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10 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

and retail trade. �ey stimulate the local market through their 
own consumption and entrepreneurship (a migrant is more 
likely to be an entrepreneur than a native). Finally, migrants 
contribute positively to public finances—an estimation of about 
0.8% of the GDP.

Immigration is also a critical feature of Belgium’s political 
development. �e number of elected officials who are the children 
of first-generation immigrants is proof of the lasting impact of 
the wave of migration that took place following World War II. 
Similarly, various artists from different backgrounds have made 
a lasting influence on the country’s cultural scene, reaffirming 
the capacity of migrants and their children to shape the country’s 
social and cultural identity.

Diaspora associations play a key role in migrants’ economic, 
political and cultural contributions, as they facilitate their 
economic inclusion, their education, their learning of the language 
and the promotion of the culture of the country of origin.

Several studies have shown that migration also has a positive 
impact on the economy of the country of origin. Remittances are 
one significant example. In 2017, some €4.16 billion in personal 
remittances were sent out by migrants from Belgium. Countries 
of origin also benefit from the investments of migrants, from their 
co-development projects (especially through diaspora associations) 
as well as from the transfer of technologies, norms, ideas and 
practices. �e latter also includes the impact of migrants on the 
civic and political spheres of their country of origin when they 
participate in the elections or remain active in the politics of 
their country of origin from abroad.

�e third part of this report identifies the main obstacles that 
prevent migrants from fully contributing to the development 
of their host country and of their country of origin. It is worth 
noting that the same obstacle usually affects the migrant’s 
personal fulfilment, their contributions to their host country 
and their contributions to their country of origin.

One such obstacle is the lack of safe and legal pathways to enter 
the country of destination, which hinders migration and also 
leads some migrants to undertake dangerous routes. We observe 
slow progress regarding labour migration and restrictions in terms 
of family reunification. Obstacles hindering the recruitment of 
foreign workers are especially concerning because Belgium has 
a structural labour shortage in some sectors which continues to 
increase due to the aging of the population. Family reunification 
also faces various obstacles, such as high fees and the length of 
the procedure. In addition, pathways to enter Belgium legally for 
those seeking international protection are also extremely limited. 
�e visa system is a real obstacle to their arrival. Resettlement 
quotas and the number of humanitarian visas granted are low. 

�is means that most applicants for international protection have 
no choice but to brave dangerous routes to apply for protection. 
�ese are routes that have become much more dangerous as 
the EU externalizes its borders through agreements with third 
countries (Turkey, Libya, etc.) in order to prevent migrants, 
including those seeking international protection, from arriving on 
European soil. At the same time, the Dublin Regulation prevents 
applicants for international protection whose fingerprints have 
been taken in another European country to request protection 
in Belgium. However, international protection systems of first-
entry countries such as Greece or Italy are therefore overwhelmed 
by requests. �ese circumstances lead to serious human rights 
violations that have a drastic effect on the migrants’ mental 
and physical state.

A second set of obstacles to migrant contributions is the fulfillment 
of their basic needs. �ose struggling every day to satisfy their 
basic needs cannot put their knowledge and skills to work in 
service of their community. 

We discuss the question of respect for social rights—notably 
the right to work and the right to social welfare—and access to 
housing. Due to discrimination in the housing market, finding 
a suitable home at an affordable price is a sizable challenge for 
migrants. �is results in geographic segregation based on income, 
ethnicity and/or legal status, which explains the significant 
differences in workload across Public Centres for Social Welfare 
among communes. It also gives reasoning for the difference in 
quality of social services, which increases inequalities between 
municipalities.

We will also touch on the question of employment. Overall, 
migrants’ employment rates and job quality remain low. �e 
proportion of overqualified migrant workers is significantly 
higher than that of native workers. �is explains the differences 
among local and native populations in terms of qualifications, 
professional and social networks, and linguistic competency, 
and also provides reasoning for the administrative requirements 
asked of the migrant population and the structural difficulties 
they confront in the labour market. �e Belgian market has a 
high threshold for skills and qualifications. �is is the reason for 
which language knowledge and recognition of academic degrees 
are so important to the inclusion of migrants in the market. �e 
Belgian labour market is also segmented into two categories of 
employment. �e first is marked by stable jobs and high salaries, 
while the second is marked by temporary jobs, lower salaries, 
more job insecurity. �ere is little mobility between these two 
sectors. Finally, migrants face several forms of discrimination 
within the labour market. �is has been confirmed by numerous 
studies, one of which found that, on average, applicants with 
Turkish names must submit on average 44% more applications 
than applicants with Flemish names to receive the same number 
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At the local level, some Belgian cities can be seen as successful 
examples of integration and inclusion. �e practice and experience 
of the city of Mechelen, featured in this report, illustrates 
that it has been active in promoting diversity and providing 
support in housing inclusion, language courses, employment, 
and psychosocial and administrative support for migrants and 
refugees.

Various initiatives and pilot programmes have been established 
in Belgium in recent years to encourage immigrant participation 
in the labour market. Among the notable pilot programmes, 
the labour-INT project strives to offer applicants for protection 
and refugees a path to integration and continuous support 
consisting of a skills assessment, assistance in obtaining training 
and seeking employment, and support during their integration 
into the workplace.

In general, all local projects that are focused on the specific needs 
of diaspora associations—namely in terms of training, project 
management assistance and access to funds—can be considered 
as positive practices. Indeed, many diaspora associations operating 
in Belgium are striving for the improved development of their 
host country or country of origin. For the purposes of this 
report, we highlight two successful examples of projects that 
have included diaspora associations. �rough the Migration 
for Development in Africa project, health professionals have 
put their skills to use by organising medical missions during 
which they see patients and train colleagues in their countries 
of origin within the Great Lakes region. Likewise, Solidarco is 
an insurance scheme by which Congolese migrants residing in 
Belgium can purchase health insurance for up to seven relatives 
living in Kinshasa by paying a premium of €30 per month.

�is report highlights Belgium’s need for and dependence on 
migration to sustain its own development and well-being. In 
order to benefit from the contributions that migrants can make 
to the development of our society and that of their countries of 
origin, we believe it is essential to guarantee migrants decent 
and stable living conditions, social security and to access the job 
market. �is does not just satisfy a moral directive. �ose who 
must struggle every day to satisfy their basic needs can hardly 
make the additional effort to develop their knowledge and skills 
and put them to effective use in service of our society.

Our findings emphasize the urgent need to address the major 
obstacles to migration so that migrants can contribute fully 
to the integral human development of Belgium and to that 
of their countries of origin. �e recommendations at the end 
of this report address key concerns that, if not resolved, could 
pose serious problems to Belgium’s social cohesion as well as its 
capacity to build a just, unified and sustainable society.

of acceptances. �ese forms of discrimination are fueled by 
negative views of migration. A substantial proportion of the 
Belgian public believes that migrants cause problems and are a 
threat to the economy, national security, and cultural identity 
of the country. Nevertheless, attitudes towards immigrants have 
become more favourable since the 2015 solidarity crisis and the 
resulting citizen aid movement.

With respect to the specific obstacles to migrants’ contributions 
to the development of their country of origin, the high costs of 
transferring remittances discourage migrants from sending them 
and limit the benefits that the country of origin can receive. A 
few obstacles specifically hinder diaspora associations’ work, 
and their potential to assist in co-development, notably the 
fact that they often lack the resources, time and experience. 
�e situation in the country of origin can be both a catalyst for 
migrants’ involvement in development and a hindrance to their 
ability to engage transnationally.

�e final part of this report provides examples of practices that 
foster migrants’ contributions to their own personal fulfilment, as 
well as to the development of their host communities and countries 
of origin. Policies that facilitate migrants’ contributions to their 
country of residence are often grouped under the category of 
integration policies. Today, all three regions—Flanders, Wallonia 
and Brussels—have adopted a similar approach, which includes 
an orientation, socioeconomic assessment, language courses, 
and an introduction to citizenship, the country’s norms, and 
values. �ough these actions are positive, they suffer several 
shortcomings, among which the fact that sessions offer a one-size-
fits-all approach, while the needs of migrants differ, for example, 
across geographical regions of origin and level of education.

The history of 

Belgium shows how 

migrants have 

been an important 

contributor
to what Belgium

is today
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workers who have not changed their place of residence. For an 
accurate analysis of the interconnectedness of migration and 
development, Caritas uses a broad understanding of migration, 
which includes all persons born abroad and officially residing 
in Belgium.

Development

�e pledge to leave no one behind and to ensure human rights 
for all is a cornerstone of the Resolution by the UN General 
Assembly 70/1 “Transforming our world: 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development” that contains the Declaration and the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with 169 sustainable 
development Targets, adopted on the 25th of September 2015. 
�is document endorsed by all 193 UN Member States expresses, 
under paragraph 8, their shared vision of and commitment to: a 
world of universal respect for human rights and human dignity, 
the rule of law, justice, equality and non-discrimination; of 
respect for race, ethnicity and cultural diversity; and of equal 
opportunity permitting the full realization of human potential 
and contributing to shared prosperity. A world which invests in 
its children and in which every child grows up free from violence 
and exploitation. A world in which every woman and girl enjoys 
full gender equality and all legal, social and economic barriers 
to their empowerment have been removed. A just, equitable, 
tolerant, open and socially inclusive world in which the needs 
of the most vulnerable are met. 

�e 2030 Agenda has led to paradigm shifts in the perception 
of development. Development and sustainable development 
concerns all countries on the planet; protecting the environment 
and tackling inequality are considered key development goals; 
peace and social justice are seen as integral components of the 
universal development agenda; and the need for the commitment 
and participation of all groups within all societies and states is 
emphasised in order to achieve development for all. �e new 
worldwide consensus on development is grounded on the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and all human rights 
treaties; therefore, if states do not make progress on the actual 
realization of human rights for all, the SDGs cannot be reached.

