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1.1 Introduction

Belgium first attracted immigrants through its industries in the then prosperous region of Wallonia. In the nineteenth century, workers were recruited in Flanders and neighbouring countries. During that period, Belgium was a colonial empire exporting officers, merchants, priests and workers. The most important among Belgium’s colonies, Congo, was acquired by King Leopold II at the Berlin Conference in 1885, and transferred to the Belgian government in 1908. Between the 1880s and the 1920s, a considerable number of Belgians left to administer, explore and exploit the resources of Congo. Between 1880 and 1960, Belgium’s economy was largely dependent upon Congo.

After the Second World War, the Belgian government began to recruit foreign mine workers in Southern Europe and later in Northern Africa, negotiating bilateral agreements with  countries such as Italy, Spain or Morocco. When Congo became independent in 1960, about 100,000 Belgian citizens living in Congo returned to Belgium. Unlike what happened in other European countries, these migrants did not really represent a challenge to social cohesion.

In the late 1960s, Belgium moved slowly towards a more restrictive immigration policy, and eventually halted labour migration in 1974. Nevertheless, Belgium continued to attract large numbers of migrants, especially through family reunification.

The mid-1980s witnessed a new increase in immigration along with a decrease in emigration, resulting in a higher net migration. In the early 2000s, the migration balance (around 30,000) was comparable to the balance of the 1960s, when migration to Belgium reached its peak. This increase was accompanied by a diversification in the migrants’ profiles: their origin, age and sex, and the factors driving their migration, had changed considerably throughout this period (Martiniello & Rea 2001), as will be illustrated in this chapter.

The 1990s were marked by a steep increase in the number of undocumented migrants and asylum seekers. The wars in ex-Yugoslavia accounted for a large part of these migrants, but a significant part also came from Iran and republics of the former USSR. Between 1990 and 1999, about 180,000 asylum applications were lodged in Belgium. 

In 2005, Belgium’s total population reached 10,445,000 people. Among them, 1,065,000 were born abroad (10.2 per cent), while 871,000 were of foreign nationality (8.3 per cent). Among the 1,570,000 who were of foreign nationality at their birth almost half (700,000) had become Belgian by 2005. Thus the sole criterion of nationality is not sufficient to allow us to analyse Belgium’s data on immigration; one must also take into account the previous nationality and the country of birth. Since the early 1980s, the number of foreigners living in Belgium has been stable, while the number of immigrants who have acquired Belgian nationality has sharply increased. Most of the Belgium’s immigrants are Europeans, although immigration from Southern Europe, which used to be very significant,  is now characterised by a negative balance. Moroccans and Turks represent the main communities not originating from Europe. However, migrants from more distant countries, such as China or India, are also growing in number.

The number of asylum-seekers reached a peak in 2000, with 42,691 claims, but has declined considerably since and is now around 15,000. The foreign population is very heterogeneous, and its distribution uneven throughout the country; 30 per cent of foreigners live in Brussels, though the population of Brussels only accounts for 9.5 per cent of the whole population.

Belgium is a country still in search of its national identity, and tends to describe itself as multicultural and cosmopolitan. Being made up of two main cultural communities, the country had a bicultural dimension from the beginning. Foreign communities are increasingly seen as adding a new dimension to this biculturalism. In recent years, the input of foreigners has been particularly recognised at the political level; an increasing number of politicians of foreign origin have been given important positions, and foreigners have been entitled to vote in local elections.

However, despite the fact that Belgium put an official ‘stop’ to legal immigration in 1974, it has never ceased to be a country of immigration, although it still seems rather reluctant to phrase it that way. Despite the official discourse and the fact that minorities are now represented on the political level, Belgium’s policy towards immigration is still harsh, with a significant number of forced repatriations and closed detention centres. Time and time again, undocumented migrants who have been in the country for a while demand to be regularised, and have been involved in occupying churches and leading hunger strikes. The population is widely sympathetic to these often-dramatic situations. In addition, far-right movements and political parties are increasingly vociferous, especially in Flanders where the political party Vlaams Belang has now become a mainstream political actor. 

