
Finally, we have identified a third means based on the possibility of action by the federated
entities in certain cases. On the issue of pensions, two cases are to be identified during the
2014-2018 legislature which, apart from wasting time, failed. As education is a competence of
the communities, the parliament of the Wallonia-Brussels federation introduced a motion of
conflict of interest concerning the abolition of the consideration of the years of study, free of
charges for civil servants. They indicated that this measure would have a strong impact on
teachers and on the attractiveness of the profession. A PS/CDH majority was present in the
parliament but the MR managed to block this motion as a 3/4 majority is needed. (RTBF 2017,
9 May) Such a mechanism was also used a few months later by the Brussels French-speaking
parliament, this time to denounce the implementation of supplementary pensions for local
contractual civil servants following the introduction of a mixed pension. The parliament
denounced the costs for local authorities that such a measure would generate. This motion had
no great consequences other than to waste time. (RTBF 2017, 21 November)
Regarding the introduction of a points-based pension system, the reform of arduous jobs and
the abolition of the tantièmes préférentiels, the role of the opposition was mainly outside of
parliament, as the texts did not ultimately emerge from the Council of Ministers and therefore
did not reach the agenda of the House of Representatives.
5.2.2. The opposition parties outside the parliament
It was mainly outside parliament that the opposition parties played a significant role through
their various media interventions, indirectly encouraging the different trade unions to mobilise.
Some parties also explicitly supported trade union actions and participated effectively in the
trade union protest in the run-up to the elections at the end of the legislature. It was the socialist
parties and the PTB/PVDA in particular that made the most noise. The interventions of the
different parties allowed us to analyse their communication and their discourses as well as their
participation in trade union actions.
As soon as the new coalition was put in place and the government agreement was signed, the
opposition parties did not hesitate to criticise the government and its agreement. On the Frenchspeaking side in particular, the opposition parties strongly criticise the MR's choice to join as
the only French-speaking party in a government comprising three other Dutch-speaking parties,
and in particular the NV-A, which some consider to be 'racist' and 'separatist', as illustrated by
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the TV debate organised between the various party presidents on 12 October 2014. They
criticise the austerity measures of the agreement. In terms of pensions, it is the postponement
of the statutory pension age that is strongly criticised. While the PS also points to the lack of
alternative financing, the CDH and Défi agree that a reform is necessary but already criticise
the method with the abolition of the pension bonus, the restrictions made in terms of end-ofcareer arrangements and the fact of changing the rules along the way. (RTBF 2014, 12 October)
In their communication, the opposition parties do not hesitate to back up their interventions
with the negative opinions given by experts on the government's strategy (see subsection 5.4).
This is the case of the PS, for example, which criticises the abolition of the pension bonus or
the lack of alternative financing in the government's strategy. (RTBF 2014, 12 October; 2015,
3 May; 2016, 6 November; 2018, 22 May) In their attempts to hinder the government to the
implementation of the gradual increase in the pensionable age, the parties also rely on the mixed
opinion of the Council of State. (2015, 22 June; 2018, 14 October)
In response to the government’s measure, the Francophone socialist party announced already
in 2015 and on several occasions during the legislature that it would defend a return to the legal
pension age of 65 during the next elections. Elio Di Rupo bases his argumentation on the
example of the Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, who brought the age back to 65 in
Canada. (RTBF 2015, 16 May; 2016, 6 November; 2018, 22 May)
Finally, in the discourses used in the media, the opposition parties describe the government's
vision of social security as a "budgetary source" and a "budgetary adjustment variable". (RTBF
2014, 16 June; 2016, 6 November; 2018, 19 May) They point out to an approach that
“misleads” and does not give sufficient consideration to the social partners. (RTBF 2015, 3
May; 2016, 30 May; 2018, 24 May) The discourse is also based on a description of the
measures undertaken that only benefit the richest and penalise the poorest such as women who
rarely have full careers or the long-term unemployed who will be penalised twice because of
reforms in the assimilated periods. (RTBF 2016, 28 January, 11 November) As regards the
points-based pension and the problem of arduous jobs, some parties criticise the
unpredictability of the system but also the way in which the reform is driven by the minister,
who does not provide enough details in the debate on the value of the point for example. (RTBF
2018, 19 May, 24 May)
The influence of the opposition parties occurred mainly outside parliament through the various
media intervention of the deputies of the different parties. There is no doubt that these
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interventions motivated the trade unions to mobilise and legitimised their actions, which were
generally based on the same critics and claims as the socialist and left-wing parties. Alongside
these statements, some did not hesitate to support the trade union actions. This is the case of
the PTB/PVDA via Raoul Hedebouw, who does not hesitate to defend the actions inside and
outside the parliament. The PS and Ecolo have also not hesitated to support the actions on
several occasions. (RTBF 2014, 19 March; 2016, 28 January) The CDH is more reserved but
does not hesitate to support the actions of women for example. (RTBF 2016, 11 November)
Finally, during the largest national demonstration on pensions organised on 16 May 2018, some
personalities from the PTB/PVDA, socialist and green parties were present, probably
encouraged by the run-up to the next elections. (RTBF 2018, 16 May)
5.3. The influence of trade unions: common front actions as a determining
factor
As we have seen in our second chapter, interest groups are highly fragmented, pillarized but
also well-organised. This section looks at the role of trade unions in preventing the government
from introducing structural reforms, including the introduction of a points-based pension. We
have paid particular attention not only to the scope of their actions but also to the unity of the
different unions in these actions. The first sub-section takes up the different actions and claims
carried out by the unions, while the second sub-section analyses their communication and
discourses.
5.3.1. Claims and actions
In order to study the influence of the trade unions, we have chronologically traced all the
actions taken by trade unions (and other pressure groups) during the 2014-2018 legislature (see
table A.5 in annex). For each action, four dimensions were studied, namely (i) the participants
and initiators of the action, (ii) the type of action (protest, strike,...), (iii) the scope of the action,
and finally (iv) the nature and claims of the action.
Throughout the legislature, the unions have opposed all the measures taken and in progress by
the government:

(i) the postponement of the statutory pensionable age and the access

conditions to early retirement, (ii) the abolition of the system of bonification pour diplôme and
tantièmes préférentiels in the public service sector, (iii) the government's budgetary approach
without any social concertation, (iv) the abolition of the pension bonus, (v) the greater
selectivity in the assimilated periods, which favours the largest pensions and penalises the
smallest ones, and lastly, (vi) the introduction of a points-based pension system. Furthermore,
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during their various protest actions, the unions also put forward certain claims such as the
recognition of certain arduous jobs in order to benefit from exceptions in the conditions of
access to pensions, or an alternative financing of pensions that does not rely solely on the
workers. Finally, the most popular claims concerned a pension equal to 75% of the last salary,
a minimum pension of 1500 EUR and the reintroduction of the statutory pensionable age at 65
years of age.
As shown in table A.5, these various protests and claims were carried out in the context of
numerous mobilisations whose scale evolved crescendo throughout the legislature. Indeed, if
we analyse the actions at the beginning of the legislature, we can see that it was first the police
sector and teachers who demonstrated in the streets before the public sector unions mobilised
to challenge the government's general policy and its pension reform program in particular.
These actions were quickly extended to the private sector and to all the unions in a common
front. As these actions were aimed at the government's overall policy at the beginning of the
legislature, specific actions related to pensions were quickly put in place. Four major protest
actions organised by the unions in common front finally marked the legislature. A first action
was organised in June 2015 involving 6,000 people and targeting the pension policies in
general. More than two years later, in December 2017, a second large-scale action involving
30,000 people was organised, denouncing the pension reform in general but also the
introduction of a points-based pension system in particular. This action was followed a few
months later, in May 2018, by the largest demonstration of the legislature involving 70,000
people in Brussels. In addition to the above-mentioned protests, specific demands were
claimed, such as the return of the pension age to 65, a minimum pension of 1,500 EUR or the
recognition of certain arduous jobs. Finally, on 2 October 2018, a last demonstration was held
throughout Belgium with 50,000 participants. This demonstration was particularly aimed at the
recognition of hard jobs and took place in parallel to the negotiations within the National
Pensions Committee for which no agreement was reached in the end. The government resigned
two months later.
Within these four major trade union actions and in more specific actions, certain categories
were particularly active. In this way, the unions that were most present and often took the
initiative were the well-organised public sector trade unions and the socialist unions. On the
side of specific professions, we can note the teachers who organised local and national rallies
on several occasions, the military who organised a demonstration gathering 9000 people or
women associations organising specific actions to defend women's rights in the framework of
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the pension reform. Finally, the railway workers, through another means of action, the strike,
also created great influence by causing mobility problems.
In the second chapter, we pointed out the importance of joint action by the trade unions and in
particular the participation of the Christian trade unions (CSC/ACV), which are generally less
radical in their actions than the socialist unions (FGTB/ABVV). This distinction was indeed
marked during the 2014-2018 legislature. while the socialists systematically called for actions
before or during moments of social concertation within the framework of the CNP, the
Christians took a more cautious approach and often preferred to wait for the results of the
negotiations with the government and employer’s associations before acting. However, it
should be noted that each time the results of these negotiations did not satisfy the unions and
the Christian unions joined the socialists systematically afterwards, mainly in the context of
the four major protests presented above.
5.3.2. Communication and discourses
In contrast to the government, the communication used by the trade unions mobilised many
citizens in increasingly large-scale protest actions. Firstly, this was done through large
information campaigns. This was the case, for example, for teachers at the beginning of the
legislature (RTBF 2014, 22 October) or through ludic campaigns conducted by the FGTB in
2016. (RTBF 2016, 21 April) Finally, the information campaigns carried out by united
workers’ associations made it possible to mobilise a large number of people during the two
major protest actions of 2018. (2018, 20 March) Moreover, in their discourses, the same
simplistic but effective slogans used by representatives of the unions and the PTB/PVDA such
as Jean-François Tamellini, Robert Verteneuil, Thierry Bodson or Raoul Hedebouw also
allowed to gather a large number of people, describing the points-based pension system as a
“budgetary adjustment variable” or a “tombola system”. (Botenga 2019; RTBF 2014, 16 June;
2017, 3 July, 25 July, 29 August; 2020, 24 September) Finally, we also believe that the clear
and precise demands of the trade unions, such as reducing the pension age to 65 or the
introduction of a minimum pension of 1500 EUR, have made it possible to mobilise many
people in a matter that concerns everyone but that is also intrinsically technical and not always
understandable for a large public. Marc Botenga, PTB European deputy in an interview given
in 2019 for the Journal de l'Humanité during the protest actions on pensions in France indicates
that the clarity and simplicity of the message has allowed to mobilise a large number of people
in Belgium. (Botenga 2019)
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5.4. The experts’ report: misunderstood and instrumentalized by the different
actors
This last sub-question focuses more on the report of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform
Commission and points out the misunderstandings, both on the side of the trade unions and on
the side of the government with regard to it as well as its instrumentalization to justify certain
measures and positions. In 2018, Frank Vandenbroucke, Chairman of the Academic Pensions
Council at the time, described the reform as “a missed opportunity on both side” (VRT 2018,
16 May) The members of the Academic Council have made numerous appearances in the
media to explain the vision of their report and encouraged the different actors to really read to
whole report in order to start a real in-depth debate. (RTBF 2015, 9 May) For this purpose,
Pierre Devolder and Jean Hindriks wrote a very illustrative explanatory text in 2017 in order
to popularise the debate. (Devolder and Hindriks 2017)
The first sub-section focuses on the government, the second on the social partners and trade
unions in particular, while the last sub-section briefly summarises the critical interventions of
experts on the pension politics during the 2014-2018 legislature.
5.4.1. On the government side
Although the government reacted positively to the report of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform
Commission in 2014, it does not seem to have understood its overall vision and ultimate goal.
Indeed, the points-based pension system proposed in the report should be seen as a tool to lay
the foundations for a transparent debate on a “new social contract” between all actors at the
beginning of the legislature. Instead, the government did not have an overall view of the report
and quickly implemented isolated measures from the report, sometimes in contradiction with
its philosophy and without social concertation. (Vandenbroucke 2020; VRT 2018, 16 May)
Moreover, as already mentioned, the government also instrumentalized the report to justify its
policies towards the postponement of the pensionable age, the harmonization measures and
measures aimed at tightening the link between pension benefits and effective work. (subsection
5.1.2)
5.4.2. On the social partners’ side
On the trade union side, as soon as the report came out, opinions were very negative. Some
academics deplore this attitude despite the many advantages that such a system can bring.
Pierre Devolder and Jean Hindriks published an article to this purpose in 2018 setting out “the
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five principles for more equity in Belgian pension schemes” that accompany the introduction
of a points-based pension system (Devolder and Hindriks) They point, for example, to
inequalities in career length between different socio-economic groups in the current system
based on a uniform pension age. In addition to these inequalities, there are inequalities in terms
of life expectancy and thus the number of pension years following the statutory pensionable
age, often affecting the same socio-economic groups, namely the less educated, less wealthy
and those who generally started working early in a physical occupation. The introduction of a
points-based pension system with a career reference period as its focus would reduce such
inequalities. They also argue that such a system can easily bring intergenerational equity into
the system by maintaining a stable ratio of purchasing power between pensioners and working
people as well as by distributing the longevity gains fairly between the different generations.
Contrary to the rhetoric used by some trade unions and opposition parties, the experts argue
that such a system is safer, more transparent and more predictable and that it is precisely the
current system that is untransparent. The points-based pension system as proposed by the
Commission would allow everyone to calculate their accumulated pension rights on the basis
of the points already acquired and the current point value, which the current system does not
allow. Moreover, it offers more certainty because the points accumulated are automatically
acquired and the government cannot remove them. Thirdly, the criticism that the value of the
point would be used to as a "budgetary adjustment variable" and therefore the risk of having a
lower pension as a result of choosing to work an extra year, for example, is unfounded, as the
value of the point can never fall from one year to the next. Moreover, the Conseil académique
des pensions (Academic Pension Council) and Frank Vandenbroucke insist that the discussion
on the value of the point must take place in the framework of the social concertation with the
social partners. (Devolder and Hindriks 2018; RTBF 2017, 21 November, 18 December)
However, like the government, there does not seem to have been any real willingness to
establish a substantive debate on the basis of the Commission's report, despite the many
advantages that such a system could bring, particularly to the socio-economic categories less
advantaged by the current system. On the contrary, Jean Hindriks points that the trade unions
preferred to rely on their "social achievements", adopting a "corporatist" attitude without
wanting to engage in a debate on a new "social contract" based on both intra- and intergenerational solidarity. (RTBF 2017, 18 December; 2018, 6 October; VRT 2018, 16 May)
Frank Vandenbroucke also criticised the lack of commitment of the trade unions on the issue
of arduous jobs, which for him should not be settled by the Conseil académique des pension
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(Academic Pension Council) but by the social partners who are more familiar with the reality
of the different jobs and job conditions (VRT 2015, 27 April)
Finally, as with the government, we note that some elements in the Commission's report were
used by the unions in their communication to justify their discourses. This is the case, for
example, when trade unions criticise the vision of financing of the system from the government
essentially based on workers, whereas the report also envisages the use of alternative forms of
financing. They also do not hesitate to use the criticisms made by the experts towards the
government.
5.4.3. Expert’s interventions
The experts have made numerous appearances in the media, for example in TV debates and
radio interviews. On the Dutch side, Frank Vandenbroucke, president of the Academic
Pensions Council, appeared most often. On the French-speaking side, the presence of two other
members of the Academic Pensions Council was noticed on numerous occasions: Jean
Hindriks and Pierre Devolder. On several occasions they have been critical of the government.
They denounce the coherence of the government's overall strategy and some measures in
particular also. (RTBF 2015, 27 April, 3 May)
Firstly, as Devolder and Hindriks (2019) point out, regarding the government's measure to
gradually raise the legal retirement age, the government used the report as a “pretext”. Indeed,
the idea of the reform proposed by the Commission was to move the focus for determining the
retirement criteria from the uniform legal retirement age to a reference career length. (Hindriks
and al. 2017, RTBF 2018, 16 October)
Secondly, instead of reforming the pension bonus system to encourage workers to work later,
the government has preferred to make short-term savings by abolishing it completely, which
goes against the experts' report. Moreover, it goes against the government's vision of
encouraging people to work longer and gradually increase the average career length.
(Vandenbroucke 2020, RTBF 2015, 27 April)
Thirdly, the experts presented above and the Academic Pensions Council have expressed a
negative opinion on the introduction of the PLCS (Pension Libre Complémentaire pour
Travailleurs Salariés). They fear the individualisation of the second pillar and the loss of
solidarity. They also denounce the absence of a guarantee of return, whereas this is the case in
other complementary pensions. (RTBF 2016, 4 November)
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Finally, they also suggest the government to envisage other concrete measures relating to
alternative ways of financing and denounce the lack of overall coherence through the
implementation of isolated measures (LN24 2020, RTBF 2015, 27 April, 3 May)
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6.

The 2019 electoral campaign and elections

As for the 2014 elections, this section analyses the positions of the different political parties on
pensions prior to the 2019 elections using their electoral programs. The same dimensions were
compared as in 2014. However, we can now add the parties' positions on the points-based
pension and other unfinished reforms from the last legislature that were included in the election
programs of some parties. (See tables A.3 and A.4 in the appendix) The content of the electoral
programs are refined thanks to the interventions of different Flemish parties (PVDA, SP.A,
Open VLD, N-VA) in the debate program Terzake of the Dutch public channel VRT on the
eve of the elections. (2019, 14 May, 20 May, 23 May) On the French-speaking side, a debate
organised by RTL on 24 May 2019 between the party presidents allows us to clearly distinguish
the positions of the different parties. (RTL 2019, 24 May)
The far-left national party (PTB/PVDA) strongly criticises the measures taken by the outgoing
government, which in their view eroded the first pension pillar and restricted solidarity. 47 They
propose a reversal of all access conditions. In terms of generosity, first pillar pensions should
guarantee 75% of the average career income for employees and self-employed. The minimum
pension for a complete career must be raised to 1500 EUR net of taxes and the maximum
pension may not exceed 3000 EUR. In terms of financing methods, the philosophy remains the
same as in 2014. The party proposes the introduction of a new tax targeted for the richest 1%
of the population and Raoul Hedebouw insists that investing in social security is a political
choice. Finally, the PTB/PVDA is strictly opposed to a points-based pension system.
The French-speaking Socialist Party (PS) adopts a position similar to that of the PTB/PVDA,
strongly criticising the measures of the last government and proposing a reversal of almost all
the measures that have been adopt (conditions of access, mixed pension, free taking into
account of years of study for civil servants, etc.) In terms of generosity, the PS goes even further
than the PTB/PVDA by advocating a first-pillar pension with a replacement rate of 75% in all
schemes. The emphasis is also placed on minimum pensions for a full career at 1500 EUR and
the amount of the GRAPA above the poverty line. In terms of financing, the philosophy
remains the same as in 2014 by adding that it is a "political choice" according to Elio Di Rupo.
Finally, the PS is strictly opposed to the points-based pension and wishes to continue in