�e term development encapsulates the elaboration of productive 
means, forces, capacities, organisation and output of goods, 
services, technology and knowledge to meet human needs for 
sustenance and well-being. It comprises building the means 
for: extraction and transformation of resources; production of 
goods, services and knowledge; infrastructure for production, 
transportation and distribution; growth of capital as well as skills 
and labour; and human welfare/well-being in terms of housing, 
nutrition, healthcare, education, social protection and culture 
in its broad sense (Taran 2012).

Migration

Migration is a major feature of today’s globalised world. In 
broad terms, migration is the movement of people from one 
place of residence to another. While the term migration covers 
population movement internal to a country—rural to urban 
or from one locality to another in a different jurisdiction, the 
MIND project addresses international migration. International 
migration is a distinct legal, political and social category, as 
people move from a nation-state in which they are citizens with 
the rights and protections that citizenship normally confers, to 
other countries where rights and protections of nationality, of 
access to social protection, and of common identity often do not 
apply and where social and cultural paradigms may be different.

While there is no international normative definition for migration, 
international conventions provide agreed upon definitions 
for refugees and for migrant workers and members of their 
families; the latter applicable to nearly all international migrants. 
�e definition of a refugee in the 1951 Convention and 1967 
Protocol on the Status of Refugees is: “Someone who is unable 
or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-
founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political 
opinion.” All EU member States have ratified both the 1951 
Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol.

�e International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of 
All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families (ICRMW) 
states that: “�e term ‘migrant worker’ refers to a person who is 
to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated 
activity in a State of which he or she is not a national.” �e 
Convention recognises frontier worker, seasonal worker, seafarer, 
offshore worker, itinerant worker, and other specific categories of 
migrant workers as covered under its provisions. �e ICRMW 
reiterates that all basic human rights cover family members 
present with and dependent on migrant workers. Data from 
the International Labour Organisation (ILO) shows that nearly 
all international migrants, whatever their reasons for migration 
or admission, end up economically active—employed, self-
employed or otherwise engaged in remunerative activity. A 
specific definition and the statistical standards needed to obtain 
reliable and comparable data on international migrants have been 
agreed under UN auspices and are used by most governments. 
For statistical purposes, an international migrant is defined as 
‘a person who has resided in a country other than that of birth 
or citizenship for one year or more, irrespective of the causes 
or motivations for movement and of legal status in the new 
country of residence.’

�ere are an estimated 260 million foreign-born people residing 
today in countries other than where they were born (UNDESA 
2017). �is figure does not include persons visiting a country for 
short periods such as tourists, nor commercial or transportation 
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Migration became a fundamental pillar of development across 
several regions under regional integration and development 
projects, namely the European Economic Community succeeded 
by the European Union. Since the 1970s, migration has been 
essential to development through regional free movement 
systems in Central, East and West Africa. From the 1920s, large 
population movements—some forced—in the (former) Soviet 
Union underpinned industrial and agricultural development 
across the twelve USSR republics. 

Spurred by geopolitical events that greatly affected human 
mobility on a global scale, the relationship between migration and 
development has become central in contemporary political and 
economic and social policy debates. �e first global development 
framework to recognize the role of migration and its immense 
contribution to sustainable development worldwide was the 
Declaration and Programme of Action of the International 
Conference on Population and Development at Cairo in 1994.3 
�e overarching contemporary framework is the above-mentioned 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development with its SDGs. While 
explicit reference to migration and development was laid out 
in SDG Target 10.7 on safe, regular and responsible migration 
and mobility, more than 44 SDG Targets across 16 of the 17 
SDGs apply to migrants, refugees, migration and/or migration-
compelling situations (Taran et al. 2016). �e New Urban 
Agenda adopted in Quito in October 2015 provides even more 
explicit attention to migrants, refugees and internally displaced 
persons in its global development and governance framework 
for cities—where most migrants and refugees reside.

In 2016, in the wake of severe and protracted conflicts in the 
Middle East and South Asia and the collapse of effective protection 
for refugees in neighbouring countries, UN Member States 
adopted the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants 
(UN Resolution 71/1), calling for improved global governance of 
migration, and for the recognition of international migration as 
a driver for development in both, the country of origin and of 
destination. �e Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration (GCM), adopted at an inter-governmental conference 
in Marrakesh, Morocco in November 2018, and the Global 
Compact on Refugees (GCR) elaborated on those principles 
and proposed ways for implementing them through political 
dialogue and non-binding commitments. Both Compacts were 
adopted by the UN General Assembly in December 2018.

Caritas recognises that a growing number of people are forced 
to leave their countries of origin not only because of conflicts 
and persecution but also because of other existential threats. 
�ese include poverty, hunger, unemployment and lack of 

Caritas uses the concept of integral human development, which 
places the human person at the centre of the development process. 
It may be defined as an all-embracing approach that takes into 
consideration the well-being of the person and of all people in 
seven different dimensions. First, the social dimension, which 
focuses on quality of life in terms of nutrition, health, education, 
employment, social protection and social participation as well as 
equality of treatment and non-discrimination on any grounds. 
Second, the work and economic activity dimension as the means 
of self-sustenance and those of kin, of socio-economic engagement 
and of direct contribution to development for most adults in all 
populations. �ird, the ecological dimension, which refers to the 
respect for the goods of creation and to ensure the quality of life 
for future generations without ignoring this generation’s cry for 
justice. Fourth, the political dimension, which includes issues 
such as: existence of the rule of law; respect for civil, political, 
economic, social and cultural human rights; democracy, in 
particular as a representative and, above all, participatory tool. 
Fifth, the economic dimension, which relates to the level of Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) and distribution of income and wealth, 
sustainability of economic growth, structure of the economy and 
employment, degree of industrialisation, level of high-tech ICT, 
and the state’s capacity to obtain revenue for human services 
and social protection, among other considerations. Sixth, the 
cultural dimension, which addresses identity and cultural 
expression of communities and peoples, as well as the capacity 
for intercultural dialogue and respectful engagement among 
cultures and identities. Seventh, the spiritual dimension. Taken 
together, those dimensions underpin an integral approach to 
development (Caritas Europa 2010). According to the Catholic 
Social Teaching, social inequalities demand coordinated action of 
all the people / the whole of society and the whole of government 
in all countries for the sake of humanity based on two grounds: 1) 
social questions are global, and 2) socio-economic inequalities are 
a danger for peace and social cohesion. In this sense, development 
of our own country and that of others must be the concern of 
us all—the human community. 

Migration and development 

�e link between  migration and development is a centuries-
old juridical, political and practical question. Since the end of 
World War II, migration and development has been the subject 
of intense discussion among policy-makers, academics, civil 
society and the public. Pope Pius XII dedicated an encyclical on 
“migrants, aliens and refugees of whatever kind who, whether 
compelled by fear of persecution or by want, are forced to 
leave their native land” (Exsul Familia 1952), reaffirming that 
migrants and refugees have a right to a life with dignity, and 
therefore a right to migrate. 

3   �e ICPD was the biggest conference ever held on population, migration and development with 11,000 delegates from 179 countries and some 4,000 participants in the parallel NGO Forum. Two 
of the ten  chapters of the Programme of Action were entirely about migration and development. Adopted by all 179 participating States/governments, the ICPD Declaration and 20-year Programme 
of Action (extended in 2010) continue to serve as a comprehensive guide to people-centred development progress. 
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decent work or good governance, absence of access to education 
and healthcare, as well as those linked to the consequences of 
climate change. Forced migration for Caritas encompasses all 
migratory movements where an element of coercion exists. 
People fleeing conflicts and persecution have a natural right to 
international protection. 

Caritas also recognizes that the overwhelming proportion of 
migration into Europe reflects most EU member countries’ 
need for foreign labour to sustain its own development. �is 
demand results from rapidly evolving technologies, changes in 
the organisation of work, its location, and the decline of the 
activity of the local workforce reflecting the local population’s 
ageing and declining fertility.

For Caritas’s, those who migrate and those who remain—whether 
in country of origin or in country of residence—both have the 
right to find, wherever they call home, the economic, political, 
environmental and social conditions to live with dignity and 
achieve a full life. Regardless of the legal status in a country, 
all migrants and refugees possess inherent human dignity and 
human rights that must be respected, protected and fulfilled 
by all States at all times. Caritas calls for a human response of 

solidarity and cooperation to assume responsibility for integral 
human development worldwide and for the protection and 
participation of people who have moved from one country to 
another—migrants and refugees. Migration contributes to the 
integral human development of migrants and of their countries 
of residence. Such a vision implies the recognition that migration, 
regardless of its drivers, is an opportunity for our societies to 
build a more prosperous, global Common Home, where everyone 
can make a contribution to and live with dignity. 

“CHRISTIAN 
VALUES ARE THE 

FOUNDATIONS FOR 
CARITAS’S VIEWS 
AND ACTIONS”

© Isabel Corthier
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It however seems important to first emphasise one point. Caritas 
International acknowledges that the level of contribution of a 
migrant is by no means a condition for solidarity. While this 
report gives examples of famous migrants who contributed, for 
example, to the cultural, political or sports life in Belgium, we 
acknowledge that most people, migrants or not, lead lives that 
do not receive such level of public and media attention. We 
believe that everyone, whether they be  high- or low-skilled, can 
contribute to our society and/or to our world, if society gives 
them the chance and the means to do so.

Based on an in-depth analysis of the current situation, 
policies and debates in Belgium related to migration and 

development, the following report develops knowledge, evidence 
and analysis to answer the following guiding question: How, 
and under what conditions, can migrants contribute to their own 
integral human development, as well as that of their countries of 
origin and residence? 

�e main objective of this report is thus to identify the key 
factors that influence the capacity of migrants and refugees to 
contribute to the development of Belgium and their country of 
origin. �e analysis is based both on research and the extensive 
practical experience of Caritas International with migrants 
and refugees. �e findings of this report are supported by 
available academic literature, statistic data, policy documents, 
and articles from different media sources. 17 interviews with 
administrative staff members, partners and Caritas International 
staff, as well as experts on migration and development, civil 
society representatives, migrant and diaspora organisations 
were conducted.