Belgian policies toward undocumented aliens sparked much controversy, in particular the aspects related to forced repatriation and internment in closed detention camps. Political debate over asylum in Belgium mostly revolves around these two issues. A peak was reached in 1998 when a young Nigerian woman suffocated during her forced expulsion. This raised much public attention, and the government pledged to implement a legalisation campaign for undocumented aliens, which took place in 2000. Detention of asylum-seekers - especially children - in closed detention camps is also a highly controversial issue. In the early 2000s, more initiatives were taken to facilitate the integration of foreigners, such as the granting of the right to vote in local elections or the setting up of a Muslim council. However, some of these measures are still controversial, such as the introduction of compulsory language courses for foreigners in Flanders. 

1.2 Belgian statistics on immigration

Most of Belgium’s statistics on immigration are easily accessible through many websites, and sometimes published in different languages. However, some statistics are missing, despite their relevance for the study of migration in and out of Belgium; for example, no data related to ethnicity are available, since the law does not permit such data to be collected
. 
Belgium’s official statistics are based on nationality. Neither the place of birth nor the nationality of the parents is taken into account in the official data. Therefore, a significant part (about 45 per cent) of the population of foreign origin is not accounted for, despite the fact that comprehensive data on naturalisation exist. A recent study by a research team from the University of Louvain (Eggerickx, Bahri & Perrin 2006) vigorously pleaded for an adaptation of current data, and also for the lift of the ban on statistics related to filiation, which would allow statistics on ethnicity to be produced. The sole criterion of nationality used to be considered as sufficient to apprehend migration patterns in Belgium, but reforms of naturalisation procedures since 1984 have led to a situation where the number of immigrants was increasing, while the number of foreigners remained steady, as pointed out by Perrin, Dal and Poulain (2007:1). The use of additional data, including data based on the origins of the migrants, thus became a necessity to understand migration flows in the country, despite numerous limitations to the use of such data. For instance, municipalities collect statistics on filiation, but have no obligation to communicate them to the National Register, Belgium’s main database on population.

The main source for statistical information is the National Institute of Statistics (Institut National de Statistique, INS). The INS produces annual statistics based on the data contained in the National Register, and decennial tables based on the data provided by the national census. 

1.2.1 National Register 

The main population database is the National Register, placed under the authority of the Ministry of the Interior. Since 1988, all legal residents, apart from asylum-seekers waiting for a decision on their case, have been registered in this database, kept by the municipalities and centralised in the National Register. The National Register is made up of two main registers: the population register and the aliens register, also kept by the municipalities. Belgians and aliens with a settlement permit are registered in the population register, while foreigners allowed to stay in the country are registered in the aliens register. Therefore, the term ‘aliens register’ is misleading, since aliens holding a settlement permit are registered in the population register, and not in the aliens register. 

All migrants residing legally in the country are supposed to register after one week upon arrival (residences are verified by police controls), but only if they intend to stay for more than three months, a period shorter than the one used by the UN to define international immigration and emigration, as pointed out by Perrin & Poulain (2006: 389). As a consequence of this definition two groups of migrants are automatically excluded from registration: short-term migrants and irregular migrants. Moreover, diplomats and civil servants of EU and NATO, as well as their families, are not obliged to register but can be registered at their request. Finally, Perrin & Poulain question the coverage of EU citizens in the register, since they are far less controlled than other foreigners (Perrin & Poulain 2006: 382).

Since 1995 and a change in the legislation on asylum, asylum-seekers have been registered in a separate register, called the ‘waiting register’. This change was related to the debates on migration policies, a separate count for asylum-seekers resulting in a decline of  the proportion of foreigners among the population. This change of legislation might have been prompted by the perceived need to present lower figures of foreigners. When granted refugee status, asylum-seekers appear in the population register, but are impossible to identify; nothing distinguishes them from other foreigners holding a settlement permit. In addition, separate registers also exist for EU employees and their families, as well as for employees of other international organisations. Since Belgium hosts the headquarters of both the European Union and NATO, this part of the population is not to be neglected. Finally, Belgians living abroad are supposed to register with their local embassy or consulate, which is responsible for managing ‘consular population registers’, and which is also part of the National Register. Many expatriates, however, fail to complete this task, and the reliability of these consular population registers can thus be questioned.
The process of deregistration is quite similar to the process of registration, but far less reliable. Any person intending to live abroad for more than three months has to deregister from the register of his or her municipality, and is therefore considered an emigrant. However, many emigrants (both Belgians and aliens) tend not to de-register upon leaving the country. Perrin & Poulain (2006) identify diverse reasons for this under-reporting, including the lack of incentives, the fact that the process seems unnecessary and fastidious, and the fear of losing some advantages and/or benefits, with the latter being particularly common amongst foreigners, and especially refugees, afraid of being denied entry when they return to the country. Any person, national or foreigner, who has deregistered from one municipality and has not registered in a new one within six months is automatically withdrawn from the population register. Belgian nationals who have left the country but have not deregistered from their municipalities can be deregistered if they decide to register with the diplomatic post abroad.