47

In this section we compare the PTB/PVDA with the French-speaking parties, as the party is particularly present
in the French-speaking rather than the Dutch-speaking political landscape. Indeed, in the House of Representatives
the PTB took 2 seats in 2014 and 8 seats in 2019 while the PVDA took no seats in 2014 and 4 seats in 2019.
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concertation with the social partners to establish a list of hard jobs for which more favourable
conditions must be applied, while maintaining the system of tantièmes préférentiels in the civil
servants' regime.
Ecolo is less radical than the PS and does not appear to be strictly opposed to maintaining the
age requirements established by the last government if a list of hard jobs is established for
which more flexible conditions are applied. They also want to support the departure of older
workers from the labour market while facilitating the entry of young people by setting up
mechanisms replacing older workers with young workers gradually with a coaching
mechanism given by older workers to new entrants. Like the PS, they want a minimum pension
for a full career of 1500 EUR and again a better consideration of assimilated periods. Finally,
Ecolo does not take a position on the points-based pension in its program.
At the centre, the CDH defends the gradual increase in the legal pensionable age implemented
by the previous government while pointing out the importance of end-of-career support and
the introduction of softer conditions for hard jobs after a list has been introduced. Maxime
Prévot criticises the outgoing government, which has adopted a wrong chronology on the topic
of pensions, not enough considered the social partners and the consideration of hard jobs in
parallel to the different measures undertaken. The CDH also pleads for further convergence of
the various schemes, increasing the amount of the GRAPA above the poverty line and the
minimum pension to at least 110% of this threshold. In order to increase the other pensions,
the CDH also wants to increase the ceiling on wages taken into account in the pension
calculation formula. Finally, in its programme, the CDH does not express an opinion on the
points-based pension system.
Défi, who was the only party to propose a progressive postponement of the retirement age to
67 during the 2014 electoral campaign, remains on its position in 2019, even if for them this
measure should only apply to new entrants to the labour market and that the measure should
have been accompanied by a list of hard jobs for which more favourable conditions should
have been applied. The party also pleads for a minimum pension of 1400 EUR for a full career
and a harmonisation of the different schemes. Concerning the method of financing, as in 2014,
Défi wants new entrants to the labour market to operate a balance between PAYG financing
methods and funded methods. PAYG financing should be used to provide a basic pension for
everyone. Finally, Défi takes a stand on the points-based pension system, for which it is in
agreement with its philosophy and principles, while specifying that the system cannot be used
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as a budgetary adjustment variable and that it must guarantee a certain replacement rate for
pensioners who have worked a full career.
The party furthest to the right in the French-speaking political spectrum and party of the
outgoing majority, the MR, welcomes the measures undertaken and wishes to introduce a halftime pension, which could not be implemented during the legislature, as well as to continue
working on a list of hard jobs. To the various criticisms of the other French-speaking parties,
Charles Michel defends itself by insisting on the fact that the MR is the only party that knows
how to take its responsibilities when necessary and reminds that the progressive postponement
of the legal pensionable age only concerns a minority of people because it will always remain
possible to take one's pension once 45 years of career have been completed. With regard to the
pension amount, the MR wishes to continue to link the amount of the pension more closely to
the work actually performed during the career by increasing the salary ceilings taken into
account in the pension calculation formula for example. Minimum pensions must be adjusted
in relation to the welfare index. The MR also wishes to further harmonise the various schemes.
The second and third pillars are also important and should be supported fiscally. Regarding the
financing methods, the philosophy also remains similar to the philosophy pursued during the
2014 campaign. Finally, in its electoral program, the MR does not make a clear statement on
the points-based pension system, but we suggest they wouldn’t be opposed to it because it was
a proposal of the Michel government and the MR refers to it in its vocabulary in their electoral
program ("accumulated points" for example).
The 2019 electoral campaign on the French-speaking side is therefore taking place in a climate
where the former opposition parties are strongly critical of the only party in government during
the previous legislature (MR), and this does not escape the pension issue that was the subject
of many tensions during the previous legislature both inside and outside parliament. In this
regard, while for the 2014 electoral campaign we had presented the MR and Défi jointly as
proposing fairly similar measures, for 2019 we preferred to present them separately, Défi
strongly criticising the approach adopted by the MR during the legislature. However, it should
be noted that the two parties still adopt a fairly similar philosophy on the subject of pensions.
Similarly, note the PS position on pensions. While it was very close to Ecolo in 2014, the PS
made pensions a central topic of its electoral campaign and adopted proposals very close to the
far-left party increasingly popular in Wallonia: the PTB. The left-right socio-economic axis
always seems to be relevant as a grid for reading the proposals of the different French-speaking
parties. It should be noted that the content of the programs is centred around the main demands
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that emerged during the numerous trade union actions during the previous legislature: the
statutory pensionable age, the minimum pension amount of 1500 EUR and the recognition of
the arduousness of certain professions in the conditions of access to pensions. Concerning the
statutory pensionable age, the PTB and the PS demand a return to 65, Ecolo is more subtle in
its program and is not in favour of a return to the past if hard jobs are taken into account and
end-of-career arrangements are put in place, the CDH and Défi want to maintain the decisions
taken by the previous government while criticising the approach that has been adopted.
Secondly, in relation to the generosity of the pension, the debate centres on the minimum
amount for a full career for all parties except MR which strongly insists on the link between
work and the amount of the pension. Finally, all the parties agree on the relevance of putting
in place a list of hard jobs for which softer access conditions to retirement must be possible.
Despite the "absolute urgency" of reforming the Belgian pension system recalled by Hindriks
and Devolder (2019), the French-speaking parties do not therefore seem to be clearly proposing
an in-depth reform of the system, whether on the basis of the report of the Pension Reform
Commission 2020-2040 or otherwise. Indeed, the PS and the PTB are clearly opposed to the
points-based pension, the CDH does not mention it in its program, Défi is in favour of it and
finally the MR seems favourable but is not explicit in its program. The debate focus thus mainly
on parametric expansionary measures targeted to the lowest pensions.
On the side of the Flemish parties, let us start again with the left-wing parties (SP.A and Groen).
The SP.A is highly critical of the way in which the pension issue was approached by the last
government that should have focused on career length rather than raising the statutory pension
age. Both parties again have quite similar programs regarding pensions. They want to focus
attention on the conditions of access to a career span of 42 years and to abolish the age condition
for early retirement. Concerning the legal pensionable age, it should be maintained for people
who do not have the required career length and the SP.A insists on an age of 65, criticising the
outgoing majority for having raised the legal pension age without any concertation with the
social partners and despite the fact that no majority party had proposed this measure in its
program in 2014. Both parties also want more favourable conditions for hard jobs, criticising
the previous government for not having been able to put some measures in place for this issue,
and a minimum pension for a full career of 1500 EUR. The SP.A wants to increase the ceiling
of the wages taken into account in the calculation of the pension for medium pensions. Both
also want more redistribution. The SP.A does this by maintaining the assimilated periods,
reintroducing the previous pre-pension rules and by abolishing the tax advantages in the second
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pillar for people with a pension higher than the civil servants' pension ceiling and by abolishing
the tax advantages in the third pillar. Groen also wants to abolish the third pillar tax advantages
for investing in the first pillar and wants a ceiling of 4000 EUR for pensions. Their views on
the financing of pensions are comparable to the 2014 campaign and insist that increasing and
investing in pension and social security expenditure is a political choice. Finally, the two parties
do not take a stand on the points-based pension system in their programs. On this subject Bruno
Tobback does not answer clearly during TV debates and prefers to criticise the fact that the
government has decided to abolish the pension bonus, a mechanism that had nevertheless been
supported by the Pension Reform Commission.
The CD&V, which was present in the previous government, does not wish to go back on the
measures taken with regard to the conditions of access to pension and insists on the 45-year
career length and on the need to take into account the arduousness of certain jobs in the access
conditions. As regards the amount of the pension, it must be closely linked to work while
ensuring a GRAPA above the poverty line and a minimum pension for a full career of 1500
EUR. The CD&V also wishes to make the second pillar of pensions more inclusive and
progressively compulsory. Finally, the party does not communicate a clear position on the
points pension within the framework of its program.
The Open VLD, right-wing party and member of the outgoing government also has a
philosophy of continuing to link pensions strongly to actual work. In the face of criticism from
former opposition parties during the election campaign, the party insists on the fact that the
measure aimed at gradually increasing the pensionable age only concerns a part of the workers
and that the best measure undertaken by the government has been the creation of jobs, and this
must continue in this direction in the future. They do not propose any backtracking on access
conditions and, like the CD&V, defend a minimum pension for a full career at 1500 EUR. The
focus must now be put on the harmonisation of the different schemes and the party insists on
the importance of the 4 pillars (including house ownership) and the generalisation of the second
pillar. The financing vision remains the same as in 2014. Finally, the electoral program does
not devote specific attention to the points-based pension but implies it by specifying that the
amount of the pension will not decrease when the economy is not doing well. Alexander De
Croo insists that the principal concern is to focus on the career years.
The N-VA, also a member of the last fully-fledged majority government, adopts a similar
vision to the Open VLD while being more explicit and drastic on its measures. In the face of
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criticism from the former opposition parties on the measures taken in the field of pensions, Jan
Spooren defends himself by asking what is unfair in increasing the lowest pensions, making
the system sustainable and increasing the link between work and pension benefits. Concerning
the conditions of access, the N-VA is not against a further strengthening in the future if life
expectancy continues to increase and insists on a career length for a full pension of 45 years in
order to increase the effective retirement age. Like the Open VLD, the N-VA wants to improve
the pension system's insurance principle by linking the pension amount more closely to the
years actually worked and by abolishing certain assimilated periods such as long-term
unemployment or pre-pensions. In addition, the N-VA advocates harmonisation of the different
schemes by abolishing the more favourable conditions of access in the civil servants' scheme.
With regard to supplementary pensions, the N-VA also wants greater importance to be attached
to the second and third pillars. The N-VA is clearly in favour of a points-based pension in its
programme, as this would strengthen the insurance principle. Finally, the N-VA, in its
confederal model, wants the federated entities to be responsible for their pension policies.
In contrast to 2014, Vlaams Belang adopts a different strategy and moves away from the rightwing parties on the subject of pensions. They advocate a return of the legal age to 65, a full
career of only 40 years, a minimum pension of 1500 EUR, a lowering of the pension ceiling
for civil servants and a reduction in the indexation for higher pensions. The party is still in
favour of splitting social security between regions and is in favour of a points-based pension.
On the side of the Dutch-speaking parties, the socio-economic axis thus still seems to be
relevant when it comes to pension policies and the philosophies of the different parties are in
line with the philosophies of 2014. It should also be noted that while on the French-speaking
side the Socialist Party is strategically close to the extreme left (PTB) when it comes to
measures relating to pensions, on the Flemish side, following the good results of Vlaams
Belang in the polls and in the last local elections, the N-VA seems to want to attract part of this
electorate partly thanks to the measures proposed in terms of pensions by wanting to transfer
social security and the management of pension policies to the federated entities. As for the
French-speaking parties, the events related to pensions during the previous legislature had an
impact on the content of the electoral programs. Firstly, all parties except the N-VA are in
favour of a minimum pension for a full career of 1500 EUR. Secondly, regarding the gradual
postponement of the legal pension age introduced by the previous government, and contrary to
many French-speaking parties, only the S.PA and Vlaams Belang seems to want to reintroduce
the legal age at 65 on the Flemish side. As in 2014, the focus is on career lengths in the Flemish
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political landscape. Finally, the CD&V and the left-wing parties insist on the need to take into
account the arduousness of certain professions in the conditions of access to retirement.
Regarding the points-based pension system, no party seems to be opposed, but at the same
time, no party puts the points-based pension or any other structural reform at the heart of its
electoral program. Indeed, the left-wing parties and the CD&V do not address this issue, the
Open VLD tackles it implicitly and finally the N-VA and the Vlaams Belang are in favour.
The overall analysis of the different electoral programmes (Flemish and Francophone parties)
thus reveals that the debate on pension reforms is once again focusing on parametric measures
and that there is no real desire to reform the first pillar in depth. Indeed, the debate seems to
focus on a minimum amount of 1500 EUR, on the legal pension age on the French-speaking
side, on the length of career on the Dutch-speaking side and finally on the arduousness of the
professions within the framework of the current model.
As presented in section 4.3 of the second chapter of this thesis and in Table 2.12, the 2019
elections reflect the fragmentation of the current Belgian political landscape and foreshadow
the extreme complexity of government formation. (see next sub-section) Indeed, the three
traditional political families together accounted for less than 50% of the votes. And while the
Flemish electorate is turning more towards right-wing and far-right parties with the N-VA and
the Vlaams Belang, the Walloon electorate is turning more towards left-wing and far-left
parties on the socio-economic divide (PS, Ecolo and PTB). (Istasse 2019, Sägesser 2020, SPF
Intérieur website)
At the stage of the election results, it therefore seems even more complicated as in 2014 to
predict the coalition that will be formed as a result of the government formation negotiations
and thus to predict the measures that will be put forward on the subject of pensions. On the one
hand, the extreme fragmentation of election results makes a large number of parties credible in
government negotiations. On the other hand, the exclusivities of certain parties put forward
during the electoral campaign, which are moreover the main parties on the French and Dutch
speaking side, namely the PS and the NV-A towards each other, complicates the negotiations.
As already mentioned earlier in this thesis, and according to Peterson et al. (1983), the moment
of formation of the government is the “policy-making arena par excellence”. The next subsection is devoted to it.
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7.