�is publication will first review the complex national migratory 
context in Belgium. It will then discuss the development-based 
framing for migration before  underlining the key contributions 
of migrants and immigration to the economy, society, and 
culture. It will then identify key obstacles that impede migrants’ 
full contribution to their own development and that of their 
countries of origin and destination, as well as helpful policies 
and practices that can foster such contributions. �is study 
concludes with some policy recommendations that may guide 
Caritas International and other relevant stakeholders in their 
future advocacy work to better protect migrants’ rights and 
to better promote their integration and active participation in 
societal development, both here, and abroad.

INTRODUCTION

We believe that

everyone,

whether they be

high- or low-skilled,

can contribute
to our society,

if society gives them the 

chance
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5  Authors’ calculation based on the National Bank’s 2017 report.

Secondly, because there is a concern regarding the cost of the 
asylum system and its impact on public finance in Belgium. 
Nevertheless, several arguments enable to counter-balance the 
arguments that offering protection is too expensive. 

First, the number of applicants for international protection 
relying on the Belgian protection system remains relatively 
limited. During the highest peak of applications for international 
protection in 2015, applicants for international protection 
represented only 0.35% of Belgian population (Lafleur and 
Marfouk 2017). Belgium actually welcomed only 2.2% of total 
EU arrivals between 2014 and 2016 which is drastically lower 
than Germany (44%) or Sweden (8%) (ibid.).

Secondly, the budget devoted to Fedasil (€400 million in 2017, 
Fedasil 2017) should be put in perspective as it represents only 
a tiny proportion (0.17%5) of the total spending of the public 
administration. Furthermore, this budget is largely re-injected 
into the economy since it essentially covers the salaries of workers 
involved in the asylum process as well as expenditure of goods 
or services with private, public or non governmental operators 
(Lafleur and Marfouk 2017).

�irdly—and as surprising as it may seem—, Belgian authorities 
have decided to consider the expenses associated with the 
reception of applicants for international protection as part of its 
official development aid budget. To this day, this controversial 
accounting practice allowed by the OECD has the surprising 
effect of making Belgium the main beneficiary of its own official 
development assistance (see  11.11.11 2016; Lafleur and Marfouk 
2017; CNCD/11.11.11 2018). 

Fourthly, the short-term costs of accommodating refugees via 
social security benefits are compensated in medium-term. A 
study found that more than half of refugees are active on the 
labour market within four years of receiving refugee status (Rea 
and Wets 2014). In the next sections we will come back to this 
specific point. 

It is important to question the use of economic motives or the 
fear of the welfare magnet hypothesis in immigration debates, 
especially when it comes to applicants for international protection. 
Receiving this vulnerable population is indeed a moral duty 
and a legal obligation for a democratic state such as Belgium, 
internationally committed to the defence of human rights. In 
particular, applying strict economic criteria could lead states to 
‘cherry-pick’, that is to say, choosing and admitting only the 
best qualified refugees.

THE ‘WELFARE MAGNET 
HYPOTHESIS’

�is hypothesis is based on the idea that difference in 
migratory flows between countries is a result of the 
difference between the generosities of their respective 
reception or welfare systems. Several politicians have 
motivated the adoption of measures based on this 
hypothesis. In 2017, the State Secretary for Asylum 
and Migration justified the forced return of Sudanese 
migrants, declaring that he “did not want to send 
the wrong signal that Sudanese people are no longer 
sent back,” as “rumours always create a magnet 
effect regarding migration” (De Tijd 2017). More 
recently, he advocated for the collective reception 
of refugees, underlying that “local reception has a 
magnet effect, because the norm in our neighbouring 
countries is collective reception” (De Tijd 2018). 
Consequently, a number of individual homes for 
reception of applicants, operated by NGOs and 
Public Social Welfare Centres were closed, despite the 
fact that individual housing safeguards privacy and 
family life, and is less costly than collective shelters 
(Cour des comptes 2017). 

Yet, studies on the subject tend to demonstrate that 
there is no causality between the “generosity” of the 
reception or welfare system of a country, and the 
number of applications for international protection 
in this same country. And if there is one, the latter 
is of minor extent (see Giulietti and Wahba 2012). 

Moreover, this hypothesis does not consider migration 
as it is—a complex process determined by diverse 
factors, among which the attractiveness of the recipient 
system’s clout is marginal. According to Myria (2016), 
the presumption that migrants have the capacity to 
compare welfare systems and that they are properly 
informed of their own rights in this matter, is wrong. 
Studies have successfully demonstrated that migratory 
itineraries are rather influenced by variables such 
as economic perspectives, geographic accessibility, 
linguistic affinities or social networks. De Giorgi 
and Pellizzari (2006) identified the labour market 
outlook as a more determining variable than welfare 
provisions.
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- CHAPTER 2 -

REALITY ON THE GROUND:
THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF MIGRANTS 

TO DEVELOPMENT

Migration contributes to development in various ways—
economically, socially and culturally. �is section portrays 

migrants’ contribution both towards Belgium and their country 
of origin. One should already note that these contributions 
influence each other—a better contribution to Belgium often 
implies a better contribution to the country of origin. 

Migrants’ contributions to Belgium

As explained in the first part of the report, migration has been an 
important contributor to what Belgium is today. �is includes 
the contribution of early waves of Italian, Moroccan, and Turkish 
migrants to the post-war reconstruction of the country and, as a 
corollary, to the development of the welfare state.7  �e following 
sub-sections analyse the current contributions of migrants. 

Contributions to the economy

Migration contributes to the economic development of 
contemporary Belgium in various ways. One of the great 
benefits of migration is the change in the variety of goods 
available to consumers (Aubry et al. 2016). �e food industry 
is a sector that appears particularly praised by transnational 
entrepreneurs. �ere are many examples of migrants opening 
restaurants or importing gourmet products for specialized food 
stores. Different researchers (see e.g. Martiniello and Bousetta 
2008) have also demonstrated that many migrants capitalised on 
their connections with their country of origin in order to develop 
cross-country economic activities. By providing information on 
the respective market systems of their countries of origin and 
of residence, migrants favour bilateral trade between them. 
Bignandi (2018) found out that, globally, a 10% increase of 
migrants from a specific country in a Belgian region led to an 
increase of 1.2% of the region’s exports from and 3.6% of its 
imports to the country in question. 

Migrants also represent an important source of workforce. 
According to OECD statistics, the employment rate of migrants 
in 2017 was 56.5%. Regarding this, part of the public opinion 
is convinced that migrants take away jobs from native-born 
workers and thus increase their risk of unemployment. �is 
persistent false perception is surprising as literature found no 
evidence on the adverse effects of immigration on native workers’ 
employment opportunities. Docquier et al. (2014) registered a 
positive or zero impact of immigration on employment of natives.

�e belief that migrants take away jobs from natives is based 
on the idea that the total number of jobs in an economy is fixed 
and that, consequently, the arrival of migrants on the labour 
market leads to competition among workers that is likely to 
cause a reduction of the employment prospects of non-migrant 
workers. �is reasoning is biased for three reasons.

First, this line of thought only takes into consideration the effect 
of immigration on the supply of labour and ignores its effect 
on the demand for labour. Yet, as consumers, migrants create 
demand for goods and services in the destination country and 
thus also for labour, which leads to the creation of jobs.

Secondly, it fails to acknowledge that migrants and native-born 
workers are not perfectly substitutable, as they generally have 
different skills. Migrants fill labour shortages in a variety of 
sectors, including the ones that demand specific skills, which are 
not available on the labour market of the country of destination. 

OECD data give estimates about the participation of migrants 
across sectors, and while these data are somewhat out of date 
(most of them are from the year 2000) and present several 
shortcomings in terms of sampling, they remain useful to assess 
some trends. According to them, most migrants are working 
in the manufacturing sector as well as in the large category of 
“wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles, motorcycles 
and personal and household goods”. Considering the limits 
of this quantitative data, qualitative research proves crucial 
to understanding the type of dynamics at play in the Belgian 
context. In some specific sectors (notably nursing and domestic 

7    �is has been put forward on several occasions, namely through numerous publications, exhibits and press coverages e.g. for the recent anniversary of the signature for the bilateral recruitment agreement 
with Morocco (see Medhoune et al. 2015; Timmerman et al. 2017).
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of Belgium. Foged and Peri (2016) found that immigration had 
positive effects on native unskilled wages, employment, and 
occupational mobility in Denmark, the increase in the supply 
of immigrants pushing less educated native workers (especially 
the young and low-tenured ones) to pursue less manual-intensive 
occupations. 

Concerning the welfare system, an OECD study (2013) showed 
that the net fiscal impact of migration in Belgium was small but 
positive—an estimation of about 0.8% of GDP. Despite this 
reality, concerns are still expressed about the threat that migrants 
could pose to the sustainability of social security. �e European 
Social Survey data revealed that almost half of Belgian citizens 
(48%) believe migrants have adverse effects on public finance. 
�is false perception, which is not without consequence, is likely 
rooted in the fact that migrants are more severely affected by 
unemployment and have a higher birth rate than natives. �is 
leads some to believe migrants are overrepresented among the 
recipients of social assistance, unemployment benefits and family 
allowances. And it is true. �e above-mentioned OECD study 
(2013) demonstrated that, relative to their demographic weight, 
migrants in Belgium were overrepresented in these categories 
of recipients of social benefits. 

However, migrants are underrepresented in the two most 
important categories of government expenditure: public pensions 
and disability benefits. �is can be explained by the fact that 
migrants in Belgium are much younger than the native-born.8 

care), the importance of foreign workers is critical. Indeed, they 
fill jobs that allow middle class Belgian families to externalise 
household tasks or the care for children or ageing parents, and 
thus free up time for work or leisure. A study of the IDEA 
(2017) revealed that, in Brussels, most domestic workers active 
in the voucher-scheme system were foreigners. Vivas-Romero 
(2017) similarly demonstrated that numerous women active in 
the sectors of cleaning and care were part of the Latin American 
community. 