The National Register includes the following variables: name and surname, sex, date and place of birth, address of residence, nationality, refugee or stateless status, filiation
, marital status, PIN code, profession, composition of the household, place and date of death, legal incapacity (if the person is a minor), declaration related to the burial type, driving licence, passport/ID card, social security card, pension regime, declaration regarding the use of organs after death, title or status given after a war, possibility of being designated as the president of a polling station during elections, suspension or exclusion from the voters’ roll.

In addition, the aliens register provides the following information: immigration service number, country and place of origin, limitations of the stay, work permit, professional card, return right, information on visa, name, place of birth, address, nationality of the spouse and every child, immigration service number of parents, spouse and children, inclusion in voters’ roll (for EU citizens), date of recognition as a refugee, place of registration.
Not all of these variables are used for statistical purposes – this is the case for ethnicity, since the law forbids the establishment of statistics based on filiation. Every week, the data from the National Register are transmitted to the National Institute of Statistics, and computed into statistical tables. These tables are the main source of information on migration, but can only include the ‘legal variables’: date of immigration/emigration, nationality, municipality of residence in Belgium, sex, date of birth, marital status, and household composition. 

1.2.2 Census

A general census is carried out every ten years by the INS. The last census, conducted in October 2001, was a ‘General Socio-Economic Survey’. This Census relied entirely on the National Register, as far as the counting was concerned, and did not involve a field inquiry, unlike previously held censuses. Instead, a questionnaire collecting data related to education, housing, etc. was mailed to all the people registered in the National Register. The general census allows the INS to publish comprehensive reports on some aspects of immigration, such as housing or work.

1.2.3 Other registers and databases 

Besides the statistics published by the INS, and based on the National Register and on the national censuses, other reports and databases exist and complement these data. They are kept by various entities and institutions.

1.2.3.1 Asylum registers

Asylum-seekers are registered in a special register, called the ‘waiting register’, kept by the Ministry of the Interior through various agencies, including Fedasil, the federal agency for asylum-seekers, the Immigration Service (Office des Étrangers) and the General Commissioner for Refugees and Stateless Persons (Commissariat Général aux Réfugiés et aux Apatrides, CGRA). This register contains information related to asylum applications, detailed on a month-by-month basis. Since the register is neither included in the general population register nor in the aliens register, asylum-seekers are not taken into account in the statistics on the foreign population residing in Belgium. This is a major bias of immigration data collected in Belgium. The CGRA provides statistics on the progress of claims and the decisions made upon them, based on the waiting register. Once an asylum-seeker is granted refugee status, he or she is incorporated into the general population register, and is not considered to be an immigrant.

Asylum-seekers have to fill in a claim to be lodged at the Aliens Bureau upon their arrival in Belgium. The procedure then comprises two phases: first, the admissibility of the claim will be examined; then a decision on the claim will be made (‘merits phase’) by the CGRA. The number of claims reaching the second stage of the procedure varies greatly from year to year. 

If asylum is granted, the asylum-seeker receives refugee status; if it is denied, he or she has to leave the territory. Around 10 per cent of the applicants are granted refugee status, but the figures vary greatly according to the country of origin. If they refuse to leave the territory on a voluntary basis, rejected asylum-seekers can be placed in a closed internment centre before being expelled. 

1.2.3.2 Work and residence permits

Work permits are issued by the federal Ministry of Labour and Employment, but the regional ministries are responsible for the implementation of the legislation and also hold the permit data, using different methodologies. Moreover, the previous distinction between permits that allow migrants to enter Belgium and those allowing them to stay was abandoned in 1988. As a consequence of both this change and the regionalisation of the information, the data cannot really be used for statistical purposes. 

The Immigration Service also holds a database recording many aspects of the migrants’ files. The database is linked to the National Register, but includes additional information linked to the Immigration Service, such as the residence status of the migrant, regulated by a settlement permit, a residence permit, or a residence document, the latter being a temporary document issued for the period of examination of some queries. Any foreigner wishing to stay in Belgium for more than three months has to get an authorisation from a Belgian diplomatic post abroad. 

