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1. Introduction 
 
The changing social and political role of senior civil servants in Belgium can only be understood when 
taking into account the institutional context. This context is both triggering and hindering reforms in 
the public sector in general and changes in the profile of top civil servants in particular.  In contrast 
with their colleagues in several other countries, the senior civil servants in Belgium have never really 
fitted into the picture of a social and political distinctive elite.  Yet, recent changes do indeed have an 
impact on the position of senior civil servants.  
 
The national civil service has for a long time served as a model for other levels of government. 
However, the federalisation of the Belgian state has severely decreased the importance of the national 
– read federal- civil service.  As such, the federal level has now become a follower. The role of leader 
has been taken over by the state public services, which have become triggering forces. The 
opportunities for change were certainly seized on the Flemish side.  Now, the innovations in the 
Flemish administration, e.g. the new personnel statute for the Flemish civil servants, are a stimulus 
and source of inspiration for the federal level (Van de Voorde, 1996). Therefore, this paper not only 
deals with the situation of the federal senior civil servants, but also – when relevant – with changes in 
the Flemish administration. 
 
2. A Context of Reform 
 
2.1.  Pressures for Reform 
 
2.1.1.  Transition from a Unitary State into a Federal State 
 
Between 1970 and 1993 four different state reforms converted Belgium from a unitary state into a 
federal state.  Nowadays Belgium consists of three communities - the Flemish, the French and the 
German community - and three regions - the Flemish, the Walloon and the Brussels region.  The 
communities are based upon the existence of language and cultural groups, while the regions are 
geographical areas.  The regions and communities do not coincide, however, so the structure of the 
Belgian state is very complex.  Also, the evolution from a unitary to a federal state is most likely not 
yet finished, as the state reform process has been characterised by being gradual and on-going. 
 
2.1.2.  Lack of Legitimacy of the Political-Administrative System 
 
Since the beginning of the nineties, the lack of legitimacy of the political-administrative system has 
become very clear. 
 
The 1991 elections caused a shock in the Belgian political landscape.  November 24th, 1991 went 
down in Belgian electoral history as ‘black Sunday’.  The traditional parties lost ground to extremist 
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right wing and anti-political parties which obtained 11 % of the vote whilst 7 % of the voting-papers 
were blank or invalid (note that voting is obligatory is Belgium).  
Several studies and polls on the public’s attitudes towards political institutions in general and the 
public service in particular, indicate that the public image of politics and government is not very 
positive (e.g. Dewachter and Das, 1991; the publicity bureau Publiart-Imax, 1990; the Interuniversity 
Centre for Political Opinion Research, 1995; La Libre Belgique, 26 December 1996).   
 
An explanation for the fundamental mistrust of the public in government and administration lays in the 
perspective of Belgian clientelist politics: citizens experience the state and its institutions as a series of 
services, rather than as a collective authority that guides society. The public has a rather negative 
perception of political decision-making, as it sees decisions more as a result of compromises, than as 
the result of a rational process.  Also nepotism and patronage have a negative impact on public 
opinion. A tradition of political appointments has led to low public confidence in government.  
Government is believed to be both inefficient and expensive.   
Also, government is paying the price for its pre-occupation with state reform and for its laggard 
response in meeting the concrete expectations and complaints of the citizens, with a loss of legitimacy 
as a result (Hondeghem, 1997). The cynical attitude of Belgian citizens is certainly matched by blatant 
failures of government.  For years in a row now, political scandals have reigned the pages of both 
popular and ‘serious’ newspapers.  The dysfunctions of the judicial system which were painfully 
brought to light by the Dutroux scandal and other cases of disappearance, abuse and murder of young 
children, reflect badly on the public sector as a whole, both on a political and a administrative level 
(Staes en Legrand, 1998).  Other scandals concern corruption (e.g. the Agusta-Dassault affaire), 
murder (e.g. the death of the socialist politician André Cools) and blatant incompetence (e.g. the case 
of the bloodstained raids by ‘de bende van Nijvel’ ).  
 
2.1.3.  The Citizen as a Critical Consumer          
 
The relationship between government and citizens is also changing from an other perspective. Citizens 
have changed from passive subjects to critical consumers.  A more highly educated public makes 
greater demands on both politicians and civil servants and claims more participation in decision-
making (e.g. consultation in public inquiries). This requires a change of the public sector towards an 
orientation to clients, and an approach that highlights such values as effectiveness and efficiency. 
 
2.1.4.  Public Debt  
 
An evolution towards an efficient, effective and economic administration was deemed necessary 
because of the enormous public debt at the federal level. It also met pressures from the European 
Union and the Treaty of Maastricht to curb public expenditure and reduce the national debt.  A policy 
of austerity has now reduced the budget deficit at national level to 1,3 % of the GNP, while at Flemish 
level there is a positive balance. 
 
2.1.5.  European Union  
 
The European integration process had pressed for greater budgetary discipline, as a requirement for 
monetary convergence.  In addition,  national administrations not only have to take in account national 
legislation, but do also have to comply with European regulations. For the latter, they are subjected to 
supervision of compliance by European institutions.  This raises issues of information and 
administrative co-ordination (Wright, 1994).  Also, the directives and recommendations emanating 
from the European Union, as well as from other institutions as the OECD, inspire reforms.   
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Also, European integration carries a number of consequences for (federal) civil servants. The number 
of civil servants that continuously work in a European context has increased. Their contacts with 
diverse European authorities are more frequent.  And citizens are increasingly eligible to apply for 
jobs in European institutions (Van de Voorde, 1996).  This does not mean that the national 
administration has been Europeanised in its composition, but it does show that communitarianisation 
raises issues of personnel policy and changes in administrative culture (Wright, 1994).    
 
2.2. Obstacles to Reform  
 
These pressures for reform cause the civil service in Belgium, like in other countries, to undergo 
profound change.  The modernisation process, however, started rather late in Belgium.  There are 
different factors that help explain the late response of political authorities to major challenges. 
 
In the eighties, the political agenda was overloaded with constitutional change. Demands for 
modernising the public sector were not articulated until after a series of state reforms. 
  
There also is a strong preoccupation in Belgium to maintain the political balance of power.  
Governments consists of at least four political parties (two Flemish parties and two Walloon parties).  
Compromises are as such an inherent feature of the political system. 
 
The existence of two different political and administrative cultures in the Flemish and the Walloon 
community is also claimed to be hindering reforms, both at federal and other levels. Lack of 
systematic data, however, does not allow us to confirm this claim beyond its appearance in political 
discourse.  
  
The administrative culture, which is very much legally oriented, presents an obstacle for reform. This 
legal orientation relies on the French tradition of administrative law, in which central administrative 
values or ideas about ‘good administration’ (Hood, 1991) are equality of rights, legal security and 
justice, rather than the three E’s - efficiency, effectiveness and economy – with which the new public 
management is associated.   
 