�irdly, this reasoning does not take into account the fact 
that many migrants are entrepreneurs and create their own 
jobs, although this professional choice is sometimes due to 
discriminations on the job market. In 2016, around 16.1% of 
immigrants were self-employed, compared to 13.1% of native 
residents (OECD/UE 2017). �is entrepreneurship generates 
jobs for native Belgian workers. Approximately 30% of self-
employed migrants born outside of the EU have employees 
(ibid). However, the enterprises of migrants are more at risk than 
those of natives since the same obstacles of discriminations and 
exclusion are likely to hinder the viability and success of their 
entrepreneurial activities.

�at being said, the question remains as to whether migration 
has an effect on the salary and quality of natives’ jobs. While 
posted workers—that is, workers who, for a limited period of 
time, carry out their work in an EU Member State other than 
that in which they normally work—could induce some race to 
the bottom, there is actually no study assessing this in the case 

© Isabel Corthier

8  About 76% of the migrants are aged between 18-64 years, compared to 58% of those native-born. 15% of the foreign-born population is aged 65 and above, compared to 19% of the Belgian native-
born population (National register data).
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epitomized by the 1991 Forest riots that opposed local youth of 
immigrant origin to the police. �ese events acted as a wake-up 
call to the authorities who saw the political emergency of acting 
in favour of immigrant-origin youth and set up different anti-
discrimination policies and city re-development projects (Rea 
2001). �ese events also encouraged diaspora associations to 
focus their activities on the second generation and, in particular, 
on education and the fight against racism.

Some leaders of these associations managed to turn their voice 
within their community into political power. It is notably the 
case of Fadila Laanan, a citizen of the Brussels’ municipality of 
Molenbeek who, at the age of 18, was already leading a youth 
organisation called Jeunesse Maghrébine. She became Culture 
Minister of the French-speaking community of Belgium in 2004 
and Secretary of State in the Brussels regional government in 
2014. It is thus possible to draw a parallel between the leaders of 
the Italian community, who turned their associative leadership 
into political power, and North African migrants, and most 
importantly their offspring, who turned their influence within 
their community into prominent positions in political parties 
(cf. supra). 

Sub-Saharan immigrant communities seem to have faced 
greater challenges in the process of self-organisation (Kagne and 
Martiniello 2001). Diverse factors can explain these challenges: 
ethnic, national and linguistic lines of division, issues related 
to the residence status of migrants and the perception by the 
migrants themselves that their stay is temporary.

�e diversity of the socio-economic profiles and needs of migrants 
explains the variety of the activities proposed by the diaspora 
associations. Sub-Saharan women associations, for example, 
try not only to respond to their specific needs but also develop 
particular forms of solidarity towards their community. �e 
tontine loan system is an example: Sub-Saharan immigrant 
communities agree to collectively save money and lend the capital 
to members of the community who deal with unexpected and 
serious expenses (see Boulanger 2014).

such organisations is not an easy task. Yet, a large amount 
of qualitative data on immigrant associations does exist (see 
e.g. Martiniello 1992; Bousetta 2000; Jacobs et al. 2004; Ben 
Mohamed 2006). �is extensive research allows us to highlight 
the main characteristics of diaspora associations in Belgium and 
understand how they facilitate the contribution of migrants. 
We will focus here on three large categories of migrants that 
have experienced different forms of associational development: 
Southern European migrants, Maghrebi and Turkish migrants, 
and Sub-Saharan migrants.

Southern European communities, and particularly Italians, 
grew in the period following the signature of post-war labour 
recruitment agreements. �ese diasporas played a key role in 
the inclusion of migrants in Belgium (Morelli and Pertini 1983; 
Martiniello 1992). �ese associations indeed developed at a 
time when integration policies were embryonic or non-existent 
due to the widespread belief among Belgian policymakers that 
migration was exclusively a temporary phenomenon and that 
migrants would necessarily return home at some point. 

�ese diaspora associations are not the only ones that tried to 
organise the lives of migrants in Belgium. Italian authorities also 
set up their own social and cultural institutions for migrants. 
Nevertheless, migrants did not necessarily organise along those 
lines as some associations were created on the basis of regional 
origins. Hence, the promotion of the Italian identity, culture and 
language among migrants’ associations sometimes went hand 
in hand with the promotion of regional identities. 

Maghrebi and Turkish migration in the 1960s led to a strong 
development of associations throughout the 1970s and 1980s 
(Dasetto 1997; Ouali 2004). Similar to the situation observed 
with Italians, the lack of integration policies and, more generally, 
the lack of interest of policy-makers to the specific issues faced 
by these populations acted as a trigger for the creation of these 
associations.

Many of these associations focused on social and cultural 
activities (sports, education, language and home country culture) 
both to compensate the lack of investment of the authorities 
and to help create a sense of community among uprooted 
Maghrebi migrants (Torrekens 2007). As these immigrant 
communities faced difficulties in practicing their religion, many 
early associations focused on finding appropriate locations to 
pray and on organising the religious life of the community. To 
reach this goal, several communities, particularly the Turkish 
and Moroccan, could count on the financial and organisational 
support of the country of origin’s authorities. 

Towards the end of the 1980s and during the 1990s, the 
issue of racism and exclusion had spread significantly towards 
these Maghrebi communities. Belgian authorities failed to 
deal appropriately with these issues. Tensions arose and were 
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In any case, caution is needed before drawing any conclusions 
based on remittances data. Indeed, it is difficult to obtain all the 
necessary data, especially since remittances are so diverse (e.g. cash 
and non-cash; channelled through formal and informal routes). 
According to a study by the World Bank (2006), unrecorded 
remittances represent 50% (or more) of recorded flows. As a 
result, there is no single data source that can guarantee accurate 
estimates (Word Bank 2009).

Whereas financial remittances can be somehow measured (though 
with serious limitations), investments and economic activity of 
immigrants in the country of origin are much more difficult 
to capture. As noted in the previous section, migrants can be 
a bridge between their communities of origin and destination. 
�is helps promote bilateral trade and foreign direct investment 
(Harris and Schmitt 2003). 

Numerous migrants also develop small projects in their country 
of origin in order to help their community in diverse domains 
such as education, health, agriculture, etc. �e next section 
comes back to this specific point.

Returnees also play a specific role regarding the use of the 
knowledge they acquired abroad. Several examples have shown 
that they are more likely to become entrepreneurs e.g. in Egypt 
(Wahba and Zenou 2009) or in the Maghreb (Gubert and 
Nordman 2008). 

Social remittances

Migration also enables the circulation of norms, ideas and practices 
between the country of origin and the country of destination. 
Levitt (1998) calls this “social remittances”. Social remittances 
can take many forms. �ey include the promotion of human 
capital or health care among residents in the countries of origin. 
Beine et al. (2008) have shown that migration towards OECD 
countries has had a positive effect on the average education level 
in 30 low-income countries. 

�is transfer of social practices is often linked to financial 
remittances and their accompanying instructions for use. Within 
the Latin American community in Belgium, salaries of female 
migrants working in the cleaning or care sector often finance 
the health expenses of the family members in the country of 
origin (Vivas-Romero 2017; Camargo 2017). 

�is transfer of norms sometimes goes beyond the remittances’ 
instructions for use. Some Latin American female migrants who 
became primary care-providers and breadwinners for their family 

Migrants’ contributions to 
the country of origin
�e economic impact of migrants on the country of origin is a 
major topic within the literature on immigrant transnationalism. 
Several studies have shown that this economic impact was on 
average positive (see Beine et al. 2008; Clemens 2011). It is 
both a result of typical economic aspects (financial remittances, 
international trade, investments, co-development, transfer of 
technology, etc.) and social aspects (transfer of norms including 
education, know-how, etc.). �e positive impact of migration on 
countries of origin also serves as a rationale for the active policies 
of countries of origin to send migrants abroad (Lafleur 2013).

Contributions to economic development

In 2017, global official flows of remittances to developing countries 

reached $466 billion (World Bank 2018). �is represents more 
than three times the size of Official Development Aid (ODA). 

Financial remittances can be an important source of development 
for the economies of origin countries. �ey can increase the 
income of receiving households and thus play an important role 
on poverty alleviation, children schooling and entrepreneurship 
(Adams and Page 2005; McKenzie and Sasin 2007).9

Belgium has high volumes both of remittance inflows and 
outflows. In 2017, it received €9.43 billion in personal 
remittances10, mostly from Belgian emigrants living elsewhere 
in the EU (95% of remittance inflows) (Eurostat 2018b). �e 
same year, some €4.16 billion in personal remittances were 
sent out, €3.05 billion (73%) of which to other EU member 
countries (ibid.). 

In fifteen years, the amount of remittances sent from Belgium 
has almost doubled (World Bank 2017). �is increasing trend, 
mainly due to the growth of the foreign-born population in 
Belgium (66% increase during the same period), also reflects 
the impact of other factors, including the growth of migrant 
incomes, the increased scrutiny of flows since the terrorist attacks 
in 2001, and changes in the exchange rate11 (World Bank 2006). 

According to the Moroccan Balance of Payment data, Belgium 
is one of the seven major sources of remittances sent by the 
Moroccan diaspora. In 2017, the flow of remittances from Belgium 
reached around €300 million, which corresponds to almost 5% 
of the total remittances to Morocco (Office des Changes 2017). 

9   While financial remittances are globally higher than Official Development Aid (ODA), they cannot be seen as a substitute since only ODA has the objective of poverty reduction—at least officially—and 
is based on a more systemic approach. Furthermore, and more importantly, financial remittances do not necessarily concern the same countries as most ODA inflows.