1.2.3.3 Visas and expatriates

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs issues visas through Belgian diplomatic posts abroad. However, information on the number of visas issued (and refused) is very limited, and varies greatly according to the technology available at the different posts. There is no central database on visas.

The Belgian diplomatic posts abroad also manage the information related to expatriates. However, many expatriates choose not to register with the diplomatic post of their country of residence. Hence, the information on expatriates is incomplete. There are some incentives to register though; these include the right to participate in elections (voting is compulsory in Belgium), and the possibility of being assisted by the embassy or the consulate in case of a crisis in the country. 

1.2.3.4 Database on the acquisition of citizenship

There is no general database dealing with the acquisition of citizenship. Any acquisition of citizenship is recorded in the National Register, and there are databases relating to some specific procedures. The acquisition of citizenship, which requires the expression of the will of the person concerned, needs to be distinguished from the attribution of citizenship, which is automatic (e.g., a child of a naturalised parent). 

A common form of acquisition of citizenship is naturalisation, which is granted by the Chamber of Representatives (the lower chamber of the Parliament). From 1984 onwards, this procedure has undergone considerable reform, and access to nationality is now much easier than it used to be, resulting in a sharp increase in the number of naturalisations. The Chamber of Representatives holds a complete database, as well as detailed statistics, on naturalisations, while the Immigration Service holds a database on all types of acquisition of citizenship but does not produce any statistics based on these data. Only successful applications are recorded in the National Register.

1.2.3.5 Statistics produced by universities and NGOs

In addition to the official statistics, many research centres and NGOs produce statistics on selected aspects of immigration. Among recent studies, the most significant is undoubtedly the Charles Ullens Initiative, an inter-university survey coordinated by the King Baudouin Foundation. Charles Ullens was a philanthropist who commissioned a large and comprehensive survey on immigration in Belgium, involving all major Belgian universities. The survey is currently under way, and includes quantitative and qualitative aspects. 

Regarding the quantitative cluster of the project, Eggerickx, Bahri & Perrin (2006) have already produced a preliminary report based on the criterion of the nationality at birth rather than on current nationality only. Their study allows us to distinguish between immigrants born abroad and those born in Belgium (second-generation immigrants). 
1.2.4 A critical view of the statistical sources

As stated above, one of the main shortcomings of Belgian statistics on immigration is the fact that some data exist, but cannot be used for statistical purposes. This is the case for data regarding filiation and ethnicity, since the INS is not allowed to publish statistics that include these variables. 

INS statistics are based on nationality, and therefore do not take into account those who have acquired Belgian nationality after their birth (in Belgium or abroad). The recent study by Eggerickx, Bahri & Perrin (2006), based on nationality at birth, makes a step towards a more accurate description of immigration in Belgium.

Some data, usually highly controversial, are not available to the general public; this holds true for information on the number of people held in closed detention camps, for example. This lack of information hinders the democratic debate surrounding these practices.

Furthermore, in a study conducted for the King Baudouin Foundation, Lennert (2001) points out some major flaws in Belgium’s management of migration data. Some have been corrected since, but not all of them:

1. Missing information

Information is missing on some important points, such as the number of illegal migrants in the country, and information on visas is still far from complete.

2. Incomplete or unreliable information

In particular, data on emigration are unreliable, since so many emigrants fail to de-register from their municipality. Though it is possible to erase them from the registers, this is only a partial correction of the bias. As said above, statistics based on the sole criterion of nationality are also misleading.

3. Difficult retrospective analysis

Statistical series over longer periods of time are often inconsistent, due to changes of methodology, presentation, and to geographical reconfigurations: some countries no longer exist, while others have been created. Furthermore, some data from the past have not been digitalised, and thus cannot be compared with more recent figures.

4. Regionalised information

Since Belgium is a federal state, some data, such as work permit data, are directly managed by the regions, which use different methodologies and presentations. As a consequence, these data cannot be compared or aggregated.