The 2019 – 2020 government formation and agreement

In view of the fragmentation and polarisation of the Belgian political landscape in the aftermath
of the elections, one could anticipate the complexity of the coalition-building and agreementbuilding stages. 494 days and 12 missions (10 royal and 2 non-royal) separate the 2019
elections and the formation of the De Croo government (PS/MR/Ecolo/CD&V/Open
VLD/SP.A/Groen) on 30 September 2020 and 662 days have elapsed since the last majority
and fully-fledged government. (Sägesser 2020)
During this period, the COVID-crisis was a major issue and forced the minority government in
affaires courantes (in current affairs) to ask for the confidence of the parliament in order to be
able to manage the crisis in specific areas. With regard to pension issues, the debate seems to
be centred around the minimum pension of 1500 EUR. The PTB/PVDA, which does not take
part in the negotiations, decides to proceed on its own without waiting for the formation of the
government and decides to introduce a bill in parliament with the goal to collect 100,000
signatures (RTBF 2019, 11 September; VRT 2019, 22 September). On the other side and in the
backstage of the negotiations, the debate also focuses on this minimum pension of 1500 EUR,
as illustrated by the TV debate on RTBF on 18 September 2019 centred around the minimum
pension. (RTBF 2019, 18 December)
An agreement was reached on 30 September 2020 and the new government took office the next
day. Unlike the coalition of the previous government, the PS/MR/Ecolo/CD&V/Open
VLD/SP.A/Groen coalition is highly fragmented. Firstly, seven parties take part in the
government, unlike four in the previous legislature. Moreover, the seven parties are strongly
fragmented on the left-right divide with the socialist and green families on the left, the liberal
family on the right and the Flemish Christians in the centre. Finally, with the presence of four
Flemish and three French-speaking parties, the linguistic cleavage is also strongly present even
if the N-VA is not present in the government.
Box 2 sums up the parametric measures included in the government agreement and represents
the result of intense negotiations. The balance seems a posteriori quite logical in view of the
parties involved in the negotiations. Indeed, for the parties that were also members of the
previous government, apart from the reintroduction of the pension bonus, the agreement does
not contain any retroactive measures and therefore maintains the key measures of the previous
government, such as the gradual postponement of the statutory pensionable age or the
tightening of the conditions for access to early retirement. Secondly, the measures contained in
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the agreement, such as the raising of pension benefits and in particular the raising of the
minimum pension for a full career to 1500 EUR, were strong demands of the former opposition
parties (the Greens and the Socialists) while also being measures present in the electoral
programs of the other parties. The expansionist parametric measures for which the parties had
little difficulty in agreeing on the views of their respective electoral programs are therefore
very concrete in the government agreement. As for the measures related to supplementary
pensions, for which different visions emanate from the electoral programs, the government
agreement is less concrete. With regard to the financial viability of the system and financing
reforms to the system, on which there are profound disagreements within the coalition parties,
the government agreement remains very vague and does not propose any concrete measures.
Finally, although the agreement mentions the wish to find a way to structurally reform the
system, no concrete perspectives at this stage are mentioned if not a list of broad principles.
The large number of parties present in the government, fragmented both on the linguistic and
socio-economic divide following the electoral results, as well as the specific demands of the
former opposition parties and the trade unions during the last legislature, therefore seem to
have left little room for the implementation of restrictive and/or structural reforms during the
negotiations of the government agreement, which merely maintained in place the measures
implemented by the former government and added a few expansionist parametric measures.

8.

The 2020-2024 legislature: what next?

Since the De Croo government took office on 1 October 2020, the COVID crisis has
monopolised the political agenda. No concrete measures on pensions have been put in place
and only time will tell whether the measures proposed in the government agreement will be
implemented and whether additional and more structural measures will be put in place despite
the absence of such concrete measures in the agreement. Nevertheless, let us briefly present
successively the reactions of different actors who have expressed themselves following the
release of the government agreement which are mainly based on the minimum pension at 1500
EUR: the trade unions, the opposition, the experts and finally the government itself.
On the trade union side, Marie-Hélène Ska of the Christian Trade Union Confederation (CSC)
was positive after reading the government agreement and indicated that "we have regained a
certain sense of the social state". (RTBF 2020, 30 September) On the side of the socialists
(FGTB), Thierry Bodson is also positive and insists on the fact that the minimum pension at
1500 EUR was a demand of his union. However, he points out that the measure only makes
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sense if it is 1500 EUR net of taxes and questions if the 1500 EUR will be implemented quickly
or gradually and only reach 1500 EUR by the end of the legislature. (RTBF 2020, 24
September)
The far-left party is the main party to express itself from the opposition parties and agrees with
the unions, particularly the FGTB. The PTB/PVDA wants a minimum pension of 1500 EUR
net of taxes as soon as possible. (RTBF 2020, 1 October; RTL 2020, 4 October)
On the side of the experts, who advocate a far-reaching reform of the system, the reactions are
less enthusiastic. Pierre Devolder (RTBF 2020, 24 September; LN24 2020, 5 October)
criticises the centrality of the debate on the minimum pension at 1500 EUR which, according
to him, gives the illusion that the pension reform challenges has been settled, whereas the
measure solely targeting full careers concerns only a few people in fine. Moreover, this measure
will result in a first pillar that will increasingly look like a basic pension. Without taking an
ideological stand on this result, he questions whether this result is not the result of a real debate
on the substance of the Belgian pension model but the result of a "mosaic of successive
measures without any real vision". He regrets that the report of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform
Commission has not been understood or even read by some actors and that it has not been able
to lay the foundations for a debate on a new social contract addressing the problems of injustice,
financing and harmonisation of the Belgian pension system. Roland Gillet, Professor of
Economics at the ULB, on LN24 comments the impact of the COVID crisis on such long-term
reform projects as pensions. According to him, the crisis, which requires short-term budgetary
measures to be taken, will only delay important decisions that need to be taken in the area of
pensions, for example, and will only exacerbate the problem of procrastination that
characterises the political authorities' handling of such issues. (LN24 2020, 5 October) Finally,
Jean Hindriks joins Pierre Devolder and in a recent webinar, he reminds the urgency of indepth reform. (Itinera 2021, 19 February) Pierre Devolder and Jean Hindriks, taking into
account the criticisms relating to the points-based pension model, propose a new instrument,
the compte individuel pension48 (individual pension account). This retains the same philosophy
as the points-based pension, but improvements are made, according to the two experts. Firstly,
it is no longer expressed in points but converted directly into euros. Secondly, a clear distinction
is made between past pension rights and new rights. According to them, these improvements