10  “Personal remittances cover the transfer of household funds in cash or in kind and household assets to a non-resident household, usually situated in the migrant’s home economy (including donations to 
family, etc.), but also the net income being generated through employment in other economies, either as seasonal or border worker, or as resident with non-resident entities (e.g. international institutions 
domiciled in the resident’s home economy)” (Eurostat 2019).

11  Given that they are reported in US dollars the variation of exchange rate of euro against US dollar can affect the volume of remittance flows.









37

Alongside the new, nationwide procedural adjustments, the 
Flemish government has taken the momentum to make some 
changes to its labour market policy regarding migrant workers.17 

�ese changes were based on a concise policy note published 
earlier in 2018.18 Key points include: attracting and retaining 
foreign (highly qualified) talent; addressing structural shortages 
on the labour market by simplifying the access for labour 
migrants executing specific ‘medium-skilled’ jobs; exceptional 
access to the labour market for ‘low-skilled’ migrant workers (in 
case of specific shortages on the labour market); administrative 
simplification; limiting unfair competition with local workers. 
�e Brussels’ and Walloon governments have not yet made any 
changes to the outdated labour migration policy they adopted 
from the federal government.

Although these changes mark, to some extent, a policy shift 
towards the opening of the labour market to foreign workers, 
the implemented measures remain modest. It is still too early to 
assess their effect. It can however be noted that multiple other 
points of concern remain unchanged. �e perspective of the 
countries of origin, for example, remain unexposed in these 
new measures. 

Belgium’s hesitant attitude towards changing labour market policy 
is even more concerning as the country encounters a structural 
lack of labour force in some sectors, such as the construction 
industry. It will need more than 20,000 additional employers in 
the next years, according to the Federation of Belgian Employers. 
�ese deficits on the labour market are incidentally still expected 
to grow because of the ageing of the population. At the national 
level, the number of open vacancies is rising steadily (Verbond 
van Belgische Ondernemingen 2019): since 2013 the number 
of unfilled vacancies more than doubled. In 2018, for every 100 
jobs, 3.6 jobs remain unfilled. Belgium’s vacancy rate (3.6%) is 
far above the European average (2.2%) and apart from Czech 
Republic, no member state does worse.

While we acknowledge that it may prove uneasy to publicly 
defend the recruitment of labour migrants in sectors affected 

- CHAPTER 3 -

OBSTACLES HINDERING
MIGRANTS’ CONTRIBUTION

The previous chapter has shown how migrants contribute to 
the development of Belgium and their country of origin. �e 

objective of this section is to identify possible obstacles that hinder 
this contribution and impact, on the one hand, the fulfilment of 
the migrants and, on the other hand, the development of their 
societies of origin and of destination.

Lack of safe and legal pathways

�e first obstacle is the lack of safe and legal pathways. �is 
shortage not only reduces the positive potential of migration—
as migration contributes to the economic, social and cultural 
development of the country of origin and of destination (see 
chapter 2)— but also leads some migrants to take dangerous 
routes. �e necessity to have more legal migration channels at 
the global level is reflected in several important international 
policy documents (cf. supra, introductory chapter on the Vision 
and Values of Caritas). 

Labour migration

In recent years, the EU has developed a number of guidelines 
on labour migration—notably the ‘Blue Card’ directive and 
the ‘Single Permit’ directive. In contrast, Belgium has turned 
a blind eye on the issue of labour migration since the adoption 
of its restrictive migration policies in 1974.

For instance, the transposition of the European directive of the 
Single Permit was only completed at the beginning of 2019— 5 
years past the initially fixed deadline.15, 16 One of the main causes 
of this delay is the division of competencies among the federal 
and regional levels of government. �is Single Permit notably 
allows third-country employees to obtain a work permit and a 
residence permit via one single procedure (11.11.11 2018), the 
aim being to simplify the rules on labour migration and access 
to the labour market.

15  �e Blue Card is hardly used in Belgium, since the national conditions for obtaining a work permit are more favourable.
16  Article 16 of the Directive 2011/98/EU sets the deadline for transposition to happen by 25 December 2013.
17    �is excludes most (but not all) migrants who have gained a residence permit for other reasons than work. In most cases, these migrants will have access to the labour market based on their residency status.
18  Flemish Government, Vision paper “Ontginnen buitenlands tewerkstellingspotentieel in Vlaanderen”. 







40 OBSTACLES HINDERING MIGRANTS’ FULL CONTRIBUTION

On the private market, tenants favour profiles that are 
strong economically and on the public market, there is a 
lack of housing (Staff member of Unia, December 2018).

�is lack of social housing and the difficult access to property 
lead low-income households to rely heavily on the private 
rental market, causing strong pressure on the bottom layers of 
the market, bringing rental prices up. �e difficulty in finding 
housing hinders the access to welfare benefits, since you need 
an official address to apply for welfare benefits in Belgium. A 
vicious circle, as without access to welfare benefits, it is difficult 
to find housing. �is painful reality leads numerous civil society 
associations to defend the idea of using vacant housing in order 
to offer additional qualitative and affordable housing.

Respect for social rights

Ensuring respect for the social rights of migrants, notably in 
terms of social welfare and labour right, is an essential prerequisite 
for their fulfilment.

Regarding social welfare, there is currently a dual system in 
Belgium. Most migrants from the EU, refugees and, to a certain 
extent, beneficiaries of subsidiary protection, benefit from the 
same treatment as Belgian nationals with regards to social 
rights—although their specific situation sometimes renders 
access to such rights difficult. EU citizens living in Belgium 
thus benefit from a large body of EU legislation that ensure their 
access to health, the portability of their pension, and their access 
to family benefits even when their children are not living in the 
destination country with them. By contrast, non-EU migrants 
are very dependent on bilateral social security agreements, in the 
absence of which, their rights to social protection are limited.

Nevertheless, a series of differences remain between nationals 
and EU migrants. �e most striking reform in this respect is the 
administrative practice of crossing welfare data with residence 
data for EU migrants residing in Belgium. It entails that EU 

Once officially recognised as refugees, people must leave 
the shelter within two months’ time. �at’s very short. 
Because they do not speak our language—and often have 
little money—it is almost impossible for them to find a 
home on the private rental market. […] It’s true that we 
often hit a ‘no’ with landlords who are afraid to rent out 
their home to refugees. After such a rejection you must 
reload yourself. Never give up (André, volunteer at Caritas 
International’s Housing-Café project, September 2017).

Discrimination in the housing market has dramatic effects on the 
inclusion of refugees and other third-country nationals. It results 
in geographical segregation based on income, ethnicity and/or 
legal status, which explains the drastic variation of workload 
across Public Centres for Social Welfares (PCSW). �e quality 
of the social services thereby differs across communes increasing 
inequality among them. 

We encourage families to look for housing outside the 
city because Public Centres for Social Welfare here 
are completely overworked and cannot ensure quality 
follow-up. Many refuse because they want to remain 
in the city, but this is because they do not know how 
things work here. A lot of them thus end up helpless 
(Social worker at Caritas International’s Housing-Café 
project, December 2018).

Moreover, there is a distressing shortage of social housing. �e 
percentage of social housing in relation to the total housing market 
is low in Belgium; 5.6% in Flanders, 5.3% in Wallonia and 7% 
in the Brussels-Capital Region (figures of 2015—see Steunpunt 
tot Bestrijding van Armoede, Bestaansonzekerheid en Sociale 
Uitsluiting 2017). In Brussels, more than 40,000 prospective 
tenants are waiting for social housing in the Brussels-Capital 
Region. �e waiting time varies from 8 years for a one-bedroom 
apartment to 11 years for a 3-bedroom apartment (Brusselse 
Woning 2019). 

© Isabel Corthier

“THE FIRST 
CHALLENGE FOR 

NEWCOMERS 
IS FINDING 

QUALITATIVE 
AND AFFORDABLE 

HOUSING”
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24   A new law (Decree of the Government of the French Community determining the conditions and the procedure for granting equivalence for titles, degrees and certifications of higher studies issued 
abroad, under publication in the Belgian Official Gazette, entered into force on 15 September 2016) has made positive progress—namely in the decreasing of costs (down zero cost for refugees).

25   �e Aide à la promotion de l’emploi (APE) is a form of employment assistance, granted to employers in the non-market sector in the form of points. �e APE allows employers to benefit from an 
annual subsidy in addition to a reduction of their social security contributions.

did not have enough APE25 points. I finally requested it 
to the Flemish Community and it was accepted (French 
migrant, arrived in Belgium in 2014, December 2018).

Discrimination on the labour market

Discrimination is a major barrier that prevents foreign-born 
workers from fully participating in the labour market. �is has 
been confirmed by numerous studies. 

Using a “correspondence testing” method—in which fictitious 
job applications are sent in response to real job openings—, Baert 
et al. (2013) found that in Flanders young graduate applicants 
with Turkish-sounding names had less chance to be invited to 
a job interview than young graduates with Flemish-sounding 
names. On average, applicants with Turkish names needed to 
send 44% more applications if they wished to receive the same 
number of positive answers received by those with Flemish 
names. Baert et al. (2015 and 2016) further showed that people 
with a higher education level, more professional or volunteer 
experience, were less likely to be discriminated, especially in 
occupations where recruitment is difficult.

Qualitative data and opinion polls also highlight the existence 
of discrimination outside Flanders. A 2009 survey conducted by 
IPSOS showed that in Brussels and Liège, respectively, 44% and 
41% of the population of immigrant origin declared that they 
had been victim of discrimination at least once upon looking 
for employment (see Lafleur and Marfouk 2017). In addition, 
about 16% of the migrants living in Belgium considered that 
they belonged to a discriminated group on the basis of their 

One of our beneficiaries, a doctor from Togo, had 
managed to find housing in Uccle. �e PCSW allowed 
him to specialise in medicine while keeping his allowances. 
Another PCSW would have never allowed this, especially 
for a specialisation. I think Belgians do not realise how 
important housing is (Caritas International’s Vulnerable-
Transit Project manager).