Budgetary problems are two-faced. They are both obstacles for reform as well as pressures for change.  
Although curbing public debt has constituted an important pressure for reform in the European public 
sector (Wright, 1994), we should not underestimate the tension between administrative modernisation 
and the policy of budgetary rigour within public services (Clark, 1998).  To be sure, a gloomy 
financial situation may carry an impetus for working more efficient with less means. But it also has a 
negative impact on the functioning of administrations. The federal administration does not have much 
budgetary leeway for a thorough modernisation. Means for training, upgrading, higher incentives, 
information technology, improved accommodation etc. are costly. In addition, the administration is 
often an obvious target of severe austerity measures. Cutting personnel and organisational means are 
easy tools in budgeting (Van de Voorde, 1996)  As Staes and Legrand (1998) put it: “Particularly the 
federal services are put on a strong diet. As in the sector of medicine, specialist do not agree on the 
preferred therapy: some claim that the diet will benefit the patient’s health, because it sharpens his 
sense of creativity, forces him to leave conventional paths and develop new initiatives; others claim 
that the denial of means necessary for survival will weaken the patient to the extent that he can no 
longer exercise his professional duties in an appropriate way, with negative social effects as a 
consequence.” 
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Finally, excessive regulations concerning the statute of public servants and the strong position of 
public sector unions, which are strict defenders of the personnel statute, present important obstacles to 
transforming public organisations into modern public services. 
Political appointments - appointments where the political affiliation of the candidate is a decisive 
factor - are old sores in Belgium (Hondeghem, 1990).  This situation is opposed by the  principle of  
merit -  appointments based on competence -, which is firmly anchored in the personnel statutes of 
Belgian public organisations.  Political appointments and other forms of clientelism and nepotism, 
therefore, can only be explained as deviations from the statute by the appointing body which (ab)uses 
its discretionary power. Because of the dysfunctions connected with these practices - demotivation of 
public servants, decreased efficiency and effectiveness - ways are sought to increase the objectivity of 
recruitment and promotion.  An obvious way is to restrict the discretionary power of appointing 
bodies. But such an option also limits the flexibility of personnel management and as such hinders 
reform efforts  (Hondeghem, 1990). 
 
3. Reform Trends 
 
Despite counteracting forces, pressures for change have led to the gradual take-off of a reform agenda 
for the Belgian public sector.  We now turn to different trends, in which reform are apparent. 
 
3.1.  Vertical Loss of Competencies and Organisational Restructuring 
 
During the successive state reforms the regions and communities received their own administration, 
institutions and personnel. New rules were established for financing the different administrative levels 
and competencies were transferred from the central government to the communities and the regions.  
Within a common framework (General Principles of the Public Servants Statute), the communities and 
regions have far-reaching autonomy in their personnel management.  
 
As a major employer, the federal civil service has for a long time served as a model for other sectors.  
Many of the practices observed at the national level, therefore also apply to other levels in the public 
sector.  However, the redistribution of competencies between levels of government, severely decreased  
the importance of the federal civil service.  Large numbers of civil servants were transferred from the 
federal to the state level as a result of the federalisation process.  At this moment, 32 % of civil 
servants work at the federal level (federal government and particular bodies, e.g. courts, army, federal 
police) , but only 7 % are employed in the ministries (Ministerie van Ambtenarenzaken, 1998).   
After a series of state reforms, the federal level has become a follower, while the role as a triggering 
force has been taken over by the state public services.  Now the (Flemish) state government serves as a 
pioneer.  Not only has federal civil service been severely reduced. It was also the most dynamic parts 
of government (e.g. education, welfare, environment) that were transferred to the state level. The 
federal level is left with some classic departments, such as finance and justice.  This has certainly had 
an impact on the innovation capacity.  Things seem more difficult to change at the federal level than at 
the state level.  At the state level, in turn, the federalisation process has stimulated innovations.  
Without constraining past legacies and unhampered by serious budgetary problems, the new 
institutions on the state level (e.g. the Flemish administration) have the opportunity to prove 
themselves.  This opportunity was certainly seized on the Flemish side and their positive experiences 
have inspired other administrative levels to modernise.     
 
In addition to the vertical loss of competencies, federal ministries have been subjected to 
reorganisations and reshuffling. A number of ministries were merged2.  There was also the 
introduction of a new Ministry, that of the Civil Service. It resulted from splitting the former Ministry 
of the Interior and Civil Service. This new Ministry is supposed to offer support and co-ordination for 
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other Ministerial departments. It comprises a number of services for personnel management that used 
to be part of other departments. Apart from the services of the PM, there are now 11 federal ministries: 
ten vertical departments structured along policy matter. The Ministry of Civil Service is the one 
horizontal department.  
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3.2. Horizontal Loss of Competencies  
 
In contrast to the federalisation process, where the loss of competencies is based on the demands for 
autonomy by the regions, privatisation and devolution are based on ideas about improving public 
management (Hondeghem, 1997).    
 
Privatisation lies at the centre of the ‘neoliberal’ ideology of ‘a smaller but an improved public sector’, 
that has gained acceptance since the 1980s.  In Belgium, however, it was not so much an ideological 
change that made the government opt for privatisation from the second half of the 1980s onward. 
Privatisation was mainly adopted by the Christian Democratic - Socialist government as a means to 
counter budgetary pressures. Government is gradually withdrawing from some sectors including 
public financial institutions and transport and communications3.  
 
Functional devolution has had a long history in Belgium.  Already by the end of the 19th century the –
what are now called - quango’s came into being as autonomous institutions, linked with government 
but at a distance.  These were mainly commercial services for which a bureaucratically shaped 
ministry was not considered appropriate.  Examples include ‘ASLK’, a savings bank and the 
‘Gemeentekrediet van België’, a finance bank for small rural communities.  
The recent reforms are aimed at revising the steering relations between core departments and 
executive institutions. Traditional hierarchical steering is being replaced by management contracts, 
dealing with aspects such as  the tasks and resources of the organisation.  In the underlying philosophy 
of these reforms, the minister is responsible for the strategy of the organisation. (S)he monitors and 
controls results. The organisation, however, can determine autonomously its operational management 
(Hondeghem, 1997).  The degree of autonomy of these institutions varies according to their status as 
regies - which are the least autonomous -, public corporations, public financial institutions and 
autonomous public enterprises (APEs).  This last category was created by law in 1991 and is found 
particularly in the transport and communication sector.  APEs include the Post, Belgacom (the former 
Telephone and Telegraph Company), the National Railways Company, and the National Company for 
Air Traffic. 
The formula of management contracts is not only used at the federal level, e.g. in the APEs and in 
social security institutions. It is also applied at the state level. The Flemish government for instance 
uses management contracts to steer such institutions as the Flemish Transport Company, the Flemish 
Institute for Technological Research, the Flemish Employment Service (VDAB) and the Flemish 
Radio and Television Company.  Most of these autonomous institutions are active in sectors which are 
more exposed to competition. They hence meet additional pressures for reform.   
 