48

For an overview, see: Devolder, P. (2019), Une alternative à la pension à points: le compte individuel pension
en euros, in “Regards économiques”, 150.
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make it possible to remove the fears of certain actors linked to the uncertainty and clarity of
the points-based pension system. (Devolder 2019)
In the aftermath of the government agreement, different interpretations on the minimum
pension measure of 1500 EUR coexist among the new majority. Indeed, the liberals (MR and
Open VLD) specify that this represents a gradual increase in the minimum pension for a full
career, which will reach 1580 EUR before taxes by 2024. (RTBF 2020, 1 October, 4 October)
However, the new Minister of Pensions, Karine Lalieux (PS), for her part specifies that this
amount is expressed net of taxes and that the measure will "increase the lowest pensions by
22.5% over 4 years". (RTBF, 13 November)
During the presentation of the outlines of the pension project, the pension Minister Karine
Lalieux, on the subject of the measures linked to career adjustments such as the arduousness
of certain jobs, part-time pensions or time credits, also said that she wanted to work discretely
with the social partners in order to recreate a real social dialogue and to open a real debate for
structural reform. She also says that the points-based pension is being abandoned. (RTBF 2020,
13 November)
The strategy that the Minister and the government wish to adopt therefore appears to be quite
different from that of the last government. Indeed, in the 2014 agreement, there were very
precise measures included, both in terms of parametric measures and the implementation of a
legal basis for a structural reform based on the points-based pension system. Moreover, the
previous government opted for a tougher strategy vis-à-vis the social partners by strongly
framing social consultation and restricting their room for manoeuvre within the framework of
a precise strategy and planning established by the government. The new government, on the
other hand, is drawing up a government agreement that is rather poor in terms of content, but
will probably try in this way to revive the social dialogue by restarting negotiations on a blank
page, setting aside the points-based pension system and giving the social partners a central
place in the framework of social security and pension policy negotiations.
The most pessimistic would say that the absence of concrete measures in the government
agreement linked to the implementation of far-reaching and structural reforms definitively
condemns the possibility for major changes to see the day, the phase of government formation
constituting the "policymaking arena par excellence". (Peterson et al. 1983) From this point of
view, the pessimists do not see how a more global agreement including more actors could be
reached when no agreement could emerge within the government itself. The most optimistic
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would say that the political fragmentation that characterises the government and the strategy
pursued by the minister will perhaps make it possible to lay the foundations for a transparent
debate on Belgian pensions. Marie-Noëlle Vanderhoven of the FEB thus indicates that "not
tackling angry issues from the outset" may not be a bad strategy. (LN 24 2020, 5 October)
Pierre Devolder for his part hopes that "the plurality of points of view" can also be a "chance
to have a national unity to carry out a balanced reform". (LN 24 2020, 5 October)
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CONCLUSION
This thesis analysed the politics of pension reforms in Belgium, with a particular focus on the
period 2014-2020 covering the Michel government legislature and the beginning of the current
legislature following the formation of the De Croo government in October 2020.
Like many other European countries, the Belgian pension system is under pressure. In 2013, at
the end of the Di Rupo legislature, the government mandated an independent commission of
twelve experts from different backgrounds and political sensibilities to study the Belgian
pension system with respect to its social and financial sustainability. One year later, they
submitted their report, raising concerns on the social performance and financial sustainability
of the system. They also stressed a system no longer in line with recent and less recent
developments in society. In face of these challenges, the experts advocated for a new
“performant and reliable social contract” based on the three values of "solidarity", "individual
responsibility" and "intergenerational equity", which should lead to a "structural reform of the
pension regimes". The experts’ proposal was not to fully harmonise and integrate the three
pension regimes but to reform each regime based on ten common principles. Furthermore, the
Commission also gave concrete form to them by proposing a points-based pension system to
the authorities and social partners, by encouraging the introduction of a statutory capitalisation
scheme for new contractual civil servants (a first pillar bis) and reforms of supplementary
pensions, while adding that the pay-as-you-go system should remain the norm but that
complementary pension systems are necessary if they fulfil their role properly in order to
diversify risks. (Commission de réforme des pensions 2020-2040; 2014)
This research aimed to understand why, more than six years later, such structural reforms have
failed to be implemented. Indeed, despite the fact that the experts' report served as a “scientific
basis” for the government's agreement of 2014, the Michel government only managed to
implement restrictive parametric reforms during its legislature. As for the De Croo government,
despite the previous government's mixed record in terms of structural reforms and the experts'
warning, it has only included parametric reforms in its agreement that would have a negative
impact on the system's finances. Moreover, no concrete structural measures to ensure the
financing of the system and its long-term sustainability are yet proposed.
As a first step this research situated the Belgian pension system in a European comparative
perspective with regard to its structure, generosity, capacity to prevent poverty and maintaining
income in old-age and its policy trajectory throughout the 20th century.
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Thereafter, this thesis presented a literature review of the different political economic theories
of the welfare state and pension reforms in times of retrenchment. This review provided one
first part of the answer to the research question, namely that the decisions that are taken in the
field of pension reforms are the consequence of agent’s decisions and therefore respond to
political dynamics and are not the consequence of impersonal macro-economic forces. A
second element of response to the research question is provided by historical-institutionalist
theories. These point to the constraints that historical institutions can have on the ability to
structurally reform a pension system. The Belgian pension system is one of the systems that
adopted an original Bismarckian model and developed massively during the Golden Age in a
single-pillar system consisting of large public PAYG, earnings related schemes. For various
reasons, academics foresaw the difficulties of reforming structurally such systems at the end of
the 20th century: (i) cutbacks are unpopular and entitlements are defended by strong interest
groups and trade unions, (ii) policy legacies activate policy feedbacks to the beneficiaries
which creates normative and cognitive expectations, (iii) technical issues like the "doublepayment" problem or the maturity of the system impede the complete and brutal shift from a
PAYG system to a funded system. However, the different parametric reforms adopted since
the 1990s changed the pension landscape in Belgium in the long term. Despite the willingness
not to change the Belgian statutory pension system, these different sequences of parametric
reforms have transformed the Belgian system from a traditional Bismarckian single-pillar
system mainly based on the social insurance principle to a complex three-pillar (or even fourpillar) system: the first statutory pillar looking more and more like a basic pension to be topped
up by the second and third pillar using capitalisation methods. The impact of historical
institutions as well as the impact that different successive reforms have had in the long term on
the architecture of the Belgian pension system would deserve further research. Such a research
must be analysed as part of a more global, historical and long-term study of the Belgian pension
system. However, it highlights the complexity of introducing radical and structural reforms
overnight, while at the same time underlining the long-term effect that successive parametric
reforms can have on the very architecture of the system.
This thesis instead approached the politics of pension reforms in Belgium between 2014 and
2020 through theories analysing the role of partisan politics, political competition and interest
groups on the one hand and theories analysing the role of political institutions in the policymaking process on the other hand. To this end, the presentation of the Belgian political system,
party system and policy-making process first highlighted the peculiarities of the Belgian
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consociational institutions, fragmented party system and government formation stage in the
decision-making process. On this basis, different hypotheses have then been elaborated,
specific to our case study, relating to the role ideas and experts, the composition of the Belgian
governments, the number of parties present in the coalition government, the influence of
opposition parties and finally the influence of trade unions and other social partners in the
decision-making process.
Finally, using a process-tracing approach, this research provided insights on the dynamics
surrounding the politics of pension reforms in Belgium from 2014 to 2020. The chronological
analysis of the relevant sequences of the Belgian political process identified for this period of
time highlighted some interesting insights with regard to the research question.
For the 2014 electoral campaign, the analysis of electoral programs of the different political
parties underlined the relevance of both the left-right socio-economic cleavage and the
linguistic/regional cleavage for the pension issues in Belgium. This study also highlighted the
impact the expert’s report had in the debate during the period under review, given the absence
of structural reform initiatives by all political parties in their political programs. Nevertheless,
following the publication of the expert’s report after the elections, some parties welcomed a
structural reform based on it. The reactions of the different parties showed that both the leftright socio-economic cleavage as the linguistic/regional cleavage were also relevant in the
analysis of the willingness of the different parties to introduce structural reforms based on the
experts’ report. Indeed, while all parties on the right of the socio-economic cleavage (and in
particular the parties of the future majority) welcomed the report, the Flemish left-wing parties
did not express a negative opinion whereas the French-speaking left-wing parties clearly
expressed a negative opinion.
In this context, and following the 2014 election results, the establishment of the Michel
government coalition of only four ideologically close and mainly right-wing parties on the
socio-economic cleavage, as well as little fragmented with regard to the linguistic/regional
cleavage, made it possible to quickly reach a government agreement. The agreement resulted
essentially in restrictive parametric measures and the introduction of structural reforms based
on the expert’s report.
Nevertheless, despite the fact that the experts' report served as a “scientific basis” for the
government's agreement of 2014, the Michel government only managed to implement
restrictive parametric reforms during the 2014-2018 legislature. A sequential analysis of the
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different events relating to pensions based on agreements at the Council of ministers,
parliamentary debates, social concertation moments, trade union’s actions and expert’s
interventions identified four explanatory factors related to the failure of the Michel government
to implement a structural pension reform based on a points-based pension system. Firstly, the
government’s strategy to rigorously implement its government agreement without opening an
in-depth debate on pension issues with all the relevant actors and within a strict framework for
social concertation created a lot of frustration, a feeling of injustice and strong opposition from
the other parties and in particular from the trade unions’ side who did not hesitate for long to
protest in the streets on numerous occasions. Secondly, the analysis pointed to the role played
by the opposition parties. Despite the limited room for manoeuvre of the opposition parties in
the legislative process, the socialist and left-wing parties in particular managed to exert
influence outside the parliament. This was done through media interventions legitimising the
actions undertaken by the unions and then through their effective participation in the actions
alongside them. Thirdly, common front actions by the socialist, Christian and liberal trade
unions have been decisive. The various information campaigns, the support of the opposition,
simplistic speeches and clear and precise claims made it possible to mobilise a large number
of people. This resulted in a little less than thirty actions throughout the legislature centred
around four major protests organised in common trade union front. Finally, this research
revealed the impact of the 2020-2040 Pension Reform Commission's report in terms of its
misunderstanding and instrumentalization by the different actors. The government did not have
an overall view of the report and only took some isolated measures from it, sometimes in
contradiction with the philosophy of the report itself. Moreover, the government has
underestimated the importance of initiating a transparent debate on a real new “social contract”
in concertation with the social partners at the beginning of the legislature. These elements of
attention were however crucial for the experts to implement a structural reform. As for the
government, there does not seem to have been any real willingness to establish a substantive
debate on the basis of the Commission’s report on the trade union side. This, despite the many
advantages that a points-based pension system could bring, particularly to the socio-economic
categories less advantaged by the current system. On the contrary, trade unions preferred to
rely on their “social achievements”, adopting a “corporatist” attitude without wanting to engage
in a debate on a new “social contract” based on both intra- and inter-generational solidarity.
As for the 2014 electoral campaign, the analysis of electoral programs of the different political
parties for the 2019 elections underlined the relevance of both the left-right socio-economic
141