Recognition of diplomas and validation 
of qualifications

�e recognition of diplomas and the validation of qualifications 
are an important step for every migrant who wants to develop a 
professional or personal project. Yet, this recognition can meet 
several obstacles, including access to documents (especially for 
refugees—see box), costs24 (requests, official translations, etc.), 
timing (5 to 9 months), and limits applied for certain types of 
diplomas. 

People who have finished their studies in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo between 1998 and 2014, for instance, do not receive 
an equivalence of diploma. In 2017, Ciré  has condemned this 
country-specific focus, criticised the lack of transparency in this 
practice and explained that it stigmatised a specific group of 
people of the same origin. �e lack of recognition of qualifications 
obtained abroad has a direct impact on the participation of these 
people in the labour market:

One of our beneficiaries, a child psychiatrist originating 
from Syria, had studied in his country, had made a 
specialisation in Belgium and then had returned home. 
Because of the war, he came back to Belgium to ask 
for international protection. His diploma equivalence 
was refused because he had obtained his main diploma 
in Syria—and even though he also had acquired a 
specialisation in Belgium. Disappointed, he left Belgium 
for the Gulf region. �ese irregularities in the system 
have serious consequences not only on the participation 
of these people in the labour market but also on their 
dignity (Caritas International’s Vulnerable-Transit Project 
manager, December 2018).

In France, I obtained a Technician’s Certificate—a 
programme which today has been replaced by another. I 
then got a Higher Technician’s Bac—equivalent to a Bac 
+ 2. �e French community of Belgium did not recognise 
any of my diplomas, excepted that of primary school. I 
was highly frustrated for not receiving an equivalence for 
diplomas I had worked hard for. Furthermore, I missed 
a job opportunity because without this equivalence, I 

© Pauline Willot
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Several court cases also revealed that the existence of discrimination 
on the Belgian labour market was not the sole responsibility of 
employers but also that of customers who pressure companies not 
to hire individuals of foreign origin. �e case of the temporary 
work agency Adecco which had given instructions to its agents 
to exclusively send workers without immigrant origin at the 
request of its customers made front page in Belgium in the early 
2000s. It was condemned by the Brussels Court of Appeal in 
2015 (Unia 2016). 

ethnicity, nationality, or race. �e proportion was even higher 
for third country migrants, as 35% of them declared belonging 
to a discriminated group (OECD 2015).

�e Belgian population is well aware of the existence of this 
issue. A 2015 Eurobarometer revealed that 74% of the Belgian 
population considered that discrimination on the grounds of 
ethnic origin was the most widespread form of discrimination in 
the country, followed by discrimination on the basis of religion 
or belief (67%). 

THE LONG ROAD TO EMPLOYMENT: THE STORY OF AMIN

Amin fled Iran and arrived in Belgium in 2012, where 
he got recognised as a refugee. In Iran, he had a master’s 
in telecommunication systems, owned three companies 
and had 14 years of working experience in the field of 
network engineering. 

After finding a small studio in the city of Antwerp, Amin 
was able to sign up for an intensive Dutch course at the 
University of Antwerp. He passed the first two modules, 
but then had to give up because the PCSW would suspend 
his social benefits if he continued to follow the course. 
However, his Dutch was not yet at working proficiency 
level. Being eager to work, Amin turned to the VDAB, 
the Flemish employment agency. Because of his specific 
professional qualifications, the VDAB consultant couldn’t 
give him adequate advice. 

Amin tried to get a Belgian equivalence for his master’s 
degree, but since he was searched for in Iran, he couldn’t 
turn to his university to ask for the necessary documents. 
He decided to sign up for a professional networking course 
and found a school in Brussels. Despite his excellent score 
on the entrance exam, the school considered that he was 
overqualified and didn’t accept him. 

With the help of a friend he found a network installation 
course organised by the VDAB. However, he didn’t meet 
the required Dutch level to enter the course. Amin persisted 
and after two additional interviews, he was finally able 
to register for the course that would start in September. 

I was so happy to have found a course, but shortly 
after that good news my social assistant told me 
the PCSW found work for me as a cleaner. I 
had no right to refuse, otherwise it would be 
interpreted as unwillingness to work and would 
lead to the withdrawal of my social benefits. So I 
went to clean buildings for three months during 
summer. Luckily, I could negotiate the end of the 
contract with them in order to start my training 
in September (Amin, December 2018).

Two years later, Amin has an internationally recognised 
networking-certificate (CCNA) in his pocket. He passed 
with a 100% on all his exams. Before his training ended, 
he had already found a job at an IT-company, where he 
still works today. It’s an international company so the 
working language is English. 

It took me 5 years to find a job in English, a 
language that I already mastered before my arrival 
in Belgium. �e road was full of obstacles, but I 
didn’t give up. So many people arriving here have 
seen terrible things, they are traumatized. �ose 
obstacles could take them down. People lose their 
motivation on the way, and once they do, it’s not 
easy to remotivate them (Amin, December 2018).



45

at reducing individuals’ fear of immigration and promoting 
tolerance, anti-racism, and multiculturalism could help to reduce 
anti-migrants sentiment.

Besides the individual characteristics of its natives, Belgium has 
a specific context that could explain why a substantial part of 
its population has a negative view of migration.

First, as a federal country with three different linguistic 
communities, Belgium offers a context of reception characterised 
by a weak national identity. And although the latter is not, per 
se, opposed to external influences brought about by migration, 
the presence of nationalist parties, particularly but not exclusively 
in Flanders, means that discourses and practices of refusal of 
foreigners also exist. 

Secondly, while the economic context has been particularly 
favourable for the post-war Italian migration to transform its 

Public opinion and 
political discourse
Discriminations are fuelled by a specific context of beliefs around 
migration. A substantial proportion of Belgian public opinion 
considers immigration as a real source of problems and perceives 
migrants as a threat to national security, economy and culture. 
According to a European social survey administered between 
2014 and 2015, a substantial part of the respondents consider 
that migrants increase crime in the country (about 65%), take 
away jobs from native-born residents (38%), have adverse effects 
on public finance (48%) and on the economy in general (44%) 
and undermine cultural life in Belgium (25%).

Figure 6 clearly however shows that attitudes towards immigration 
became more favourable after the 2015 Solidarity Crisis.26 More 
precisely, the proportion of those who are in favour of restrictive 
immigration policy towards different types of migrants was much 
lower in 2016, compared to 2014. �e same holds true for those 
who believe that immigration is bad for the economy, makes 
the country a worse place to live, and undermines the country 
cultural life. Yet, while the public opinion has become more 
tolerant towards migration over time, there remains a substantial 
part of the population with a negative view of migration. 

Social science literature suggests that individual characteristics 
such as age, gender, level of education/qualification, situation on 
the labour market, and contact with migrants, are determinant 
factors for attitude towards immigration. Besides, a large body 
of empirical studies have pointed at the role of factors—
other than socio-demographic factors—, including racism, 
immigration phobia and resistance to diversity. �is literature 
has also emphasised that the adoption of public policies aiming 

26   In order to examine the change in Belgian public opinion towards immigration after the recent arrival of refugees in Europe and Belgium in particular, we took advantage of the fact that six questions 
were included in two waves of the European Social survey’s (EES) questionnaires. �ese two series of questions were respectively administrated in 2014 and 2016.

Figure 6. Belgian public opinion towards immigration
Source: European social survey and authors’ calculations.
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economic power into political influence, migrants who came after 
the 1970s oil crisis have not experienced similar pathways and 
have been more affected by unemployment and labour market 
discrimination. �e over-representation of migrants among 
the unemployed and their over-exposure to social risks have in 
turn led some political parties and a share of the population to 
put into question the socio-economic contribution of recently 
arrived migrants in Belgium. 

�irdly, similarly to the situation of post-war Italian migrants 
who experienced discrimination on the basis of their religious 
practices deemed ‘too extreme’ compared to Belgian catholic 
practices of the time, Muslim migrants in Belgium and their 
descendants also see their socio-cultural contribution to the 
country put into question. In particular, the rise of islamophobia 
since 2001 and its increase with the 2016 Brussels terrorist attacks, 
have led the above-mentioned parties to openly question the 
compatibility of Islam with the largely undefined predominant 
values of the Belgian society. 

�ese elements call for the strengthening of the public response 
towards discrimination in Belgium, in addition to the 1981 anti-
racism law, the creation of Unia and the recent adoption of a law 
allowing the use of testing to flag labour market discrimination 
in the Brussels region. In spite of the increase in racist incidents 
in recent years—including the online harassment campaign 
against a black journalist from the public television or the violent 
assault against a young Belgian Muslim woman in 2018 in 

Anderlues—the current government has still not implemented 
a federal plan to coordinate the fight against racism, which 
many actors in this sector, including Unia, have been calling 
for for a long time.

Access to the nationality

In 2012, Belgium has reformed its Nationality Law (Law of 4 
December 2012). It provides for stricter conditions for accessing 
nationality and extends the minimum period of residence before 
applying for citizenship from 3 to 5 years.

Whereas the previous legislation envisaged nationality as a first 
step towards integration, the 2012 Law provides, by contrast, a 
series of criteria designed to assess whether migrants are ‘integrated 
enough’ to be granted Belgian citizenship. Foreigners who have 
resided in Belgium for 5 years can apply for citizenship but must, 
inter alia, prove their knowledge of one of the three national 
languages. �ey must also demonstrate their social integration 
(e.g. with a school diploma or a certificate of attendance of 
integration courses) and their economic integration (i.e. with 
evidence that they have worked for at least 468 days in the past 
5 years). 

© Isabel Corthier
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27  �e authors wish to thank Dr. Daniela Vintila (CEDEM, University of Liège) for bringing this example to their attention.

© Isabel Corthier

necessary mean to remove the regime in place in their country 
of origin and put an end to its “exploitation” (Demart 2013). 

