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The Belgian Public Services.  Can Regulations go along with flexible Personnel Arrangements ? 
 

 Annie Hondeghem & Trui Steen 
 
 
This paper examines the extent to which flexible personnel arrangements can be found in Belgian 
public services.  For this purpose a classification is used in which different forms of flexible working 
practices are identified : staffing flexibility, contractual flexibility, pay flexibility, functional 
flexibility, flexibility of working hours and working life, and career mobility.  Also decentralisation is 
discussed, since it is seen as central to the concept of flexibility (Hondeghem, Farnham and Horton, 
1996. 127).  However, we take into account that flexibility cannot just be equated with the 
discretionary powers of employers relating to decisions on personnel matters.  Different relevant 
actors, who have different perspectives on flexibility, are involved (Steen, 1997. 2).  When looked at 
from the perspective of employees, flexibility relates to ‘the capacity of employees to adjust the 
working situation as supple and adequate as possible to (changing) personal circumstances’(Trommel, 
1987. 39). 
In this paper we study flexibility in different sectors of federal, state and local government.  The study 
has been limited however to the ministries and autonomous public enterprises at federal level, the 
Flemish state level and local government in Flanders.  This means that little attention is given to 
personnel practices in the Walloon state and in Walloon and Brussels local government. 
 
In line with neo-institutionalist theory in political and organisational sciences, we describe the 
changes in the public sector as a process taking place within a framework fixed by institutional 
structures.  This does not mean that institutional structures determine changes.  Rather, they restrict 
the space in which choices can be made.  The institutional frameworks leave room for action and, 
moreover, are themselves produced and reproduced by action.  The Belgian situation can thus only be 
understood when taking into account the institutional context which is both triggering and hindering 
reforms in general and trends towards more flexibility in particular.  Before describing flexible 
working arrangements in the public sector in Belgium, the broader context of public sector reform is 
examined.  
 
 
THE PUBLIC SECTOR IN BELGIUM 
 
Between 1970 and 1993 four different state reforms converted Belgium from a unitary state into a 
federal state.  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 linguistic 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.   The 
distribution of public sector employment in Belgium, in 1998, is shown in Table 3.1. 
 
Table 3.1: Public sector employment in Belgium, 1998 
 

 Number %

Federal government 
ministries  
institutions  
  scientific  

195.683
59.286

3.193

23
7

0
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  regies and public corporations 
  autonomous public enterprises 
 

21.050
112.154

2
13

State government 
ministries 
institutions 
  scientific 
  public corporations 
education 
community-commissions 
 

347.677
25.424

245
49.879

270.561
1.568

40
3

0
6

31
0

Particular bodies 
(courts, army, federal police) 
 

75.603 9

Local authorities* 
municipalities 
public welfare centres 
intercommunales 
provinces 
 

244.729
124.856

80.291
24.101
15.481

28
14

9
3
2

Legislature 
 

2.742 0

Total personnel strength 866.434 100

* numbers for local government employment relate to 1994 
Source:  Ministerie van Ambtenarenzaken, 1998  
 
 
As a major employer, the national civil service has served as a model for other sectors.  Many of the 
practices observed at national level, therefore also apply to other levels in the public sector.  However, 
adjusting competencies between levels of government, meant a severe decrease in importance of the 
national civil service.  Large numbers of civil servants were transferred from national level to ‘state’ 
level as a result of the federalisation process.  After a series of reforms, the national level has become 
a follower and the role as a triggering force has been taken over by the ‘state’ public services.  
Without a legacy from the past and without serious budget problems, the new institutions at state level 
(e.g. the Flemish administration) have the opportunity to prove themselves.  This opportunity was 
certainly seized on by the Flemish side and their positive experiences have inspired other 
administrative levels to modernise themselves.   
 
Devolution and agencification have a long tradition in Belgium.  Already by the end of the nineteenth 
century the so-called quangos came into being as autonomous institutions, linked with government 
but at a distance. 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.  APEs are 
found particularly in the transport and communication sectors and 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 used both at federal level, e.g. in 
the social security institutions, as well as at state level, where the Flemish government uses 
management contracts to steer institutions such as the Flemish Transport Company, Flemish Institute 
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for Technological Research, Flemish Employment Service (VDAB) and Flemish Radio and 
Television Company.  Most of these autonomous institutions are active in sectors which are more 
exposed to competition than other sectors where government is active, therefore they meet additional 
pressures for reform.   
 
Local government - provinces, cities and municipalities, and local welfare agencies - occupies an 
important position in the public sector.  Management reforms and innovations in personnel 
management in local government are however highly influenced by reforms in other parts of the 
public sector, especially state government. 
 