cleavage and the linguistic/regional divide for the pension issues in Belgium. Above all, this
analysis revealed the impact of trade union claims expressed during the previous legislature on
the content of the various parties' programs. Indeed, the parties focused on a minimum pension
benefit and on the question of the arduousness of certain jobs, which could not be resolved
during the Michel legislature. Moreover, while the French-speaking parties are once again
focusing on the pension age, the Dutch-speaking parties are concentrating on the length of the
career.
In this context, and following the 2019 election results, the establishment of the De Croo
governing coalition in October 2020 composed of a large number of parties fragmented on both
the socio-economic and linguistic/regional cleavage had left little room for the implementation
of restrictive and/or structural reforms during the negotiations of the government agreement.
The agreement resulted essentially in the maintenance of the restrictive measures implemented
by the former government and added a few expansionists parametric measures. Although the
agreement mentions the wish to find a way to structurally reform the system, no concrete
perspectives at this stage are mentioned if not a list of broad principles.
Since the beginning of the legislature, no reform of the pension system has been put in place,
with the COVID crisis monopolising the political agenda. Nevertheless, the analysis of the
governmental agreement and the strategy that the Minister of Pensions intends to pursue
revealed that the approach appears to be quite different from that of the last government.
Indeed, in the 2014 agreement, there were very precise measures included, both in terms of
parametric measures and the implementation of a legal basis for a structural reform based on
the points-based pension system. Moreover, the previous government opted for a tougher
strategy vis-à-vis the social partners by strongly framing social consultation and restricting their
room for manoeuvre within the framework of a precise strategy and planning established by
the government. The new government, on the other hand, is drawing up a government
agreement that is rather poor in terms of content, but will probably try in this way to revive the
social dialogue by restarting negotiations on a blank page, setting aside the points-based
pension system and giving the social partners a central place in the framework of social security
and pension policy negotiations. The most pessimistic would say that the absence of concrete
measures in the government agreement linked to the implementation of far-reaching and
structural reforms definitively condemns the possibility for major changes to see the day. From
this point of view, the pessimists do not see how a more global agreement including more actors
could be reached when no agreement could emerge within the government itself. The most
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optimistic would say that the political fragmentation that characterises the government and the
strategy pursued by the minister will perhaps make it possible to lay the foundations for a
transparent debate on Belgian pensions. A further analysis of the politics of pension reforms of
the current government during the legislature could be an opportunity for further research. This
would firstly allow to examine if such a strategy proves to be more effective.
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ANNEXES
Table A.1. Position of the various Francophone parties on pension policies,
2014 federal electoral campaign.
PTB/
Access
49
PVDA
conditions

-

Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
Financing
Access
conditions
-

PS

Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
Financing
Ecolo

Access
conditions

-

Maintaining the pensionable age: 65.
Maintaining early retirement conditions: 6o years of age and 35 years of career.
Back to previous pre-pension conditions: 58 years of age and 35 years of career.
with softer conditions for hard jobs.
Generalisation of the civil servants’ pension formula to salaried workers’
regime: 75% of the income of the latest ten years of the career.
Not mentioned, favouring first pillar.
Stable job creation.
Alternative financing: tax on capital, taxing wealth.
Fight against tax fraud.
Stop lowering employers’ contributions.
Maintenance of pensionable age: 65.
Maintaining all existing assimilated periods in pension benefit calculation.
Better access conditions and pension benefits for hard jobs based on a list of
arduous jobs established by the social partners in self-employed and salaried
workers’ regimes.
Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Improve minimum pension for a full career: 1300 EUR.
Improve Grapa: 1150 EUR.
Increasing the ceiling below which pensioners do not pay solidarity
contributions.
Harmonising the possibility of taking years of study in the calculation of pension
benefits in the scheme for employees and self-employed.
Priority to statutory pensions, all available resources to the first pillar, targeted
especially for low and medium pensions.
Not by rising contributions or by decreasing benefits.
Employment creation.
Capital taxation.
Increasing effective retirement age by introducing tax credits for those who
continue to work even though they meet the conditions for early pension
entitlements.
Maintaining pensionable age: 65.
Maintaining all existing assimilated periods in pension benefit calculation.
Focus on career length.
Consideration of hard jobs in access conditions.
Extend “Tandem Plan” to the private sector which facilitates progressive exit
from the labour market from the age of 55 and replacement by a young worker
while maintaining pension rights.
More flexibility between regimes.
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PTB/PVDA is a national party (with PTB as francophone branch and PVDA as a Flemish branch). They thus
have one common electoral program.
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Generosity

Second and third pillar
Financing
CDH

Access
conditions

-

Generosity

-

Défi

Second and third pillar
Financing
Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Second and
third pillar
Financing
MR

Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Harmonised minimum pension for a full career: 1200 EUR.
GRAPA: above the poverty line.
Priority on first pillar pensions.
Encourage ethical and sustainable investments.
Encouraging solidarity in the second pillar and favouring fiscal advantages in
second pillar instead of third pillar.
Capital taxation.
Fight against tax fraud.
Rising employment rates, especially for older age groups.
Maintaining pensionable age: 65.
Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Increasing minimum pensions for a full career and ensure a significant
differential with the GRAPA.
Increase minimum pensions for a full career in the self-employed regime to
reach the level of the salaried workers’ regime.
Increase the GRAPA.
Increase the salary ceiling when calculating the pension.
Improving the bonus pension to encourage work after conditions for early
retirement are met.
Further harmonisation between the different regimes.
Strengthening and priority to the first pillar.
Improve coverage: everybody must have access to the second pillar.
Increasing employment, in particular for older age groups.
Taxing speculation on financial markets.
Increase pensionable age to reach progressively 67 years of age.
More flexibility at the end of the career.
Possibility of continuing to work after a full career (45 years) with no income
limit.
Provide a pension equal for all to at least 60% of average career earnings.
Abolish the solidarity contribution.
Gradually modify the financing of the first pillar by investing part of the
employee and employer contributions.
Increase employment, especially for older age groups.
Increase effective pension age without increasing the current legal pensionable
age (65 years of age).
Abolish work limits for pensioners.
Closer link between work and the amount of the pension.
Take into account all working days in the pension benefit formula
Increase the salary ceiling in the pension benefit formula.
Harmonise the way in which years of study are taken into account in the
calculation of the pension and abolish its free provision in the civil servants’
regime.
184

Second and third pillar
Financing
-

Abolish the solidarity contributions.
Revalorisation of minimum pensions according to the welfare index.
Generalisation of the second pillar for all workers.
Increase fiscal benefits in the third pillar.
Reduction of public debt.
Job creation.
New balance between PAYG financing methods and funded methods.

Source: Author’s elaboration based on data from the 2014 electoral programs of the
Francophone parties (see bibliography)
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Table A.2. Position of the various Flemish parties on pension policies, 2014
federal electoral campaign.
PTB/
Access
50
PVDA
conditions

-

Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
Financing
Access
conditions
-

SP.A

Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
Financing
Access
conditions

Groen

-

Generosity

-

Maintenance of pensionable age: 65.
Maintenance of early retirement: 6o years of age and 35 years of career.
Back to previous pre-pension conditions: 58 years of age and 35 years of career
with softer conditions for har jobs.
Generalisation of the civil servants’ pension formula to salaried workers’
regime: 75% of the income of the latest ten years of the career.
Not mentioned, favouring first pillar.
Stable job creation.
Alternative financing: tax on capital, wealth capital.
Fight against tax fraud.
Stop lowering employers’ contributions.
Moving from a uniform pension age to an age determined on the basis of a career
span of 42 years. No age requirement anymore for early retirement.
Adapting the reference career length to life expectancy.
Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Everyone’s pension must be equal to at least 75% of his or her earnings.
First pillar must ensure benefits above the poverty line for everyone.
The ceiling for the total pension (three pillars combined) must be equal to the
ceiling for the current pension in the civil servants’ regime.
Maintaining existing assimilated periods in the pension benefit formula.
GRAPA amount above European poverty line.
Generalisation of the second pillar for all workers and ensure a minimum return.
No more fiscal advantages for pension benefits that exceed the 75% replacement
rate.
Employers’ and employees’ contributions as well as state financing.
Focus on career length requirement of 42 years for retirement and no age
requirement anymore for early retirement.
But pensionable age still 65 for people who do not fulfil career requirement.
Maintaining existing assimilated periods.
Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Introduction of a basic pension at the level of the poverty line.
If no introduction of a basic pension, no decrease in the importance of
assimilated periods in calculation of pension benefits.
GRAPA above poverty line as long as no introduction of a basic pension.
Harmonisation: erasing the illegitimate differences between the different
regimes like the advantageous pension benefit formula for civil servants.
Maximum pension may not exceed 4 times the basic pension.
Pension bonus based on number of years working instead of age.
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PTB/PVDA is a national party (with PTB as francophone branch and PVDA as a Flemish branch). They thus
have one common electoral program.
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Second and third pillar
-