Fortunately, statistical tables produced by NGOs and academics make up for some of these shortcomings, but they are unable to correct all of them, especially when the law forbids doing so.
Overall, it is widely recognised that Belgian statistics are inadequate to address important social issues such as the fight against discrimination, and many voices are now in favour of new statistical categories, that would allow to go beyond the sole nationality criterion and apprehend the origins of the population on a more ‘objective’ basis (Perrin, Dal and Poulain, 2007).
1.3 Stock of foreign population

1.3.1 Overview of the stock of foreign population

On 1 January 2005, Belgium had 10,445,852 inhabitants of whom 870,862 (8.3 per cent) held a foreign nationality. The population of foreign descent accounted for 15 per cent of total population (1,570,475 persons). Among these 699,613 were naturalised, representing 44.5 per cent of the population of foreign origin. Half of these naturalised were born in Belgium (332,474 – 47.5 per cent). Those born abroad represented about two thirds (1,064,906 – 67.8 per cent) of the population of foreign descent (Eggerickx, Bahri & Poulain 2006). It is to be noted that, among the population of foreign descent, those born in Belgium were about twice more likely to acquire Belgian citizenship than those born abroad (65.8 per cent of those born in Belgium, 34.5 per cent of those born abroad).

1.3.2 Size of main nationalities

Unlike other European countries, most of the foreigners living in Belgium (68 per cent) come from other EU Member States, which is to some extent due to the fact that EU citizens are less likely to naturalise, as will be shown below. Moroccans and Turks are the main groups of non-EU nationals. Moreover, whereas some other countries have observed an increasing dispersion of origins, this does not seem to be the case for Belgium, at least for the most important groups of immigrants. Over the last five years, the top ten nationalities of the foreign population have remained the same. The smaller groups, on the other hand, tend to diversify: recent years have witnessed waves of immigration from more distant countries of origin, such as China, Brazil, India, and so on. (Table 1.1).

Table 1‑1: Belgium’s population broken down by nationality, 2005

	Nationality
	Totals
	Part of total population (%)
	Share of foreign population (%)

	Italy
	179,015
	1.71
	20.5

	France
	117,349
	1.12
	13.5

	The Netherlands
	104,978
	1.00
	12.1

	Morocco
	81,279
	0.78
	9.3

	Spain
	43,200
	0.41
	5.0

	Turkey
	39,885
	0.44
	4.6

	Germany
	36,324
	0.38
	4.2

	Portugal
	27,373
	0.26
	3.1

	United Kingdom
	25,982
	0.25
	3.0

	Greece
	16,588
	0.16
	1.9

	DR Congo
	13,171
	0.13
	1.5

	United States
	11,476
	0.11
	1.3

	Total EU-25
	591,404
	5.67
	67.9

	Foreign population
	870,862
	8.34
	100.0

	Total population
	10,445,852
	100.0
	–


Source: SPF Economie – DG Statistique

1.3.3 Geographical distribution of foreign population

The foreign population is unevenly distributed. Given that Belgium is a federal country, this fact has crucial importance; though immigration policy is decided on the federal level, many integration policies (housing, education, etc.) lie within the competence of the regions.

While Italians settled mainly in the industrial regions of Wallonia (Hainaut and Liège), more recent waves of immigration concentrated in Flanders. Brussels, representing 9.5 per cent of the total population, is home to 30.7 per cent of the foreign population. Finally, EU nationals tend to live in conurbations in Wallonia and Brussels but in the countryside in Flanders, which explains why non-EU nationals are often more numerous than EU nationals in Flemish conurbations (see Table 1.2).

Table 1‑2: Regional distribution of foreign population in Belgium, 2002

	
	Total pop.
	Belgian pop.
	Foreign pop.
	EU nationals
	Non-EU nat.

	
	abs.
	%
	abs.
	%
	abs.
	%
	abs.
	%
	abs.
	%

	Brussels
	978,364
	9.5
	718,344
	7.6
	260,040
	30.7
	142,431
	25.2
	117,609
	41.6

	Flanders
	5,972,781
	57.9
	5,697,558
	60.2
	275,223
	32.5
	170,965
	30.3
	194,258
	36.9

	in conurbations
	1,926,996
	
	1,799,263
	
	127,733
	
	56,900
	
	70,833
	

	outside conurb.
	4,045,785
	
	3,898,295
	
	147,490
	
	114,065
	
	33,425
	

	Wallonia
	3,358,580
	32.6
	3,047,089
	32.2
	311,471
	36.8
	250,776
	44.5
	60,695
	21.5

	in conurbations
	999,076
	
	864,099
	
	134,977
	
	101,617
	
	33,360
	

	outside conurb.
	2,359,504
	
	2,182,990
	
	176,494
	
	149,159
	
	27,335
	

	Total Belgium
	10,309,725
	100.0
	9,462,991
	100.0
	846,734
	100.0
	564,172
	100.0
	282,562
	100.0