A number of federal services, such as the Central Recruitment Agency, the National Institute for 
Statistics and the Monetary Fund – were given the status of ‘state service with autonomous 
management’. With this they gained some autonomy. These services do not have corporate rights. 
Their management, however, is different of that of general state services.  They are exempted from a 
number of rules that apply to classic state services.  
 
In addition to external devolution, there are also examples of internal devolution.  Competencies are 
increasingly delegated within organisations. Autonomous public enterprises for instance are 
transformed into business-units which are responsible for their own results. 
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3.3.  Other Managerial Changes 
 
Other managerial reforms relate to the introduction of new financial management systems in federal, 
state and local government and the modernisation of personnel management.  The introduction of new 
financial management systems can be linked to financial pressures for reform.  Reforming budgetary 
procedures aims at improving the monitoring capacity of the administration (Wright, 1994).  Public 
personnel management is modernised in the direction of human resources management.  The 
fundamental rights - security of tenure and careers- of the public service are being challenged and 
demands for greater flexibility are increasingly articulated.  Other important innovations are  reviews 
of staff needs, the elaboration of job descriptions, the introduction of new performance appraisal 
systems, the simplification of careers and a review of salary scales, the introduction of a mandate 
system for top public servants, and a growing attention for training (Hondeghem, 1997; Depré en 
Hondeghem, 1996; Steen en Hondeghem, 1998). 
 
3.4. Citizen Charter 
 
Also important are the reforms concerning the relations between the administration and citizens. 
Citizens’ charters for instance are aimed at improving the ‘client-orientation’ of the public service and  
enhancing the legitimacy of the political-administrative system.   
 
The Flemish executive has agreed upon on a decree on publicity of administrative documents of 
Flemish services and institutions. The Federal government followed in 1993, with its ‘Charter for the 
clients of public services’. 
The federal Citizen Charter is, like the Citizen’s Charters in other countries (United Kingdom, 1991; 
Canada, 1992; Spain, 1992; France, 1992 and Portugal, 1993), set up as a visible action to improve the 
quality of public service with a view to restore the trust of citizens in government (Staes en Legrand, 
1998; Van de Voorde, 1996).  The Citizen Charter emphasises the principles of transparency, physical 
and psychological accessibility of the public services, and legal protection of the citizen.  As such it is 
more in line with the French Citizen Charter, based on a similar set of principles, than with the British 
Citizen Charter, which treats the citizen as a consumer of public services and specifies choice between 
competing providers as a key mechanism of enforcement of charter principles (Clark, 1998)4. Each 
ministry has appointed an information officer. In addition, two federal ombudsmen were appointed: 
one French-speaking, one Dutch-Speaking.  The ombudsmen investigate the functioning of federal 
administration.  They act upon citizens’ complaints or requests by the Chamber of Representatives.  It 
is the College of Secretary-Generals that supervises initiatives. This college is supported by the 
Ministry of Civil Service.  
 
4. The Social Profile of Belgian Senior Civil Servants 
 
4.1.  The Number of (Senior) Civil Servants 
 
The civil service is divided into five ‘levels’, based on the nature of the work and on the existing 
system of education. Each level is subdivided into ranks which mirror the hierarchy within the system.  
At the top level - level 1 – there are five ranks.  The senior civil servants belong to rank 17/1 (secretary 
general), rank 16/1 (director general) and rank 15/1 (counsellor general).  
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Table 1: Employment in the federal ministries in Belgium, 1/1/1998 
 n % 
Level 17 (secretary general) 14 0,0 
Level 16 (director general) 95 0,2 
Level 15 (counsellor general) 395 0,7 
  Total senior civil servants 504 0,9 
Others level 1 9.723 16,4 
Levels 2+, 2, 3 and 4 48.904 82,7 
Total employment 59.131 100 
(Source: Ministerie van Ambtenarenzaken) 
 
Table 2 shows the development of numbers of personnel in several sectors, while table 3 shows the 
evolution of employment for top civil servants.  Table 2 demonstrates the reduction of federal 
personnel as a result of both a horizontal and vertical loss of competencies.  The four consecutive 
revisions of the Constitution, which took place in 1970, 1980, 1988 and 1993, have led to a sharp 
decrease of the number of federal civil servants (both in absolute and in relative numbers).  Also note 
that, from the mid 1980s onward, the number of federal state employees has  been affected by a 
stabilisation of personnel number as part of austerity measures. 
 
Table 2: Evolution of the employment in the public sector in Belgium (abs. and %) 
 1970 1980 1988 1993 1998 
 n % n % n % n % n % 

Federal government 
ministries  
institutions 

 
108.074 
115.969 

 
17 
19 

 
88.062 
198.402 

 
10 
23 

 
75.841 
169.789 

 
9 
21 

 
57.082 
158.756 

 
6 
18 

 
59.286 
136.397 

 
7 
16 

State government 
ministries 
institutions 
community-commissions 

 
 

    
7.695 
12.684 

 
1 
2 

 
24.586 
48.501 
 

 
3 
5 
 

 
25.424 
50.124 
1.568 

 
3 
6 
0 

Education 202.088 33 304.902 35 266.334 33 284.506 32 270.561 31 
Particular bodies 
(courts, army, federal police) 

70.596 11 87.434 10 85.411 
 

10 77.185 9 75.603 9 

Local authorities 120.299 19 184.643 21 185.217 23 237.368 27 224.729* 28 
Legislature 969 0 1.232 0 1.599 0 1993 0 2.742 0 

Total personnel strength 617995 100 864.675 100 804.570 100 889977 100 866.434 100 

* the latest numbers for local government employment relate to 1994 
(Source: Ministerie van Ambtenarenzaken) 
 
Table 3: Evolution of the employment of senior civil servants in Belgium 
 1970 1980 1989 1993 1998 
Level 17 (secretary general) 28 15 17 11 14 
Level 16 (director general) 116 122 118 93 95 
Level 15 (counsellor general) 341 341 387 347 395 
(Source: Ministerie van Ambtenarenzaken) 
 
4.2. Representativeness of the Belgian Senior Civil Service 
 
We do not expect that the trends described above will dramatically affect the ‘representativeness’ of 
the civil service. Representativeness is an important feature of the Belgian political system. In contrast 
with their colleagues in several other countries, the senior civil servants in Belgium have never really 
fitted into the picture of a social and political distinctive elite.  Their representativeness is the result of  
consociationalist politics: equilibria are maintained at different levels in order to avoid the break up of 
the Belgian state.  Consociationalism in Belgium aims at keeping an equilibrium between groups 
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opposed against each other along the dimensions of linguistic, religious and political cleavages. 
French and Dutch speaking people are two major groups in Belgium.  The religious factor is reflected 
in the opposition between Catholics and non-Catholics (free-thinkers).  The political cleavage refers to 
different ideological tendencies between the tree major political families: the Christian-democrats, the 
Liberals and the Socialists.  The representativeness of the administration is part of the attempt to 
maintain a global equilibrium, rather than an answer to the problem of legitimacy and responsiveness 
(Hondeghem, 1997).  
 