Financing

CD&V

Access
conditions

-

Open
VLD

Generosity

-

Second and
third pillar
Financing
Access
conditions

-

Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
Financing
NV-A

Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Possibility to continue acquire pension rights after 65 or after 42 years of career
if continue working.
Priority to the first pillar.
Fiscal advantages in the complementary pensions only up to a certain ceiling.
Reduce inequalities in the second pillar across sectors and more regulation in
the second pillar.
Abolish fiscal advantages in the third pillar.
Encourage ethical and sustainable investments.
Tax on capital and decrease labour taxes.
Increase career lengths.
Environmental taxes.
Investment in workability.
Fiscal fraud.
Focus on career length of 45 years instead of age.
Maintaining pensionable age: moment at which pension rights are possible. But
may not be a barrier for those who want to work longer.
More selectivity and tightening for assimilated periods.
Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Harmonise the different regimes and erase unjustified differences.
Significant difference between the minimum pension for a full career and the
GRAPA amount.
Focus on first pillar.
Decrease labour taxes, especially for older workers.
Focus on career length linked to life expectancy.
Maintaining pensionable age: 65.
Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Abolish pre-pension system.
Harmonisation of the different regimes.
Strengthen the insurance principle in the first pillar. Increase effective
retirement age.
Reduce assimilated periods for long-term unemployed and people who choose
not to work.
Encourage the second pillar in all the sectors.
Introduction of a second pillar for self-employed workers.
Keep workers longer on the labour market.
Job creation.
Decrease social contributions to make work more attractive, encourage hiring
and make the economy more competitive.
Limiting public spending.
Abolishing pre-pensions.
Maintaining statutory pensionable age: 65.
Focus on career length: 45 years.
early retirement: only from 60 years of age.
Increasing link between work/contributions and pension benefits.
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Second and
third pillar
Financing
-

Vlaams
Belang

Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Second and
third pillar
Financing
Other
-

Increase low and medium pensions. Minimum pension above poverty line.
Malus for early retirement. (pension before 45 years of career)
No extra pension entitlements if keeping working after the age of 65 and a career
of 45 years.
If 65 years old and not still 45 years of career, keep acquire pension rights until
worker reach 45 years of career.
Basic pension in first pillar.
Tightening conditions for assimilated periods: long unemployed periods for
example or pre-pension.
Decrease social contributions to make work more attractive, encourage hiring
and make the economy more competitive.
Limiting public spending.
Active labour market measures.
Increase effective working career.
Limiting access to early retirement.
Focus on career length instead of retirement age.
Increase pension benefits to at least 70% of the last earnings.
No income limits next to pension benefits.
Abolition of pre-pension.
Abolition of solidarity contribution.
Reduce unemployment rates.
Splitting the social security across regions.
Splitting the social security across regions.

Source: Author’s elaboration based on data from the 2014 electoral programs of the Flemish
parties (see bibliography)
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Table A.3. Position of the various Francophone parties on pension policies,
2019 federal electoral campaign.
PTB/
Access
51
PVDA
conditions

Generosity
Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Access
conditions
-

PS

Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Access
conditions
Generosity
-

Ecolo

Back to previous pensionable age: 65.
Back to previous condition age of early retirement: 60.
End-of-career facilities from the age of 55 onwards.
Pre-pension conditions for hard jobs: 58 years of age.
Complete career duration for women: 40 years.
For salaried workers and self-employed workers: 75% of the average earnings.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1500 EUR net of taxes.
Maximum pension: 3000 EUR net of taxes.
Not mentioned, favouring first pilar.
Stable job creation.
Alternative financing: tax on capital, wealth capital.
Fight against tax fraud.
Stop lowering employers’ contributions.
Strictly opposed.
Back to previous pensionable age: 65.
Possibility to go on pension (with a full pension) after a career length of 42
years.
Back to previous condition age of early retirement: 60 years of age and career
condition of 40 years.
Better access conditions and pension benefits for hard jobs based on a list of
arduous jobs established by the social partners in self-employed and salaried
workers’ regimes.
Extend replacement rate of 75% to salaried workers and self-employed workers.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1500 EUR.
Ensuring a GRAPA amount always above the poverty line.
In the civil servant regime, specifically:
o Abolition of mixed pensions for statutory civil servants
o Reintroduction of the free recognition of years of study in the calculation
of pensions
o Maintaining pension benefit formula based on the last ten years of the
career
o Maintaining system of tantièmes préférentiels
Priority to statutory first pillar pensions.
Capital taxation.
Cost will increase but it is also a societal, political and budgetary choice.
Strictly opposed.
Better access conditions and pension benefits for hard jobs.
If not possible to make a list, back to previous pensionable age: 65.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1500 EUR.
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PTB/PVDA is a national party (with PTB as francophone branch and PVDA as a Flemish branch). They thus
have one common electoral program.
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-

CDH

Second and
third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
Financing
-

Défi

Point-based
system
Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Second and
third pillar
Financing
-

MR

Point-based
system

-

Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Limit the differences between pensions by re-establishing all the assimilated
periods.

Focus on career length while maintaining the legal pensionable age.
Harmonised system of definition of hard jobs across the different regimes to
give access to more favourable conditions.
Harmonisation of the minimum pension for a full career across the different
regimes. Amount: at least 110% of the European poverty line.
Increase GRAPA to at least the European poverty line.
Increase the salary ceiling when calculating the pension.
More convergence between the different regimes.
Improve coverage: everybody must have access to the second pillar.
Increase employment rate, especially for older age groups by for example:
o Improving the organisation of working time at the end of one’s career.
o Encourage tutoring of young workers at the end of their career.
o Formation all along the career.
o Reducing employers’ contribution for older workers.
Maintaining pensionable age: 67 years of age. But, only for new entrants in the
labour market and the issue of hard jobs must be settled with the social partners.
Introduction of a partial pension with pension entitlements.
Establish a list of hard jobs in concertation with the social partners.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1400 EUR.
Gradually harmonise the different regimes, in concertation with the social
partners.
Abolish the solidarity contribution.
For new entrants in labour market: establishment of a pension scheme based on
two legally mandatory pillars: PAYG scheme to ensure a basic pension and
complementary benefits financed through collective funded schemes.
Agree with the principle. But the value of the point cannot be a budgetary
adjustment variable for the government. And the point value must be set so that
it guarantees a specific replacement rate for workers with a full career.
Introduction of a half-time pension.
Consider hard jobs in the access conditions and pension benefits.
Closer link between work and the amount of the pension by considering each
euro earned during the career in the pension benefit formula and take into
account the evolution of the salary.
Increase the salary ceiling in the pension benefit formula.
Abolish the solidarity contributions.
Revalorisation of minimum pensions according to the welfare index.
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Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system

Pension supplement for workers who continue to work even though they meet
the conditions for retirement.
Open minimum pension rights after 20 years of effective work.
Further harmonisation of the different pension regimes, including increasing
self-employed pension benefits at the level of salaried workers.
Further incentivise workers to develop second and third pillar pensions with
fiscal advantages.
Successful economy, encourage investments.
Job creation, decrease taxes.
Sound public finances and public debt.
Not explicitly stated but it was a proposal of the Michel government and use the
term “pension rights” but also “accumulated points” as part of his electoral
programme.

Source: Author’s elaboration based on data from the 2019 electoral programs of the
Francophone parties (see bibliography)
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Table A.4. Position of the various Flemish parties on pension policies, 2019
federal electoral campaign.
PTB/
Access
52
PVDA
conditions

Generosity
Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Access
conditions
Generosity
-

SP.A

Second and third pillar
Financing

Point-based
system
Access
conditions

Groen

-

Back to previous pensionable age: 65.
Back to previous condition age of early retirement: 60.
End-of-career facilities from the age of 55 onwards.
Pre-pension conditions for hard jobs: 58 years of age.
Complete career duration for women: 40 years.
For salaried workers and self-employed workers: 75% of the average earnings.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1500 EUR net of taxes.
Maximum pension: 3000 EUR net of taxes.
Not mentioned, favouring first pilar.
Stable job creation.
Alternative financing: tax on capital, wealth capital.
Fight against tax fraud.
Stop lowering employers’ contributions.
Strictly opposed.
Focus on career length requirement of 42 years for retirement and no age
requirement anymore for early retirement.
But pensionable age still 65 for people who do not fulfil career requirement.
For hard jobs: more favourable conditions in terms of access and benefits.
Minimum pension for full career: 1500 EUR. A full career: 42 years with an
average of 30 hours per week.
Pension bonus if workers continue to work after career condition. Targeted to
low pensions.
Maintaining all assimilated periods in the calculation of pension benefits.
Increase the salary ceiling in the pension benefit formula.
Focus on the first pillar.
Fiscal advantages targeted to the second pillar instead of the third pillar.
Fiscal advantages in the second pillar only if pension plans in the second pillar
are collectively negotiated and if a sufficient return is ensured.
No fiscal advantages anymore for people with a pension that exceed the current
civil servant’s pension ceiling.
No fiscal advantages anymore in third pillar to invest in the first pillar.
Employers’ and employees’ contributions as well as state financing.
Tax on capital.
Progressivity in the solidarity contribution on the basis of the total pension of
the first and second pillar in order to increase the lowest pensions.

-

Focus on career length requirement of 42 years for retirement and no age
requirement anymore for early retirement.
But pensionable age still for people who do not fulfil career requirement.
For hard jobs: more favourable conditions in terms of access and benefits.