Source: Centre for Equal Opportunities and Opposition to Racism

1.3.4 Age and sex of the foreign population

Compared to the Belgian population, the population of foreign descent represents an increasingly significant share (Eggerickx, Bahri & Poulain 2006). Poulain and Perrin (2007:16) estimated that about 2 million people had a least a foreign parent on 1 January 2005, representing around 20 per cent of the total population. This share has steadily been growing faster than the total population; between 1991 and 2005, the population of foreign descent increased by 28 per cent, while the total population only grew by 0.9 per cent. 

During the times when migrant workers were recruited, the population of foreign origin used to be predominantly male, but this has changed since then. In 1991, there were 100 men to 100 women among the population of foreign descent, while there were only 96 men to 100 women in 2005, a ratio comparable to that of the Belgian population. However, this trend towards the feminisation of the foreign born population varies according to the country of origin: the share of women is larger among those groups originating from Eastern Europe and the Southern hemisphere than among those originating from other countries. That the sex ratio is balanced also holds true when we consider the foreign nationals rather than the foreign born, as shown in Table 1.3. 

Table 1‑3: Foreign population in Belgium by sex, 2000-2005

	
	2000
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005

	Men
	465,903
	445,908
	438,115
	439,652
	442,639
	445,710

	Women
	431,207
	415,777
	408,619
	410,425
	417,648
	425,152

	%
	48.1
	48.3
	48.3
	48.3
	48.5
	48.8

	Total
	897,110
	861,685
	846,734
	850,077
	860,287
	870,862


Source: SPF Economie – DG Statistique, author’s calculation

The average age of the foreign population also rose sharply between 1980 and 2004, due to the fact that immigrants tend to stay in Belgium even after their retirement. As a consequence, the age gap between the Belgian and the foreign population has been closing, although the foreign population, as well as the population of foreign origin, still tended to be younger than the Belgian population in 2004 (Table 1.4). 

Table 1‑4: Age structure of foreign population in Belgium for four selected nationalities, 2004

	
	0–17 year old
	18–64 year old
	Over 64
	Total

	Nationality
	abs.
	in %
	abs.
	in %
	abs.
	in %
	abs.
	in %

	Italian
	13,601
	7.1
	142,757
	74.8
	34,434
	18.0
	190,792
	100.0

	French
	15,233
	13.7
	82,790
	74.5
	13,123
	11.8
	111,146
	100.0

	Turk
	9,439
	20.6
	33,392
	72.8
	3,035
	6.6
	45,866
	100.0

	Moroccan
	20,786
	22.9
	64,392
	71.0
	5,464
	6.0
	90,642
	100.0

	Belgian
	2,033,773
	21.5
	5,776,720
	61.0
	1,652,498
	17.5
	9,462,991
	100.0


Source: SPF Economie – DG Statistique, author’s calculation

1.4 Net migration and migration flows

Between 1962, when the first bilateral agreements were signed, and 2004, immigration to Belgium was consistently higher than 35,000 people a year, with peaks in the 1960s, 1990s and 2000s. Over the same period, between 20,000 and 40,000 people left Belgium annually. Tighter immigration policies led to a significant immigration decrease in the early 1980s, averaging around 35,000 people per year. Combined with a relatively stable rate of emigration, this resulted in a low net migration in the early 1980s, with a negative balance for the year 1983. However, these figures do not account for illegal migration, the level of which is impossible to verify. The 1980s also marked the start of the easing of the naturalisation procedures, resulting in a stagnation of the foreign population, despite a consistent increase in the net migration from the mid-1980s.
In the 1990s, as in many European countries, immigration increased sharply. Booming globalisation, cheaper transportation and expansion of the European Union are undoubtedly external factors that accounted for this increase. As a consequence, net migration was consistently above 10,000 (and for foreigners above 20,000). As stated before, asylum-seekers were excluded from the general population register in 1995 and were therefore also not included in the net migration figures after 1995. 