The senior civil service in Belgium is not the product of a particular social class.  Most civil servants 
come from the middle layers of the society (Depré en Hondeghem, 1991) and the degree of auto-
recruitment is high.  Direct access to level one is possible only on the condition that candidates hold a 
university degree.  A correction, however, was build in, since education has always been closely 
linked with social origin.  Although direct access to level 1 is only possible while holding a university 
degree, advancement to the top is possible for civil servants without a university degree.  
Representativeness of the senior civil service is not yet reached according to sex.  The representation 
of women in the administration is similar to the general position of women in the labour market.  In 
1995 45 % of civil servants were women.  However, at the top, there are fewer women. In 1995, 
women held 24 % of level 1 posts, but only 9 % of top management posts (Hondeghem, 1997).  The 
fact that women did not enter universities on a large scale until the 1970s still accounts in part for the 
under-representation of women in level 1.  Today they make up 50 % of all university students, so 
their occupation of posts in level 1 is likely to increase.  However, it is not certain that this will also 
bring about a increase of the number of women at the top of the federal ministries.  It remains to be 
seen if affirmative action, introduced since the 1990s, will help to improve the position of women in 
the administration (Hondeghem, 1997). 
 
To be sure, senior civil servants do not constitute a perfect socially representative sample of the 
population at large. Their social distance from citizens, however, is smaller than that of other elite 
groups. The same goes, but to a lesser extent, for political and cultural representativeness (e.g. 
language) (Dierickx, 1996). The politicisation of recruitment and advancement in the public sector has 
not resulted in a perfect representativeness of civil servants according to political affiliation.  
Adherents of those parties with long government experience are relatively overrepresented. 
Particularly supporters of the Christian Democratic parties, who have been continuously in power 
since 1958, are overrepresented.  Adherents of opposition parties are relatively underrepresented.  
Law regulates the composition of leading functions in the administration according to language.  From 
rank 13 on, complete parity is required: 40 % of posts are for French-speaking people, 40 % for Dutch 
speaking people, 10 % for bilingual Dutch-speaking people and 10 % for bilingual French-speaking 
people.  This parity-rule was introduced to stabilise power relations between the French and Dutch-
speaking people, although this is not in line with demographic reality as the Flemish make up 58 % of 
the population (Hondeghem, 1997). 
 
4.3.  Changes in the Statute and Remuneration of Senior Civil Servants 
 
In Belgium, civil servants are considered as a distinct social category. This is expressed in their 
particular administrative and financial status. Their statute comprises distinct rights and duties: 
security of tenure, career development and pensions.  Compared to the private sector, the salary 
systems are much more rigid and also less beneficial.  Particularly managers are paid significantly less 
in the public sector (Van Hooland, 1992; Dejaeghere, 1992).  Few private sector employees are 
tempted to apply for civil service jobs. Conversely, civil servants leave for private sector positions 
(Dierickx, 1996).  Also, several public services pay significantly more than the federal ministries (Van 
Hooland, 1992).  Since the federalisation, pay differentials between the public services on the federal 
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level and state levels have risen.  In comparison with the federal government, salary scales for similar 
functions in the Flemish Community are more favourable.  Also, career prospects are more favourable.  
On the federal level, in order to cut expenses, moving up the financial career ladder is made dependent 
of vacancies.  Such a constraint to career development does not apply in the Flemish administration.  
At the same time, middle and top managers in the Flemish Community can receive management 
premiums up to 20 % of their normal salary (Hondeghem, 1997).  Also top officials in other public 
sector organisations, such as public enterprises and public financial institutions, top magistrates and 
top officials of the security forces, are paid better that senior civil servants in the federal ministries 
(Hondeghem, 1997; Brans and Hondeghem, 1997). 
 
The statute of civil servants is being modernised.  Contrary to developments in other countries towards 
‘normalising’ labour relations or the equalisation of public and private sectors, the distinct legal 
position of civil servants remains the base-line for reform.  Innovations comprise: 
- the drafting of new formal staffing and a general review of salary scales. Thus far, a review of 

salaries for the top three level has not been conducted; 
- the introduction of a new level 2+ for specialised jobs, to be exercised by civil servants with a  

higher, non-university education; 
- increasing mobility between public services. Originally, the measures for greater mobility applied 

only to civil servants until rank 13. They are, however, to be extended to the top officials; 
- redrafting the complex structure of careers, with a view to creating a flatter organisation with 

limited hierarchy;  
- the introduction of a new evaluation system for statutorily employed civil servants until rank 14. 

This measure does not apply to the top three civil servants, for whom a specific system will apply: 
the mandate system.  

 
The mandate system can have an important impact on the distinct statute of  senior civil servants, since 
it implies that definite appointments are replaced by temporary ones.  The mandate system will 
appoint civil servants to senior positions for a fixed period - for example for five or six years.  They 
will be granted more autonomy in deploying administrative means such as personnel and finance.  But 
they will also be held accountable for results.  At the start of the mandate, clear management 
objectives will be set down (by the minister and the civil servants in question).  At the end of the 
mandate, performance appraisal takes place.  The mandate can then be renewed, only if performance is 
evaluated positively.  If incumbents are removed from office, external ones are dismissed and internal 
ones can return to their former function.  
 
In 1994, the mandate system was agreed upon for the federal ministries and public institutions.  Draft 
Royal decrees were not approved of until 1998.  These specify the conditions for the introduction of 
the mandate and the evaluation of mandate incumbents.  The mandate system is the final piece of the 
new performance assessment system in force since September 1997.  Thus far the assessment only 
applied to members of level 1 and 2 +, the top three excluded.  According to the draft decree, the new 
mandates will be accorded for a period of 5 years.  After two years, incumbents are assessed, after 
which a management premium can be awarded.  From the year 2002 onwards, mandates will only be 
accessible for civil servants who hold a management certificate.  
 
Practical difficulties have impeded this reform until now.  Many of these obstacles are, at closer 
inspection, political ones.  This indicates that the mandate system, which seems to be a pure 
managerial reform is in fact not politically neutral (Brans and Hondeghem, 1997).  However, it seems 
likely that - due to a new Royal decree - the system will be implemented shortly. 
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The introduction of the mandate system will thus carry financial compensations (e.g. management 
premium).  This financial incentive is needed to compensate for the greater insecurity and risks senior 
civil servants holding a mandate will be facing.  It is difficult to implement other measures to deal 
with the unfavourable salary policy of the national level in comparison with both the private sector and 
other public sectors.  Straightforward salary increases are a cumbersome option.  Union pressure will 
require similar rises for lower personnel.  The unfavourable remuneration position of senior civil 
servants is explained by the lack of market stimuli to pay competitive salaries and the immense public 
debt that does not allow for a substantial rise in salaries.  The current remuneration of the federal top 
hurts the attractiveness of senior civil service office.  It can hence have a negative effect on the 
availability of skilled and motivated senior officials.  There is danger of brain drain, not only to the 
private sector, but also to other public institutions were the remuneration of the top is more beneficial   
(Van de Voorde, 1996).  
 