Finally a heterogeneous group of public organisations are put together under the title of ‘particular 
bodies’.  This group includes the army, courts and federal police force.  Reform in these traditionally 
conservative organisations has recently been triggered by scandals and accusations of blundering by 
the federal police and the judiciary force in the so called Dutroux affair. 
 
 
PRESSURES FOR REFORM AND TRENDS IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR 
 
Since the elections of 1991, the lack of legitimacy of the political-administrative system has become 
very clear.  The traditional parties lost ground to extremist right wing and anti-political parties.  In 
recent years, several studies and public opinion polls indicate that the public’s image of politics and 
government is not very positive.  Public sector reforms have therefore aimed at increasing legitimacy 
by offering citizens more value for their money.  Second, an evolution towards an efficient, effective 
and economic administration is needed because of the enormous public debt at national level, whilst 
pressure is coming from the European Union to curb public expenditure.  Third, the relationship 
between government and citizens is changing, since the citizen has evolved from a passive subject to a 
critical consumer.  As a result, greater demands are made on government.  This requires a change 
towards client orientation, effectiveness and efficiency.  
 
The reform process has, however, been slowed down by a number of factors.  In the 1980s several 
constitutional changes had to take place before demands for a modern public sector could enter the 
political agenda.  The government has been preoccupied with its own agenda of reform of the State 
and is paying the price for its slowness in attending to the political and social problems in society with 
its loss of legitimacy (Hondeghem, 1997. 39).  The existence of two different political and 
administrative cultures in the Flemish and the Walloon communities is also hindering the reforms, not 
only at the federal level but also at other levels, since organisational regulation has up till now often 
remained a federal authority - e.g. the Royal Decree concerning the General Principles of the Public 
Servants Statute and the local government law.  The administrative culture, which is very much 
juridically orientated, is itself a further constraint upon reforms in general.  This juridical orientation 
builds on the French tradition of administrative law, in which the central administrative values or 
ideas about ‘good administration’ (Hood, 1991. 10) are equality of rights, legal security and justice, 
rather than the three E’s - efficiency, effectiveness and economy - which new public management is 
associated with. 
 
In addition to these factors triggering or hindering public sector reform in general, there are some 
forces which specifically counter trends towards more flexibility in the Belgian public services.  
Excessive regulations concerning the statute of the public servants are the most important factor 
impeding the evolution of public organisations towards modern public services. 
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Doeringer and Piore (1971. 1-2) describe the internal labour market (ILM) as ‘an administrative unit, 
such as a manufacturing plant, within which the pricing and allocation of labour is governed by a set 
of administrative rules and procedures’.  The authors point out that the utility of the concept does not 
however solely depend upon the existence of administrative rules.  It is important to take account of 
‘the rigidity of the rules which define the boundaries of internal markets and which govern pricing 
and allocation within them’ (ibid, 1971. 5).  For Wise (1996. 100) the underlying notion is ‘that 
organizations create closed systems for managing human resources’.  Taking into account these 
characteristics, one can conclude that the Belgian public services are a typical example of an ILM : 
the allocation of positions is strictly regulated; rules on seniority, training, examination and merit 
determine mobility between positions; recruitment takes place in the lower grades, while vacancies in 
higher grades are filled through internal promotions; and the seniority criterion is not only a 
determining factor in the allocation of positions, but also equally important for the remuneration of 
the public servant (Hondeghem, 1997. 11).  
 
The question why public services and other organisations develop ILMs, is mostly answered by 
referring to their functionality from a management perspective.  The most important functions ILMs 
fulfil in both the private and the public sector correspond to the fact that ILMs (can) reduce turnover, 
develop company-specific skills, lower dependence on the external labour market, provide 
motivation, supply and select candidates for higher-in-house positions and increase the legitimacy of 
the authority structure (Sels, 1996. 6-7).  In the Belgian context, the existence of an ILM and the 
rigidity in the ILM are due to clientelism and nepotism, which are fundamental characteristics of the 
Belgian political culture and to which the ILM offers strict rules that can lower the arbitrariness in the 
management of personnel (Hondeghem, 1997. 11). 
 
Political appointments - appointments where the political affiliation of the candidate is a decisive 
factor - are old sores in Belgium (Hondeghem, 1990: 191).  This situation stands in contrast with the  
principle of  merit -  appointments based on competence - which is a basic principle in the personnel 
statutes of Belgian public organisations.  Recruitment is based on (competitive) examinations; 
promotions in turn are depoliticised by introducing criteria such as seniority, examinations, training 
and performance appraisal.  Political appointments and other forms of clientelism and nepotism, 
therefore, can only be explained as deviations from the statute by the appointing body which 
(mis)uses its discretionary powers.  
 
