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                               Belgium: Economic Overview 

Role within the European Union:
Belgium was one of six founding countries in the European Economic Community, the predecessor to the modern day European Union. The EEC was founded in 1957 with the primary goal of economic integration in Europe, an aim that continues to drive the EU to this day.
 As a primary member of the European Union, Belgium began the currency switch from the Belgian franc to the euro in January 1999. As one of the oldest members of the European Union and a country that relies heavily on foreign trade, Belgium is a strong supporter of greater power for the union. 
Economic Indicators: 

· Real GDP growth is expected to rise from 1.5% in 2005 to 2.5% at the end of this year, despite concerns regarding the rise of Belgian imports relative to its exports.
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Belgian government encourages foreign investment by avoiding special limits on foreign investment in favor of domestic investors. As such, the climate for foreign investment is excellent—and could result in even greater inflows of FDI.
 
Economic Structure: 

· Belgium’s estimated GDP by the end of 2005 was $350.3 billion. 
· GDP composition by sector: 1% agriculture, 24% industry, 74.9% services.

· The unemployment in 2005 was roughly 8.4%.

· Belgium has an open, modern economy that relies heavily on industrial production and other world markets. About 75%-80% of Belgian trade is with other EU countries, an unsurprising statistic based on the country’s ideal location within continental Europe. One aspect that has aided the modernizing and expansion of its economy is the multicultural dynamic of Brussels, the nation’s vibrant capital, which is home to many European Union institutions and whose national languages are both Dutch and French.
· The northern part of Belgium, known as Flanders (Dutch-speaking), is known for its highly industrial sector. The southern region, Wallonia (French-speaking), has a considerably slower economy than Flanders and has lagged behind in industry and efficiency since the oil crises of the 1970s.

· Belgium’s main trading partners are the United States and neighboring EU countries such as Germany, France, the Netherlands, the UK, Italy, and Ireland.

Political Considerations:

· Belgium maintains a bicameral Parliament: the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies. The Senate has 71 seats, 40 of which are directly elected by popular vote and 30 of which are indirectly elected. The Chamber of Deputies has 150 seats, and members are voted into office based on proportional representation. In both chambers, a legislative term lasts four years.

· Belgium has both a monarch, King Albert II, and a head of government, Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt. Neither executive assumes power through an election: the position of monarch is hereditary and constitutional, and the prime minister is appointed by the leader of the majority power or majority coalition and then approved by the Belgian Parliament.
 
· A revision to the Belgian constitution in 1993 resulted in major local and federal government reorganization. At present, there are three levels of government—federal, regional, and linguistic community—that divide responsibilities. The local governments designated for linguistic communities were created because Belgium is home to communities which are largely separated by language (French, Dutch, or German, though the German-speaking community in Belgium is roughly 1%). Altogether, there are six governments in Belgium that are each responsible for their own legislative assembly. 
 
Attractions:

· Foreign Investment: Because Belgium has an economy that is heavily based on services, the country has a strong dependence on world trade. Nonetheless, the country is still an appealing place for foreign companies to invest. At present, the United States and other foreign countries with companies in Belgium account for an impressive 11% of the country’s total work force, and the percentage is expected to grow over the next decade.

· Favorable Trade Location: Belgium is located in central Europe and benefits from having access to other countries by sea and by land. Bordering several countries (Germany, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and France), as well as the North Sea, gives Belgium a strong geographical advantage in trade throughout the EU and the rest of the world.

· Highly Developed Transportation Network: To support a booming trade network, Belgium boasts a highly advanced system of seaports, railways, canals, and major highways. In addition, the city of Antwerp is the second-largest European seaport (behind Rotterdam in the Netherlands).

Troubled Spots:
· High Public Debt: Despite a strong economy and a balanced budget, the public debt in Belgium was 95.9% of the GDP at the end of 2004. Today it remains startlingly high at nearly 100% of the nation’s GDP despite years of slow decline.
 
· Lack of Natural Resources: Belgium is a country that lacks important raw materials. As a result, the country relies heavily on global markets to import raw materials, such as iron and coal, to successfully export a large volume of manufactured items.

· Need to Expand Trade Opportunities: As referenced earlier, almost 80% of Belgian trade takes place with other EU member states. While establishing strong local trade relations is vital to their economy, the government of Belgium should consider loosening its dependency on local trade and expanding trade opportunities outside of Europe. In diversifying trade relationships, Belgium could realistically increase the number of foreign companies in the country, which could lead to creating more jobs and lowering the unemployment rate.
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