5. The Political Profile of Belgian Senior Civil Servants 
 
5.1.  The Political Profile of Belgian Senior Civil Servants at the Start of the Nineties 
 
5.1.1.  Political Role Conception and Execution of Top Civil Servants 
 
The political role conception of senior civil servants refers to the division of tasks between civil 
servants, politicians and other actors involved in the political process.  The relations between 
politicians and civil servants can be described using the typology of Aberbach, Putnam en Rockman 
(1981).  In the first type, the civil servant is merely a neutral executor; in the second, the civil servant 
becomes a consultant since (s)he is involved with the preparation of policy; in the third type, the civil 
servant becomes a proxy who has to mediate between different interest groups; and fourth, the civil 
servant is a pseudo-politician since (s)he is involved in all stages of policy making, including the 
decision-making process.  As the civil servant passes from the first towards the fourth type, his(her) 
role becomes more politicised (Hondeghem, 97).  
 
In comparison with other European countries and until the nineties, the allocation of work between 
politicians and civil servants in Belgium was rather clear.  Public administration has probably nowhere 
and never been separated from politics, as the classical dichotomy of politics and administration would 
have it (Derlien, 1996), but the active involvement of Belgian senior civil servants in the political 
decision-making process was certainly limited.  In the scheme of Aberbach, Putnam en Rockman, the 
relationship between civil servants and politicians can be best pictured as type one.  
 
The rather limited influence of civil servants on policy-making is confirmed by investigations of the 
power hierarchy. With an application of the reputation method – perception of power by political 
decision-makers – Dewachter and Das (1991) found that top civil servants occupy a low position in 
the power hierarchy in Belgium.  They are preceded by other positions, which, according to the formal 
rules of the constitution, are not supposed to influence political decision-making: party presidents,  
leaders of employees’ and employers’ organisations and journalists.  These results confirm the 
findings of both a similar study of 1967 (Dewachter, 1971) and an opinion poll among Belgian 
citizens (Dewachter and Das, 1991).  This indicates, first, that elite perceptions of the role of top civil 
servants are quite stable over time and, second, that the perception of the general public is congruent 
with the elite perception. 
 
The restricted role perception and executive activities of Belgian civil servants can be explained by the 
organic mode of party-government and neo-corporatist characteristics of the Belgian political system.  
In such a system, formal political institutions are weak.  Power is concentrated in the hands of political 
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parties and their ancillary organisations (such as unions, and sickness insurance funds).  Several 
subjects of political decision-making are directly negotiated between employers and employees’ 
organisations.  The formal political institutions do no more than ratify the deals others have agreed 
upon (Hondeghem, s.d.).      
  
Another explanation for the limited political role of senior civil servants lies within the central position 
of ‘ministerial cabinets’ in the decision-making process. 
 
Ministerial cabinets have a long history in Belgium. They were a general feature of government, 
already in 1840.  Each Minister and or State Secretary is assisted by his own ministerial office or 
cabinet, a limited number of personal temporary collaborators.  Members of the cabinet are selected by 
the minister, in most cases drawn from the same political party as the minister’s, and are thus expected 
to share his or her political outlooks (cf. Page, 1992).  Also, a number of collaborators are selected 
because of their specific expertise, while about 50 % of cabinet members are civil servants.  
 
The ministerial cabinet performs a number of functions, such as the minister’s personal secretariat.  
The cabinet takes care of the minister’s correspondence and relations with the media, his party and the 
voters.  A second function is the mediation of interests.  Interest groups try to influence policy through 
the cabinets.  Third, the cabinets play an important role in the case work of the minister.  Finally, the 
cabinet has a role in the policy process and here it enters into competition with the administration.    
 
The ‘chef de cabinet’ is the closest collaborator of the minister.  (S)he is the Minister’s trustee.  S(he) 
organises and co-ordinates the Minister’s activities and acts as a ‘liaison’ officer between the minister 
and his members of cabinet, the administration, Parliament, other ministerial cabinets etc. The ‘chef de 
cabinet’ also exercises internal, political and administrative control (Van de Voorde, 1985).  The 
ministerial cabinet has a pivotal role in the channelling of information, also towards the administrative 
departments.  The central role of members of ministerial cabinets and interests groups in policy 
networks, as opposed to the marginal role of civil servants, is confirmed by Dierickx and Majersdorf’s 
research of elite communication networks.  The contacts of civil servants are limited to other civil 
officials and the members of cabinet of their departments.  Other, albeit limited contacts include those 
with particular citizens, with the minister and with national pressure groups.  Compared to the officials 
of the top two and three, secretaries-general entertain more frequent contacts with other secretaries-
general, with the ministers of the departments they belong to, and with ministers from other 
departments; as well as with MPs who belong to the majority coalition.  But in all these contacts, they 
are no match to the ‘chefs de cabinet’.  (Dierickx en Majersdorf, 1993).   
 
The ‘powerlessness’ of the administration thus complies with influence of the ministerial cabinets on 
policy decision-making and their central position in the communication networks.  It is not clear 
whether the marginal position of senior officials is the consequence or the cause of the central position 
of ministerial cabinet members. Cabinets exercise a number of functions that could, certainly in the 
past, be hardly provided by civil servants: political trust, policy-‘friendlyness’, flexibility, 
communicational skills, policy support, and clientelism (Dierickx en Majersdorf, 1993). 
 
The restricted role perception and execution of senior civil servants can also be related to the 
technocratic attitude of senior civil servants.  Belgian senior officials have a technocratic orientation. 
They emphasise technical expertise and downplay political aspects, such as participation, compromise 
and the gathering of support (Dierickx en Majersdorf 1993).  Senior officials have a very classic view 
of their profession.  They see themselves primarily as ‘servants of the state’ and  as sectoral experts, 
rather than ‘articulating political demands’ and ‘servants of a political programme’ (Hondeghem, s.d.). 
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It is true, however, that the top one officials – the secretaries-general – show a less technocratic 
orientation than the officials of the two levels below them.  
 