52

PTB/PVDA is a national party (with PTB as francophone branch and PVDA as a Flemish branch). They thus
have one common electoral program.
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Generosity

CD&V

Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Access
conditions
Generosity

-

Second and third pillar
-

Open
VLD

Financing
Point-based
system
Access
conditions
Generosity

Focus on career length of 45 years instead of age.
For hard jobs: more favourable conditions in terms of access and benefits.
Keep the current state of affairs in terms of assimilated periods.
Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Stronger link between work and pension benefits to increase income
maintenance.
More harmonisation across the different schemes.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1500 EUR.
Access to minimum pension from 20 years of career.
GRAPA above European poverty line.
Focus on first pillar in terms of poverty protection and income maintenance.
Stronger complementary and more solidarity in the second pillar: make it
gradually compulsory.

-

NV-A

Improve transparency and efficiency of the system. Every year workers must
know the pension to which they will be entitled at least according to the number
of years already worked.
Introduction of a basic pension at the level of the poverty line.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1500 EUR.
Pension ceiling: 4000 EUR.
Priority to the first pillar.
Fiscal advantages in third pillar abolished and invest in first pillar.

Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Access
conditions
-

Focus: Harmonisation of the different schemes.
Strengthening the link between work and pension benefits.
Minimum pension for full careers of 1500 EUR, first and second pillars
combined.
Increase self-employed pensions by adopting the same pension benefit formula
for each year of career starting from 2020.
Pension amounts not decreased when the economy is not doing well.
Relevance of the four pillars (including house ownership).
Generalisation of the second pilar to all workers.
Longer careers.
Successful economy.
Control public debt.
Increase the statutory pensionable age according to increase in life expectancy.
Full pensions if career length = 45 years.
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Generosity

-

Vlaams
Belang

Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Other
Access
conditions
Generosity

Second and third pillar
Financing
Point-based
system
Other
-

Stronger link between worked periods and pension benefits. Abolition of
assimilated periods for long time unemployment and pre-pension.
Increase of the minimum pension with a full career.
Increase pensions for those who continue working after access conditions
reached.
Abolition of more favourable pensionable ages in civil servant’s regime.
Harmonisation of the three regimes.
Extension of supplementary pensions.
Favourable: strengthening the insurance principle.
Confederal model: communities responsible for their pension policy.
Pensionable age: back to 65. Or earlier if full career.
Full career: 40 years calculated in hours (= 66.000 hours). Increase in line with
life expectancy.
Minimum pension for a full career: 1500 EUR.
No income limits next to pension benefits.
Decrease of the pension ceiling for civil servants.
No more pension indexation for pensions above 3000 EUR.
Social concertation. Not against a generalisation of the second pillar for all
workers.
Splitting the social security across regions.
Favourable.
Splitting the social security across regions.

Source: Author’s elaboration based on data from the 2019 electoral programs of the Flemish
parties (see bibliography)
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TABLE A.5. Chronology of trade union actions and actions of other pressure groups related to the pension reform
program of the Michel government, 2014-2018.
Date

Who?

How?

Scope of the action

2014, 20 October

Police trade union

Protest

in front of the house of the Minister of pensions.
-

2014, 22 October

Teachers

-

-

-

Work
interruption
info session

Wallonia and Brussels.
75% participation rate.

Nature of protest and claims

-

2014, 24 October

Police trade union

2014, 21 January

Public service trade Protest
union in common front
at the initiative of the
CGSP

-

Public service trade Protest
union in common front
(CGSP,
FSCSP,
SLFP), supported by
some trade unions of
the private sector.
Trade
unions
in Protest
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)

-

2014, 19 March

2014, 1 April

Protest

In the center of Brussels

-

-

-

2000 people
Education and transport
sector particularly present
In front of the office of the
Minister of pensions.
5000 people
Supported by the PTB and
PS

Thousands of people

-

Recognition of dangerousness and hardness of their job.
Against postponement access conditions for early
retirement.
End of career conditions
Against abolition of the bonification pour diplôme
(diploma bonus) in civil servant’s regime
Against abolition of the tantième préférentiels in the civil
servant’s regime
Recognition of the harness of their profession.
Recognition of dangerousness and hardness of their job.
Against postponement access conditions for early
retirement.
Civil servant’s pensions.

Not specifically for pensions but against budgetary
restrictions in public sector and pensions without any
social concertation.

Not only for pensions but also for general and budgetary
policy of the government.
Against abolition of pension bonus.
Against tightening of pre-pension access conditions.

1

2014, 22 April
2015, 15 June

2015, 23 July
2016, 27 January

At the initiative of the Protest and strike
Socialist public sector
trade union (CGSP)
Trade
unions
in Protest
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)
Neutral
and Reaction
independent
trade
union
Women associations Protest
and trade unions in
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)

2016, 28 January

Women associations
and trade unions in
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)

2016, 22 February

Trade
unions
in
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)
Socialist trade union
(FGTB)

2016, 21 April
2016, 24 June

-

Strike in public transports

-

-

6000 people

-

Against abolition of the bonification pour diplôme
(diploma bonus) in civil servant’s regime.
Against postponement of statutory pensionable age.
Against budgetary restrictions in the public sector.
Against the government’s pension reform.

Protest, specifically against the government’s pension
reform.
- Claims: a real social concertation and clear pension
benefit amounts.
Negative feedback on raising the statutory pensionable age.

Against the allocation of envelopes to compensate for the
increase in excise duties and VAT. These are targeted at
beneficiaries of minimum pensions but only for a full career
and therefore penalise women who often have incomplete
careers.
Supported by the PS, SP.A Against increasing the wage ceilings taken into account in the
and Ecolo
calculation of the pension in return for a tightening of the
consideration of certain assimilated periods such as long-term
unemployment or pre-pension. A measure that affects the
poor and women in particular.
the
Against postponement of the statutory pensionable age.

Appeal to
Constitutional
Court
A
ludic
Against government’s pension reform.
information
campaign
Socialist trade union Strike
Not in common front, CSC Against government’s budgetary policy and pension reforms
(FGTB)
and CGSLB do not follow the policies.
strike.
2

2016, 11 November Women associations

A letter sent to the Supported by the CDH
pension Minister

2016, 14 November Military personnel

Protest

2016, 28 November Trade
unions
in Protest
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)

9000 people

are critical of hardship criteria that focus on male criteria and
penalise women. They do not take sufficient account of
harassment, repetitive work, interrupted working times etc.
Moreover, the measures penalise women who rarely have a
full career and who are forced to interrupt their career.
Against lengthening of their careers

In Brussels

-

2017, 15 September Socialist trade union Protest during the (FGTB)
CNP, the national pension council

1200 people
Not followed by other trade unions who prefer to
wait for the results of the
social concertation.
30.000 people
-

2017, 18 December Trade
unions
in National protest
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)

-

2018, 14 January

French Christian trade Protest
union (CSC)
Francophone teachers One hour strike

During MR new year wishes

Socialist
public Strike
service trade union
(CGSP)

-

2018, 1 February

2018, 26 February

Pension reform strengthens the inequalities
Claims: pension benefits equal to 75% of last earnings and
1500EUR minimum pension.

Subjects: arduousness recognition of certain jobs, pointsbased pension system.
- Discourse: penalise the most vulnerable, a “budgetary
adjustment variable”, little visibility, a “tombola”, tool to
reduce the budgetary deficit.
Against government’s pension reforms

Schools of the Wallonia- Brussels federation
-

-

Against pension reform, in particular: reform of
assimilated periods and lowest pensions.
Discourse used: penalise the most vulnerable, no
transition measures.

In particular education and administration services
Not followed by other
trade unions who prefer to

Against increase of the statutory pensionable age.
Against abolition of the bonification pour diplôme
(diploma bonus) in civil servant’s regime
Claim: recognition of arduousness of their profession
Topic: arduousness of certain professions in public sector,
the question of the assimilated periods taken into
consideration in the access conditions to early retirement
which penalise women in particular.
3

2018, 14 March

Teachers, in common
front

2018, 20 March

Trade
unions
in
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)
Socialist
public
service trade union
(CGSP)

2018, 27 March

2018, 16 April

GVC (Gang des vieux
en colère, « gang of
angry old people »)

2018, 16 May

Trade
unions
in
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)

2018, 27 June

Socialists
railway
workers trade union
(CGSP-Railway)

wait for the results of the
social concertation.
National meeting Nationally: very rare in the Subjects of protest: arduousness of their profession, abolition
of
the
union field of education
of the system of tantièmes préférentiels.
delegates
Common
front
Information on pension issues and debate to the large public.
information
operation
Protest
- Thousands of people
Subjects: recognition of hard jobs in access criteria to pension.
- Not followed by other
trade unions who prefer to
wait for the results of the
social concertation
Protest
- Citizen’s
movements - Claims: 1500 EUR minimum pension, real social
especially formed of
concertation, critical regarding the points-based pension
retired people defending
system.
adequate pensions for
future generations
- National
- 70.000 people
- Protest with regard to the overall reform package:
protest
- Supported and presence of
statutory pensionable age, recognition of hard jobs,
- Strikes
in
left-wing political parties
tantièmes préférentiels, Points-based pension system.
certain sectors
(Socialists and Greens)
- Claims: 1500 EUR minimum pension, return to the
statutory pensionable age of 65, alternative methods of
financing.
- Discourse: lowest pensions of Europe, disadvantage the
most vulnerable and women, points-based system =
tombola.
Strike
Against pension reform and for the recognition of their
profession as arduous.

4

2018, 2 October

Trade
unions
in National protest
common front (FGTB,
CSC, CGSLB)

-

50.000 people
Protest actions all around
the country
-

Focus on the topic of the recognition of hard jobs but
general protest of the pension reform as well.
Claims: 1500 EUR minimum pension, return to the
statutory pensionable age of 65, alternative methods of
financing.

5

1