By contrast, the Syrian refugees arrived in Belgium these recent 
years have organised a limited number of marches because they 
have been focusing on securing their status of refugees and have 
been fearing that family members still residing in Syria would 
suffer the consequences of their opposition to the Assad regime. 
Nevertheless, their transnational engagement might still evolve 
as the intensity of the conflict in Syria decreases.

Another example of political influence from Belgium is the 
engagement of the Romanian diaspora. In the summer of 2018, it 
mobilised to denounce the corruption in Romania and organised 
repeated demonstrations in Bucharest. �is situation took a 
particular turn in the Belgian context, as this period coincided 
with the electoral campaign for the 2018 local elections, in 
which the Romanian community mobilised for the first time. 
�is dual context of elections ‘here’ and crisis ‘there’ pushed 
some community leaders in Belgium to use their experience 
in Belgium as arguments to oppose the regime in Romania. A 
repeated line of argument of diaspora leaders was the following: 
“If Belgian parties recognise us by lobbying for our votes and 
inviting us to stand as candidates on their list, why can’t the 
Romanian authorities give any credit to its own diaspora?”27

 Situation in the country of origin

�e socio-economic and political context of the country of origin 
may either be an opportunity or an obstacle to the transnational 
engagement of migrants.

�e major non-European countries of origin of migrants residing 
in Belgium, such as Morocco, the DRC and Turkey, are socio-
economically unstable : high level of unemployment, limited 
educational opportunities and currency instability. �is difficult 
environment may hamper the transnational engagement of 
migrants, for instance by rendering their financial investments 
too risky or by making it difficult for them to find skilled partners 
in the country of origin. While these conditions largely differ 
with other major European countries of origin such as France, 
the Netherlands or Italy, they do apply, to a certain extent, to 
the situation in Romania and Bulgaria. 

�e difficult environment of their country of origin may also lead 
migrants to act directly within the political sphere of their country 
of destination. Some Kurdish and DRC migrants consider that 
the lack of opportunities to participate in their home country’s 
political life justifies the use of direct action (such as protests and 
marches) as a form of participation in the country of residence. 
In the case of the DRC, the absence of the diaspora from the 
formal political arena has led, in the UK, to the creation of 
groups of “Combatants”, who defend the idea that violence is a 

“SOME 
MIGRANTS 
ORGANISE 

THEMSELVES 
TO SET UP 

DEVELOPMENT 
PROJECTS”
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Yes, Belgium has publicly defended the Agenda 2030 and 
has mandated itself in all sorts of policy plans, strategies 
and declarations (e.g. reporting to the UN or attending 
central events with stakeholders). But this has not led to 
concrete actions. Indeed, three years later, we see a number 
of worrying trends. Hunger has been increasing for the 
first time, less has been spent on international solidarity—a 
6% decrease between 2016 and 2017, which represented 
only 0.45% of the gross national income in 2017 (see 
CNCD/11.11.11 2018)—and a negative trend has been 
observed in terms of poverty since 2004 (Statbel Data).

If Belgium continues at this pace, it will not reach half 
of its targets and will even considerably go backwards 
on a number of them. Yet, there is a law anchored in 
the Constitution and an institutional set-up for the 
implementation of the Agenda 2030. �is ambitious 
agenda therefore requires the adoption of immediate and 
accelerated policy measures in order to instigate the drastic 
changes necessary for its implementation. 

�is chapter first analyses Belgium’s integration policy. It then 
brings forward some pilot projects, initiatives and policies that 
aim at increasing the participation of migrants in the labour 
market and the political life in Belgium, and finally ends with an 
analysis of the measures aiming at facilitating the contribution 
of migrants to their country of origin, while addressing the issue 
of co-development and underlying how the countries of origin 
themselves facilitate these solidarity initiatives. 

- CHAPTER 4 -

NATIONAL POLICIES AND 
PRACTICES FACILITATING 
MIGRANTS’ CONTRIBUTION

By signing the Agenda 2030, Belgium recognised that 
migration played a key role in the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals set by the signatory States.  
But what policies and practices does it implement to favour the 
contribution of migrants to its own development? 

THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS IN BELGIUM

In 2015, the world—including Belgium—committed 
to the Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). �ree years later, if Belgium has done a lot 
on the administrative level, its policy level is still lagging. 

Belgium faces some major challenges to fulfil several SDGs, 
including those relating to Responsible consumption 
and production (SDG 12), Climate action (SDG 13) 
and Life on land (SDG 15) (Sachs et al. 2016; UN High 
Level Political Forum 2017). Despite its efforts to raise 
awareness and adopt measures towards achieving the 
SDGs, the recently published SDG Barometer shows that 
work remains to be done when it comes to awareness and 
knowledge about the SDGs in Belgium.
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DIVERSITY AT CITY LEVEL—THE ‘MECHELEN MODEL’ 

In 2016, the Flemish city of Mechelen was put internationally on the radar when its mayor Bart Somers won the 2016 
World Mayor Prize for his engagement  in favour of the participation of migrants to the city’s society, economy and culture. 
While more than 15 years ago Mechelen had a bad reputation as well as one of the highest crime rates and was a bastion 
for right-wing extremist party Vlaams Belang, it is today considered as a reference—nationally and internationally—for 
its inclusive policy and its diversity. 

Mechelen has a horizontal diversity policy. �is means that we conduct a general and inclusive policy aimed at 
the whole society and evolve towards the phasing out of a target group policy. Our intention is to ensure that 
diversity (and especially ethnic-cultural diversity) is embedded in all services, departments and management levels 
within the city’s administration. �is clearly has a positive effect on the society of Mechelen and the mindset of 
the ‘Mechelaar’ (Corinne Huybers, staff member of the strategic cell of the city’s administration, December 2018). 

In Mechelen, the percentage of positive attitudes towards different cultures increased from 21% in 2011 to 35% in 2017. 
Moreover, 81% of Mechelen’s population claims to be proud to be ‘Mechelaar’, 10% above the Flemish average.28

Several innovative projects in different departments show the transversal diversity approach of the city. In the field of 
education, for instance, the city works together with an association that convinces white middle-class families to send 
their children to the nearest neighbourhood school instead of sending them to a ‘white’ school further away, in order 
to create a better representation of the diverse neighbourhood in the school. Regarding housing, Mechelen has a pilot 
project running that combines social housing with private housing on one site. A few citizens have been selected to live 
on the premises in return for their investment in the project. For example, a teacher will spend a few hours a week to 
do homework support with the children from the neighbourhood. Specifically for refugees, the administration has a 
partnership with the Support Centre for Asylum and Migration, a local association providing free social, administrative 
and psychological support to refugees. In recent years, the city has invested in an accessible language policy for all the 
city’s service providers. City administration’s staff has been offered trainings on the process of language acquisition and 
an easy and clear communication strategy has been established. Every contact with the city services is indeed considered 
a chance to practice the language. 

�e adoption of the law that put an end to the subsidy regulation to support immigrants associations and the implementation 
of a horizontal diversity policy however have another consequence. 

Mechelen’s policy vision is that, while it is necessary and useful that people organise themselves on the basis of 
origin, the city will not subsidise them just for being immigrant associations. However, the city is currently engaged 
in a European project aimed at increasing immigrant’s representation and participation in the decision process and 
in advisory boards. We are aware that the immigrant’s voice is still underrepresented, and all too often remains a 
voice on the margins. If during this project it becomes clear that we need different platforms or different ways to 
increase immigrant’s participation because classical advisory boards are not accessible enough, we will create them 
(Corinne Huybers, staff member of the strategic cell of the city’s administration, December 2018).

28 Results from the latest city monitor, a survey conducted every 4 years in the Flemish cities.
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Migrants’ political participation

At the political level, migrants residing in Belgium have had 
the right to vote in local elections since 2006. Despite their low 
level of participation in the 2006, 2012 and 2018 elections, this 
right has given a significant boost to their political inclusion in 
Belgium in different ways. It has pushed political parties and 
local authorities to engage with immigrant communities. Several 
local and regional governments even have designed awareness 
campaigns in order to both encourage migrants to register for 
the local elections and send a clear signal that they are an integral 
part of the political decision making process. 

Some political parties have also adjusted their message to 
reach foreign voters, sometimes by including EU migrants 
on their electoral lists (third country migrants do not hold 
passive electoral rights). Some parties have also translated their 
electoral programmes in different languages in order to reach 
a larger public. 

Overall, although only a minority of foreigners residing in 
Belgium do vote, this right contributes to raising awareness among 
foreigners about their membership in the city’s decision making 
process and pushes them to engage with Belgian political parties.

Projects, initiatives and policies in favour 
of insertion in the labour market

�e increase in arrivals of applicants for international protection 
since 2015 has raised awareness that specific responses need to 
be implemented with those people who may suffer from specific 
disadvantages in the labour market, such as weak language 
knowledge, issues of diploma recognition or inapplicability of 
skills demanded in the home country’s labour market but not 
in Belgium. 

Later, diverse pilot programmes, initiatives and policies have 
been implemented in Belgium in order to encourage immigrants’ 
participation in the labour market. Among the noticeable pilot 
projects, we can note the Labour-INT project that intends to 
facilitate the insertion of applicants for international protection 
and refugees. �is project proposes a continuous support that 
includes an assessment of their skills, advice to obtain training 
and seek employment, as well as a follow-up all the way to their 
adaptation into their workplace.

Similarly, in the aftermath of the European solidarity crisis, non-
State actors such as the FEB have set up a task force and published 
a guide designed to help employers in their administrative 
process to hire applicants for international protection and 
refugees (FEB 2017). 

Lastly, in 2015, the government changed its regulations with 
regards to applicants for international protection’s access to the 
labour market (SPF Emploi 2015) and reduced the waiting period 
after which the applicants for international protection can obtain 
a work permit from six to four months. Whereas most of the 
other measures taken by the government have contributed to 
create a hostile climate against applicants for and beneficiaries 
of international protection, this decision—taken following a 
consultation with employers and trade unions, can be interpreted 
as a sign of trying to facilitate their socio-economic inclusion. 