5.1.2.  Political Attitude and Political Activities of Senior Civil Servants 
 
A second dimension of the political profile of senior civil servants refers to their attitude towards 
politics and their political activities. Such attitudes range from political alienation to interest in politics 
and even the exercise of political offices (Hondeghem, s.d.).  
A large number of senior officials, about 75 %, are members of a political party (Dierickx en 
Majersdorf, 1993).  Even when they are not, they still receive a political label. From an internal 
cabinet document of 1990, we know that only 6 % of 171 federal secretaries-general and directors-
general do not have a partisan label (Dewachter, 1995).  Party-membership, however, is no indicator 
of political engagement.  Despite their membership of a political party and despite the comparatively 
few limits5 to political activities of civil servants,  only 40 % of top civil servants are politically active 
(Dierickx en Majersdorf, 1993).  This confirms the hypothesis that civil servants become members of 
political parties, not so much out of political conviction, but rather to improve their career. This is  
indirectly confirmed by the following observation.  Despite party membership of senior officials, 
senior civil servants are politically alienated.  They even show an aversion to politics.  Senior civil 
servants dislike the political aspects of their jobs and despise the political rules that are based on 
conflict and power.  In addition, they hold a low esteem of politicians. 
 
The political alienation of senior officials can be explained in terms of their marginal position in 
policy-making and their frustration from being deprived from power.  Those senior officials that show 
a greater affinity with politics, are exactly the ones who entertain more frequent direct professional 
contacts with ministers, MPs, members of ministerial cabinets, and party-leaders.  We are not sure of 
the direction of causality here.  Is their more positive attitude to politics the result or the cause of 
successful networks and the closer contact with daily political decision-making ?  We take it that 
participation and positive attitudes are mutually reinforcing.  Some causal influence comes from 
cabinet experience.  Those senior officials with cabinet experience, particularly those with long 
cabinet experience show a higher political affinity.  Another cause lies in the discontent with party-
politicisation of recruitment and career advancement.  Being a member or militant of a political party 
is often more important than technical skills and performance.  Senior officials who condemn such 
party-politicisation are exactly the ones who show a high degree of frustration and aversion to politics. 
Belgian civil servants hold a schizophrenic attitude: they despise politics, but they cannot do without 
it, since lack of partisanship carries the risk of missing out on promotions. 
 
According to  Dierickx en Majersdorf, political aversion should, however, not solely be ascribed to the 
politicised working conditions of civil servants. The technocratic stance of civil servants and their 
accompanying rejection of political compromise is no doubt a very important factor.  Civil servants’ 
aversion to politics relies on a technocratic creed, in which politicians’ behaviour is not appreciated.  
 
5.2.  Changes in the Political Profile of the Belgian Senior Civil Servants  
 
The picture we described above pertains to the political role of senior officials and their relationships 
with politicians, as it stood in the early 1990s.  It needs to be reconsidered though in the light of the 
expected changes of recent modernisation efforts (Hondeghem, s.d.).      
 
The 1992 coalition agreement comprised a number of measures to narrow the gap between citizens 
and politics, including the publicity of government proceedings and improved accessibility of 
administration to citizens. It also comprised an number of aims to modernise public office and 
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strengthen the political role of the senior civil service: the improvement of the relationship between 
the minister, his or her cabinet and the administration; the closer involvement of senior officials in 
policy-decisions;  a greater degree of accountability of civil servants; and the flattening of hierarchy.  
 
A number of dramatic events, amongst which the Dutroux case, and the governments concern with 
citizens’ trust, seem to have given the modernisation quest momentum.  We might expect changes in 
the relationship between politics and administration that no longer fit the picture as described above 
(Hondeghem, s.d.).  A number of concrete measures are now in the process of being implemented. 
 
5.2.1.  Responsabilisation of Senior Civil Servants 
 
Hands-on professional management is seen by Hood as one of the most important doctrinal 
components of new public management (Hood, 1991). Top public servants become ‘new public 
managers’ (Farnham e.a., 1996).  They receive more discretion to manage their organisation, but in 
return are responsible and held accountable for results.  
 
5.2.1.1.  Strengthening of the Role of the Secretaries-General 
 
The federal and Flemish governments have taken a number of measures that aim to strengthen the role 
of secretaries-general as well as that of the college of secretaries-general.  
In the Flemish administration, the college of secretaries-general consists of the administrative top one 
of the departments, under the leadership of the secretary-general of the Department of Co-ordination. 
It is conceived as a management team.  It is charged to manage the departments and deploy the latter’s 
financial and personnel resources.  At the federal level, a similar board of secretaries-general was 
strengthened by a Royal decree of 6 September 1993, and is conceived as a joint management unit for 
the federal ministries.  It has become the direct partner of government for matters of common 
management interests.  The board also compromises a representative from the college of 
administrators-general of the para-governmental organisations, as well as the secretary of the cabinet. 
But it can still hardly be considered as a genuine management board or central administrative unit. 
Ultimately, decisions, control, and accountability remain anchored within the separate departments.  
The board’s instruments to steer interdepartmental projects are mainly communicative: establishing 
broad goals, encouragement, and the advancement of flexible co-operative networks between services. 
To this effect, it is supported by a number of federal services.  It is still early days to assess the co-
ordinating and steering potential of the board (Staes en Legrand, 1998).  Only practice can tell how 
effective it will be. 
  
According to Van de Voorde (1996), former secretary-general and chef de cabinet, the Royal decree of 
1993 has not been put sufficiently in practice.  Senior officials are still marginally involved in policy 
preparation and still lack sufficient discretionary decision power for such matters as the allocation of 
funds and personnel management.  Van de Voorde acknowledges however, that a greater 
accountability of senior officials also requires autonomous extra efforts on their behalf.  They are 
challenged to show themselves as genuine managers oriented to outcome rather than process.  In 
addition, organised contacts, co-operation and co-ordination between federal and state level 
administrations and officials remain rather limited.  
 
Despite the positive expectation of greater accountability, Dierickx (1996) mentions a number of 
trends that negatively affect senior officials’ positions within their own services.  In the past, senior 
officials were generalists.  Increasingly, top offices are occupied by people with a specialist 
background: economics, engineering, sociologists and psychologists.  According to Dierickx, 
specialists lack the ability to supervise the available expertise in their departments.  They cannot 
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sufficiently control the specialists below them.  Civil servants at lower levels, in turn, have more 
contacts with citizens, interest groups and other public service than they used to.  This increased 
degree of professional autonomy at the bottom of the hierarchy presents an additional challenge to the 
top.  The top can impossibly supervise all these contacts.  It is forced to accept some discretion on the 
part of subordinate officials.  The contacts of certain services with the administration of the European 
commission serves as an example.  Some of these contacts address important issues on the agenda, 
without interference of the directors-general.  Lower officials hence take on decisional capacity at the 
expense of their hierarchical superiors (Dierickx, 1996). 
 
5.2.1.2. The Mandate System  
 
The envisaged mandate system complies with the aim to make senior officials more accountable. 
Together with other measures it represents a move to more flexibility and mobility at the top of the 
administration.  It is also expected to enhance the innovative capacity of the organisation.  Finally, the 
mandate system would increase opportunities for closer collaboration between the minister and his 
administrative top staff (Brans en Hondeghem, 1997). 
 