Today’s immigration to Belgium is mostly European (EU and Eastern Europe). As early as in the 1980s, immigrants from Europe accounted for 60 per cent of the immigration to Belgium. The net migration varies greatly according to the nationality of the migrant: it is far lower for migrants from North America, Southern Europe and Japan than for migrants from Maghreb, Turkey, Africa and Asia. 

The net migration of Belgians was consistently negative; during the 1980s, the number of Belgian emigrants exceeded the number of Belgian immigrants by 10,000 every year. Belgian emigration decreased in the 1990s. Nevertheless, the net migration was still negative (over -5,000). Moreover, these figures are underestimated, since many emigrants do not deregister, as was explained above. 

Most Belgian emigrants are between 20 and 40 years old, and settle in the neighbouring countries, but many go as far as Canada, the United States, South Africa or Brazil. The exact number of Belgians living abroad is unknown, since many do not register with a diplomatic mission upon arrival. The official number of Belgians registered abroad is around 300,000, but estimates from diplomatic missions suggest that the actual number is higher.

As shown in Table 1.5, flows to and from Belgium were quite stable throughout the 1990s, then soared from 1999 onwards. This trend kept getting stronger in the 2000s, with the number of entries into the country topping 90,000 in 2005. Throughout the period, the net migration of foreigners was consistently positive, ranging from around 20,000 to around 30,000.

Table 1‑5: Belgium’s net migration, 1992–2005

	
	Immigration
	Emigration
	Net migration

	1992
	66,763
	33,707
	33,056

	1993
	63,749
	34,202
	29,547

	1994
	66,147
	36,572
	29,575

	1995
	62,950
	36,044
	29,906

	1996
	61,522
	36,674
	24,848

	1997
	58,849
	39,320
	19,529

	1998
	61,266
	40,236
	21,030

	1999
	68,466
	41,307
	27,159

	2000
	68,616
	43,487
	25,129

	2001
	77,584
	42,221
	35,363

	2002
	82,655
	41,349
	41,306

	2003
	81,913
	41,897
	40,016

	2004
	85,378
	42,046
	43,332

	2005
	90,364
	43,719
	46,645


Source: SPF Economie – DG Statistique

1.5 Asylum seekers

The claims for asylum reached a peak in 2000, and have consistently decreased since then, partly due to far more stringent conditions for the granting of asylum (see Figure 1.1). Most of the asylum seekers who lodged claims in 2004 and 2005 originated from the former USSR, the Democratic Republic of Congo, former Yugoslavia and Iraq (Table 1.6).

Figure 1‑1: Number of asylum claims lodged at the Immigration Service in Belgium, 1990–2005


[image: image1.wmf]Source: Immigration Service

Table 1‑6: Main countries of origin of asylum claimants in Belgium, 2004–2005

	Country of origin
	2004 (lodged)
	2005 (lodged)
	2005 (granted)

	Russia
	1,361
	1,438
	1,259

	DR Congo
	1,471
	1,272
	204

	Serbia-Montenegro
	1,294
	1,203
	166

	Iraq
	388
	903
	63

	Slovakia
	730
	773
	n.d.

	Armenia
	477
	706
	n.d.

	Guinea
	565
	643
	48

	Rwanda
	427
	565
	445

	Nepal
	373
	557
	n.d.

	Cameroon
	506
	530
	n.d.


Source: Immigration Service

Data on the claims still awaiting a decision are not available to the general public. The Aliens Bureau used to be notorious for the long delays in deciding on asylum claims (sometimes several years), but these delays have now been significantly reduced. Statistics on the numbers of forced repatriations are not published either.

1.6 Naturalisations

Since 1984, naturalisation has been considered as one of the main tools for integration in Belgium. Hence, the Code of Belgian Nationality allows for broad access to nationality, and has been amended several times since 1984 in order to ease the procedure for migrants willing to acquire Belgian citizenship. These changes are reflected in the numbers of naturalisations (Figure 1.2); every major change in the legislation was followed by a sharp increase in the number of naturalisations. The code is based on ius sanguinis, the attribution of nationality by filiation, but also allows for ius solis, the attribution of nationality by birth in the country.