�ese projects, initiatives and policies do however not represent 
the full range of actions taken in Belgium in favour of a better 
insertion of the migrants. Besides they already existed before 2015. 
Hence, since the 1990s, the Walloon Trade Agency (AWEX) has 
developed an internship programme first named Babel Export 
and then EXPLORT by which young Belgians are funded to 
conduct internships abroad in the area of international trade. 
During the 2017 Congress on ‘entrepreneurship and diversity’ 
organised by his political party (Mouvement Réformateur), 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs noted that this programme 
was particularly attractive to young Belgian of immigrant 
origin who could use their cultural and linguistic capital of 
second-generation immigrants for the benefit of the origin and 
destination countries.

© Julie Vanstallen
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HISTORY OF CO-DEVELOPMENT IN BELGIUM

29   With regards to the French-speaking context of solidarity organisations, see also Huyse et al. (2013).

Just as it happened in France, it was during the 1990s with 
the growing influence of the discourse on co-development 
that the question of the diaspora’s involvement in the 
country of origin gained salience. �e year 1999 marked 
a turning point in this respect when the Centre National 
de Coopération au Développement (CNCD/11.11.11) in 
partnership with a Socialist development NGO (SOLSOC), 
took the initiative of organising an event during which 
development NGOs and immigrant organisations would 
meet. In 2001, this awareness reached the federal level as 
Belgium decided to add the theme of “migrants as partners 
for development” to its work programme for the presidency 
of the EU council. In 2001, the State Secretary for Asylum 
and Migration materialised the Belgian interest in the issue 
by creating the ‘Migration and Development Platform’ in 
order to stimulate joint efforts and cooperation between 
diaspora organisations and development NGOs. 

Over the years, different budgets fed diaspora organisations 
for development activities either alone or in cooperation 
with NGOs. �e early budgets reflected the national 
government’s priority on immigrant return and their 
successful reintegration in the country of origin. Later, 
diverse public initiatives took place at the sub-national level 
in the area of migration and development, and regional 
intervention was officially recognised as necessary, as it 
was the case when the ‘Cellule d’Appui pour la Solidarité 
Internationale Wallonne’ was created, in 2003. 

Similarly to initiatives at the federal level, the Walloons 
launched competitive calls to fund immigrant organisations 
in the field of development. For diaspora organisations, 
such calls offer two major advantages. First, as most 
development-oriented immigrant associations are small 
organisations with limited funding, public funds allow 
them not only to fund their activities in the country of 
origin but also to provide employment and/or stability for 
immigrant members of the association. Secondly, because 
these are public budgets that derive from public policies 
in the area of development, they constitute an official 
recognition from Belgian authorities that migrants are 
partners with the Belgian authorities in its development 
policy. Such explicit recognition allows changing the 
narrative on migration as a burden and instead fosters 
inclusion. 

As noted by De Bruyn et al. (2009), the Walloon 
policies have been strongly influenced by the French 
‘co-development’ approach and this may explain why 
Flanders has not followed a similar path. Indeed, whereas 
immigrant organisations are considered potential partners 
in the region’s development policy, there is no separate 
bureaucratic structure or budget that would be reserved 
for them nor are they considered as privileged partners 
by regional authorities.29 

At the city level, however, similar dynamics have been 
observed in Flemish and Francophone municipalities. 
�e city of Brussels for instance, has set up a Consultative 
council on international solidarity by which civil 
society organisations—including numerous immigrant 
organisations—are asked to submit ideas on the city’s 
development policy and participate in the decision 
process on the attribution of funds to CSOs involved in 
development.

We have a specific funding envelope for small 
international solidarity associations. Our goal is 
to support them in their international solidarity 
project. In doing so, we ask them to respond to 
public calls. However, we have no time to provide 
coaching regarding the development of their project 
(International solidarity department manager of 
the city of Brussels, December 2018).

As noted by Michielsen et al. (2012), the city of Antwerp 
launched a similar process of involvement of the diaspora 
in its international solidarity policies in 2010. Moving 
from its classic twin-city approach in its relations with 
the global South, the city launched a series of thematic 
actions (e.g. education, health) with specific destination 
countries, such as Morocco or the DRC. �is change in 
policy relied on the core principle of co-development, 
according to which immigrant involvement in solidarity 
projects in their country of origin not only increases the 
sustainability and efficiency of these projects but also 
contributes to social cohesion in Belgian cities.
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�is report shows an important level of activity and creativity 
among immigrants residing in Belgium and demonstrates 
similar levels among Belgian emigrants abroad. �is economic 
importance was underlined by the €9.429 billion in personal 
remittances received in Belgium in 2017, mostly from elsewhere 
in the EU. Of the some €4.16 billion in personal remittances 
that were sent out that same year, €3.05 billion went to other EU 
member countries. However, we underline the critical lack of 
data on remittances, and ask for them to be considered with care.

�ese remittances represent considerable amounts of money that 
produce micro-economic benefits to recipients and stimulate local 
and national economies through expenditures and investments in 
health, housing, nutrition, education and productive activity. It is 
also important not to forget about  so-called ‘social remittances’, 
which convey norms, values and practices that can contribute to 
the economic, social and political development of the country 
of origin and of destination. �ese mutual influences can be 
economic, social, cultural, and even political.

Numerous studies insist on migrants’ potential to development in 
Belgium and elsewhere. However, we note inadequate legislation, 
contradictory policies, several practices and hostile behaviour 
that act as obstacles to migrant contributions. �e results of 
these obstacles are illustrated by low levels of employment and 
economic outcomes in Belgium for migrants and their children 
in certain regions.

Obstacles in the job market are particularly numerous, notably 
because of administrative difficulties regarding language learning 
and diploma recognition, as well as discrimination in the 
job market. Discrimination forces many migrants to work 
as independents, potentially in risky businesses as the same 
obstacles are susceptible to hindering the viability and success 
of their entrepreneurial activities. 

- CHAPTER 5 -

CONCLUSION

Migration has always been a central feature of Belgium’s 
history, as well as its economic and social development. 

A country of emigration until the early 20th century, Belgian 
immigrants to the United States, Canada, France and elsewhere 
made important contributions to the development of agricultural 
and other industries. 

During the inter-war period, and especially after World War II, 
Belgium transformed itself into a major recruiter and receiver 
of foreign labour in order to re-industrialize and expand the 
interconnected coal, steel and manufacturing industries. 
Nonetheless, levels of exploitation of foreign workers were 
pervasive, leading the Italian government to formally protest 
the treatment of Italian migrant workers in Belgium. 

It was only in the 1970s that the government adopted policies 
to regulate and limit immigration for economic reasons. �ese 
policies did not succeed in reducing migration, which continued 
to grow until 2011. Today, there are 1.9 million immigrants 
in Belgium, of which more than half originate from non-EU 
member states. �e immigrant population in Belgium currently 
makes up 16.4% of Belgium’s total population.

Migration plays a key role in Belgium’s cultural and economic 
development. It also is central to economy and business, especially 
in terms of providing essential skills, services, goods, and labour. 
Immigrants in Belgium provide contacts, market access, and 
information on market systems to Belgium and their countries 
of origin, thus stimulating entrepreneurship, the sustainability 
of certain job sectors, and bilateral trade. 
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•  Provide a financial safety net for the costs of family 
reunification, which constitute, in numerous cases, an obstacle 
to the procedure (translation costs, visa fees, travel costs, 
registration costs, etc.). 

Labour migration

• Work on ambitious federal and regional legislations to facilitate 
labour migration for high-, middle- and low-educated third-
country nationals. 

• Provide an in-depth examination of the recent changes 
regarding labour migration at the Flemish level and ensure 
adaptations if necessary to align the recent legislation with a 
view of achieving an ambitious labour migration policy for 
third country nationals.

• Ensure without delay an effective dialogue between the 
different competent authorities, in order to guarantee a 
coherent labour migration strategy. 

• Facilitate access to the labour market for third country 
nationals residing in Belgium, even if their situation is 
precarious because their residency procedure is pending.

• Consider the possibility to integrate undocumented people 
and take into consideration the needs and perspective of 
the countries of origin, when designing a labour migration 
strategy. 

• Set up pilot projects in cooperation with the Belgian 
Development Cooperation to make circular migration 
possible for specific profession categories.

Guarantee qualitative reception of 
applicants for and bene�ciaries 
of international protection
• Guarantee a human and qualitative reception of all applicants 

for and beneficiaries of international protection.

- CHAPTER 6 -

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the research behind this report and the long 
experience of Caritas International in its work with 

migrants and refugees, the following set of recommendations 
aims at developing possible courses of action to protect the 
rights of migrants, promote their inclusion in the Belgian 
society, and address the migration-development nexus 
from the perspective of the integral human development.  
 
�ese recommendations are intended to all stakeholders, including 
federal, regional and local authorities, institutions, CSOs, 
migrants and diaspora associations and the population of Belgium.

Enhance safe and legal pathways

Resettlement

•  Take into account the increasing global resettlement needs 
and increase the Belgian resettlement quotas, in addition to 
and/or independently of the resettlement programmes of the 
EU.

•  Embed the resettlement programme in national legislation 
and include it in the federal budget—rather than in the 
European budget as it is now. 

Family reunification

•  Guarantee the family unit based on affective and not strictly 
legal family ties. 

• Ensure flexible processing of family reunification visa 
applications for family members of beneficiaries of international 
protection, even if not all required documents can be submitted 
or if the 1-year period for submitting a visa application has 
been exceeded for reasons beyond their control. 

• Provide the visas to family members who are in war or 
emergency situations in a smooth and swift manner, even 
when the formal requirements for family reunification are 
unfulfilled.
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