The mandate system is crucial in making senior officials more responsible and accountable.  An 
important obstacle to its implementation, however, is the fear of top civil servants of being evaluated 
on political grounds rather than performance.  This is why the college of secretaries-general presses 
for explicit targets and measures of performance (Staes en Legrand, 1998).  Also the establishment of 
a High Council for Civil Service Matters, as envisaged in a draft decree, could foster objectivity.  This 
council would have an advisory role in the consideration of mandate applicants.  It would also deal 
with appeals by those top officials who received a negative evaluation.  The college of secretaries-
general also presses for a clear linkage of responsibility and evaluation with the distribution of 
necessary means.  The latter include more flexible procedures for administrative and budgetary control 
as well as tools for the assessment of personnel needs (Staes en Legrand, 1998). 
  
5.2.2.  The Political Role of Top Civil Servants and their Relationships with the Minister and the 
Ministerial Cabinets 
 
At both the federal and Flemish level, a start has been made with building and strengthening the 
policy-preparing capacity of the administration.  At the same time, ways are sought to reorganise the 
composition and functioning of ministerial cabinets, and to revise the contacts between the ministers, 
their cabinets and their administration. 
 
Since the mid-eighties, ministerial cabinets are being criticised for their exaggerated staffs and their 
encroachment upon the administration (see Van de Voorde, 1985).  They have developed into parallel 
administrations, resulting in ‘double work’.  Moreover, by draining away capable elements from the 
civil service, they have partly dismantled the administration (Brans and Hondeghem, 1997).  Finally, 
they have played a major role in the system of political appointments, which they co-ordinate.  Cabinet 
members have also tended to serve themselves, in that they used their office as a springboard for 
career advancement  (Hondeghem, 1990).  But ministerial cabinets also have positive functions.  They 
are reported to increase democratic control over administration, by strengthening the position of the 
minister vis-a-vis the civil service.  Cabinets also constitute a source of innovative policy-ideas.  The 
innovation capacity of the civil service in contrast is limited due to its closed and bureaucratic nature 
(Hondeghem, 1997).   
Yet, the dysfunctions of cabinets and their legitimacy deficit call for reducing their size and restricting 
their tasks to their essence: providing political support for the minister.  At the same time, the role of 
the administration in the policy-process is to be strengthened.  
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Curbing ministerial cabinets is one of the explicit goals of the 1990 blueprint for the Flemish 
administration.  After the necessary revisions, the administration should be able to take on as many 
tasks as possible from the cabinets.  But such a change first requires the capacity for flexible policy 
support within the administration itself.  A first step to meet this requirement is the upgrading of the 
position of secretaries-general through the strengthening of the college of secretaries-general (cf. 
supra).  The implementation modalities of the 1997 decisions of the Flemish government are gradually 
taking shape.  It is not certain, however, whether they will be put into practice within this legislature.  
It is likely that the current legislature will prepare the enabling legislation for the next.  Taking into 
account the current climate of opinion, the next government will most likely stick with the plans. 
Ministerial cabinets will be further reduced in size.  The total  number of policy advisors for instance  
will be reduced from 180 to 128 for the entire Flemish administration.  Administrative and other 
personnel will be reduced to a total of 230 and drawn from the administration.  This implies that a 
ministerial cabinet will be made up of personnel with a different partisan (or a-partisan) affiliation than 
the minister.  It is also agreed to put the administration in charge of the initial preparation of decisions 
and the drafting of regulations and decrees.  The role of ministerial cabinets will hence be confined to 
the genuine political aspects of decisions (De Standaard, 1998).      
 
On the federal level, the reduction of the number of ministers and their cabinets’ staff, forces ministers 
to co-operate on a more frequent basis with their administrations.  In several administrations ‘rules of 
conduct’ have been decided. These protocols circumscribe the relations between the minister, the 
administration and the ministerial cabinet.  One such rule stipulates that the minister meets the 
administrative top of his department on a weakly basis.  Rendering senior officials accountable is 
expected to supply crucial leverage for the envisaged modernisation the civil service.  Clarity of their 
responsibilities also requires that the tasks of ministerial cabinets are clearly circumscribed.  The latter 
should be limited to policy support and preparatory work.  In other words, the ministerial cabinet 
should act only when political choices are made.  This perspective assumes that tasks are distributed in 
a co-operative relationship between ministerial cabinets and administrations, in an atmosphere of 
mutual respect and trust, in order for each party to realise its objectives in an effective way (Staes en 
Legrand, 1998).  Is this perspective not too optimistic and naive ?  It can be questioned whether the 
envisaged measures will suffice to restore the tense relationships between the administration and 
politics, and to involve senior officials more in policy-preparation. 
  
In practice, such protocols or rules of conduct were introduced in a limited number of department 
only.  Moreover, they do not seem to stand guarantee for an effective distribution of tasks and co-
operative relationships between administrations and ministerial cabinets.  According to Van de Voorde 
(1996), the rules of conducts are often vague and require modifications to improve co-operation and 
communication (Van de Voorde, 1996).  But even then, it can be questioned whether formal rules can 
alter deeply rooted traditions of mutual distrust between the respective actors. 
 
A vicious circle has developed, and it is not clear how it can be ruptured.  In the past, the 
administration was hardly involved in the conception of policies.  Due to patterns build up over time, 
some administrations lack the capacity to take on policy preparation to the extent that ministers are 
forced choose extend their cabinets.  A revision of (formal) staffing within the ministries seems 
necessary to meet policy- making demands.  The interesting question is whether the modernisation of 
the government apparatus is an a priori condition for limiting the impact of ministerial cabinets, or 
whether a simultaneous approach is needed.  The latter approach would prevent the condition for 
modernising services to undermine proper measures (Staes en Legrand, 1998). 
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The board of secretaries-general has clearly seized the opportunity offered by reforms to strengthen its 
role in the decision-making process.   The prevailing proposals for change, however, mainly pertain to 
the operational management of services, such as the co-ordination of organisational and personnel 
resources within the ministries.  These proposals focus on higher effectiveness of the implementation 
tasks of officials and not so much on policy-preparation  (Dierickx en Majersdorf, 1993).  
The number of cabinet members has already been substantially reduced.  According to Van de Voorde, 
however, the reduction is still far from sufficient to have the administration take over the cabinets’ 
technical tasks and policy-preparation (Van de Voorde, 1996).  
 
According to Dierickx en Majersdorf, the tensions between politicians and civil servants is not just a 
matter of (structural) administrative impotence.  They also result from a mutual (cultural) obstinacy 
and adherence to different organisational cultures.  Ministers often prefer to work with their cabinet 
rather than the administration, since their cabinets meet their demands for loyalty.  They distrust civil 
servants, due to past party-politicisation of their appointments (Hondeghem, 1997).  The functions of 
cabinets are closely related to such aspects as political loyalty of the administration to the minister.  
Civil servants should show more affinity with politics and more sympathy for political actors.  It is 
only then that cabinets can be done away with (Dierickx and Majersdorf 1993).  The reports of the 
civil servants still confirm their adherence to the old ideal typical technocrat, with a slight correction in 
favour of managerial qualities (Dierickx en Majersdorf, 1993).  A change can only be facilitated if 
civil servants are willing to show more loyalty to their minister, respect their duty of discretion and 
guarantee a greater availability (Van de Voorde, 1996).  
 