The law of 28 June 1984 introduced the Code of Belgian Nationality. The new code abolished the legal distinction between father and mother, as well as between legitimate and illegitimate children by allowing the transmission of nationality through the mother. The following year, the number of naturalisations reached an all-time peak of 63,824. In 1991, access to naturalisation for children of the second and third generations was eased by introducing a ius soli regulation. While children of the third generation automatically acquire Belgian citizenship, children of the second generation can acquire citizenship through a simple declaration of their parents before they reach the age of twelve. Once again, this change was followed by a sharp increase in the number of naturalisations. Finally, in 1999 the naturalisation procedure was radically simplified by abolishing the controversial ‘integration test’ and the fees and by reducing the delays before a decision is made. This reform again resulted in a dramatic increase in the number of naturalisations.

Figure 1‑2: Number of naturalisations in Belgium, 1985–2003


[image: image2.wmf]Source: SPF Economie – DG Statistique

Figure 1.3, which shows the countries of origin of the new Belgians, illustrates that the willingness to obtain Belgian citizenship is highly dependent upon the advantages resulting from this new citizenship. It therefore comes as no surprise that fewer EU nationals are interested in obtaining Belgian citizenship.

Figure 1‑3: Countries of origin of people naturalised in Belgium, 1980-2001


[image: image3.wmf]
*Refugees mostly originated from Africa.
Source: Centre for Equal Opportunities and Opposition to Racism
The number of Belgian citizens abandoning their nationality to acquire another one remains consistently low, at around 100 per year. Belgian legislation does not currently allow dual citizenship. Therefore, in order to acquire a new citizenship, any Belgian national needs to abandon her/his Belgian nationality. This acts as a deterrent for many, who are afraid of losing some advantages and benefits. However, probably the most important reason is that most expatriates settle in a neighbouring European country, which makes the acquisition of a new citizenship quite useless, since they benefit, as EU citizens, from most of the advantages and benefits of the nationals (with the exception of voting rights in national elections). At the time of writing, a change in the legislation that would allow dual citizenship was due to be discussed in parliament.

1.7 Conclusions

Belgian statistics on immigration could be greatly improved if they were adapted to the development of society. Current statistics do not allow for the development of policies addressing discrimination, and do not reflect the major changes that happened in Belgian society over the last decades. References to ethnicity or ethnic groups are not yet widely accepted, and this unease is reflected in the statistics produced.
Most of the statistics are produced by the National Institute of Statistics, which can only produce statistics based on legal variables. These statistics are based on the National Register, which has not been seriously updated since 1988. Some improvements are easily feasible using existing data (including the country of birth as criterion in addition to nationality), while others would require a change in the legislation (e.g., statistics on filiation). For now, the sole use of the nationality criterion for statistical purposes does not take into account 45 per cent of the population of foreign descent. A major improvement would also be the production of more reliable data regarding visas, emigration and Belgians living abroad.

Nevertheless, the actual figures are quite reliable, often easily available, and usually match the figures of Eurostat and UNHCR. They are centralised in the National Register, and since other data on migration are frequently checked against the National Register, the risk of discrepancies is rather limited. 

However, the difference between the figures and the political and public discourse is striking. As one can see, European nationals constitute around 68 per cent of the foreign population. However, when referring to foreigners, media and political discourses often refer to the non-European nationals, despite the fact that they constitute a small minority of the foreign population. Moroccans and Turks are easy targets of anti-immigration discourse, though they constitute only a small minority of the foreign population. Likewise, the debate on discrimination often implies that discrimination ceases once Belgian nationality is acquired, which is far from being the case. No doubt the democratic debate on these matters would greatly benefit from improved and more publicly available statistics.

Statistical sources

Aliens Bureau: provides statistics on asylum claims and geographic distribution of the foreign population. The website also contains data on unaccompanied minors: www.dofi.fgov.be.

Centre for Equal Opportunities and Opposition to Racism: publishes selected data on immigration in Belgium including data on naturalisation: www.diversiteit.be.

Federal Agency for Asylum (Fedasil): provides comprehensive data related to asylum in Belgium, but no data related to expulsions and deportations: www.fedasil.be.

King Baudouin Foundation: provides comprehensive reports on selected aspects of immigration, such as asylum and labour market. It coordinates the work of the inter-university consortium on migration in Belgium. Some preliminary reports were already available at the time of writing, including a report on statistics collection in Belgium: www.kbs-frb.be.

National Institute of Statistics: produces annual statistics based on the data contained in the National Register, and decennial tables based on the data provided by the national census: statbel.fgov.be.
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� If this information is provided by municipalities, which is not mandatory.
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