5.2.3.  Depoliticisation 
 
In principle, recruitment and allocation of personnel is subjected to strict regulations and merit 
principles.  In reality, political criteria have always played a substantial role in recruiting and 
promoting civil servants.   
 
In Belgium, political appointments are often looked at as appointments of incapable elements.  They 
are, however, better defined in a neutral way, as appointments that assign relatively great importance 
to such political criteria as ideology and party membership.  Political appointments do, however, not 
assign exclusive prevalence to the political affiliation of candidates over other qualities.  Also 
considerations of expertise and skill are taken into account.  Unrestrained party-politicisation can, 
however, become counterproductive.  Depoliticisation is desired, not only for efficiency reasons and 
the need to secure expertise (Hondeghem, s.d.).  It is also desired to restore the legitimacy of 
professional civil servants and with it of the political system in which they serve.  
Making a start with depoliticising, the administration can help reducing the political alienation in a 
substantial way.  It can also attenuate the problems ministers face when having to work with civil 
servants who are known to have a different partisan label.  The tradition of limited mobility at the top 
of the administration have often forced ministers to co-operate with advocates of other political 
ideologies (Hondeghem, 1997).  
 
Until recently, deliberations between the political parties were decisive for promotions to top positions 
and other functions  in level 1.  The most important measure with a view to render appointments and 
promotions more objective, is increasing the participation of boards of directors in decisions for 
promotion.  It was agreed that whenever a board of directors is unanimous over a particular promotion, 
their advice is followed, unless it is overruled by a motivated decision by the minister.  According to 
recent data, the government follows the administration’s proposals in 85% of the cases (Hondeghem, 
1997).   
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The tendency towards depoliticisation is further emphasised by envisaged changes to the statute of 
civil servants.  Civil servants will only be obtaining a management position, on condition they 
successfully completed a training in public management or administration.  Civil servants who aspire a 
position in the top three ranks (15,16,17) shall hence have to obtain a ‘management certificate’, issued 
by the Central Recruitment Agency. This system will be operational from the 2002 onward.  
 
Despite recent changes, political appointments remain hard to eradicate.  First, political appointments 
are functionally imperative as a means of reinforcing democratic control over the civil service. 
Increased complexity and time demands prevent ministers from knowing everything that goes on in 
their department.  This gives the bureaucracy a potential to become politically self-controlling.  
Politicians seek to keep bureaucracy politically under legitimate control. One way is to establish 
ministerial cabinets, another way is selective recruitment and the promotion of  political trustees 
within the civil service career system (Derlien, 1996).  Belgian ministers have applied both. 
Second, political appointments are conducive to clientelist practices that are firmly embedded in 
Belgian political culture. For politicians, political appointments are important sources of patronage, 
through which loyal party supporters are rewarded.  In return, politically appointed civil servants 
provide logistical support to the party, pass on information or try to direct decision-outcomes in their 
patrons’ desired direction.  Third,  political appointments are part of Belgian consociatonalist politics,  
of which the maintenance of an equilibrium between the different groups in the population is an 
essential part.  Representativeness of the civil service according to political affiliation is intimately 
related to such consociationalist features  (Hondeghem, 1997). 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Belgium did make a comparatively late start with modernising its civil service.  It is, however, no 
longer fair to say that the Belgian government has made no significant attempts at all to alter the 
internal functioning of its administrations (cf. Wright, 1994).  Several reform proposals are submitted 
in order to restore public confidence.  Hampering political-institutional and cultural factors, however, 
constrain the extent to which they can be effectively implemented.  Modernising the civil service is 
now firmly anchored on the agenda, but  - as Van de Voorde  (1996) puts it – it still seems a long way 
to a smooth generalised application of the reforms.  At present, it is still hazardous to assess the 
possible impact of the various reform programmes to the role and attitudes of senior civil servants.  
 
Until the nineties the Belgian civil service manifested itself as a modest administration.  Its social 
prestige was limited and its position in the political decision-making process was marginal. The 
restructuring of the central administration, due to the federalisation process, has led to reduction in 
size, scope and direct leverage of the federal administration. The size, scope and direct leverage of 
national administration has been further reduced by privatisation and the proliferation of autonomous 
public enterprises.   Belgian senior officials have a non-elitist profile due to high social and cultural 
representativeness and their comparatively low pay. The tradition of party-politicisation of 
appointments in turn, has resulted in a fundamental aversion of civil servants towards the political 
system. The political role of senior officials has been restricted by both the pivotal position of 
ministerial cabinets and their own  technocratic attitude. 
 
Party-politicisation has not only frustrated individual civil servants. It has also contributed to a 
worsening of the status of the civil service as a whole, in that it has affected both its expertise and its 
legitimacy (cf. Derlien, 1996).  At the end of the eighties the lack of legitimacy of the political system 
and the administration had become very clear.  During the last decade there are signs of a positive 
development, one of which is the emergence of an active debate and constructive dialogue on 
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upgrading the civil service (Van de Voorde, 1996).  So far, the changes have not gone beyond the 
development of a number of proposals for reform. 
 
Most of the proposals have not yet reached their implementation phase. It is still too early to present a 
balanced assessment of the impact of on-going reforms on the senior civil service.  Belgian civil 
service does not have the high attraction and prestige as for example civil service in France.  We 
expect the reforms to have a marginal effect only on the social position, material status and cultural 
distinctiveness of senior civil servants.  We expect a greater impact on their political profile from such 
measures as the downsizing of ministerial cabinets, and a review of the relations between ministers 
and their administration. It remains to be seen though, if these measures will be effectively 
implemented.  
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1 The authors wish to thank Marleen Brans for her helpful comments and suggestions. 
2 In 1990, the Ministry of Transport and that of Public Works merged into a new Ministry of Transport and 
Infrastructure. In 1995, the Ministry of Commerce was merged with that of Agriculture. Also the Ministry of 
Health, the Environment and Social Prevention resulted from a merger. 
3 see for instance Belgacom  (Belgian telecommunication company) 
4 Measures include the extension of publicity of government proceedings, obligatory information, the 
improvement of the use friendlyness of documents, the obligation to refer clients to the relevant authorities, the 
geographical distribution of offices and the introduction of more flexible opening hours,  the automatic granting 
of certain rights, and the legal protection of citizens (Hondeghem, 1997; Van de Voorde, 1996; Triest, 1997).  
5 Civil servants can assume a political mandate, limited only by the rule of incompatibility between office and 
mandate on the same level of the political system. 
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