These practices have, in turn, resulted in a fundamental mistrust of the political system by public 
servants.  Because of the dysfunctions connected with these practices - demotivation of public 
servants, decreased efficiency and effectiveness - means are sought to increase the objectivity of 
recruitment and promotion.  These are found in regulations which restrict the discretionary power of 
appointing bodies and thus also limit the flexibility of personnel management and hinder reform 
efforts  (Hondeghem, 1990. 210-214). 
 
Excessive regulations are also explained - and personnel management reform is further hindered - by 
the strong position of the public sector unions.  Public authorities are obliged to bargain before 
determining the working conditions of their public servants.  They are however not legally bound by 
the outcome of these negotiations.  The reason for this is found in the principle of statutory 
employment in the public sector.  Statutory personnel are bound by a statute, which consists of a 
range of general, non-personalised regulations on the rights and duties of the public servant.  The 
statute is imposed unilaterally by the government and can also be adjusted unilaterally in response to 
the changing requirements of the general interest (Van Praet, 1996. 35).  The government is only 
morally and politically bound by the outcome of the bargaining.  The role of unions is important 
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however, since public sector unionisation is relatively high in Belgium and public servants can use 
their union power to hold the government to its agreements (Janvier and Rigaux, 1987. 104; Vilrokx 
and Van Leemput, 1992. 379).  Also the fact that unions are linked with the political parties of the 
government strengthens their position.  
 
Despite the counteracting forces, however, the pressures for change have led to the gradual reform of 
the Belgian public sector.  These reforms are found in different trends, as for example: 
- the introduction of new financial management systems in federal, state and local government; 
- the gradual withdrawing by privatisation from some sectors including public financial institutions, 

transport and communication; 
- external devolution, including the introduction of management contracts which replace the 

traditional hierarchical steering relations;  
- internal devolution as for example the transformation of APEs into business-units which are 

responsible for their own results; 
-  the evolution towards a managerial model, where public managers with a broad responsibility are 

beginning to appear; and 
- reforms concerning relations between the administration and citizens: e.g. the elaboration of a 

citizen’s charter to improve the ‘client-orientation’ of the public services and to enhance the 
legitimacy of the political-administrative system. 

 
Also personnel management has been the object of a severe modernisation process in the direction of 
human resources management (HRM).  The fundamental rights - security of tenure and careers- of the 
public servants are being questioned and demands for greater flexibility are being heard.  
 
FLEXIBLE PERSONNEL ARRANGEMENTS IN THE BEGIAN PUBLIC SERVICES  
 
The accumulation of regulations and the rigidity of these rules have made it very difficult for public 
managers to conduct flexible HRM policies.  The rules concerning the remuneration and allocation of 
personnel were set down in detail in the so-called Camu statute established by Royal Decree in 1937 
and have been little changed for half a century.  Not until the 1990s were the rules reviewed to adjust 
the public service to the new structure of the State, and also to face the new challenges of a modern 
administration.  There is evidence of an evolution towards more flexibility, albeit the personnel statute 
remains the basic element in public sector employment relationships. 
 
 
Staffing flexibility 
 
In the different sectors of the Belgian public services changes have occurred in staffing policy.  At 
federal level a recruitment freeze, introduced for budgetary reasons, has not so much led to a 
reduction of staff, as to an upgrading of personnel.  A similar trend is found in local government in 
Flanders where the implementation of a new sectoral agreement has led to an upgrading of 
administrative personnel and a diminution of the number of  manual workers and semi-skilled 
administrative workers.   
 
The example of local government illustrates the inflexibility of staffing practices in the Belgian public 
sector.  The statutory staffing of local government is depicted in personnel formations, which outline 
the number of posts in the different levels and grades for the statutory personnel.  The relation 
between the (future) services and the number and quality of personnel clearly indicates that personnel 
formations should not be static, but should rather be dynamic and adaptable.  This is hindered, 
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however, by the restricted flexibility of the procedure for adapting the personnel formation.  
Propositions have to meet with approval by city councils and the Flemish Community.  The 
administrative supervision procedures not only have an unfavourable effect on the time needed to 
adjust the personnel formation; they are also a serious limitation of local discretion since strict, but 
disputed directives are used to judge local decisions.  
 
Contractual flexibility 
 
The principle of statutory nomination is firmly anchored in Belgian administration and is strongly 
supported by the unions. The unions hold on to statutory employment as the standard because security 
of tenure is seen as granting an important advantage compared to the position of non-statutory 
personnel.  According to the statute of public servants at national, state and local level, contractual 
personnel can only be engaged in exceptional situations.  Nevertheless, actual practices diverge from 
the theory.  In the federal ministries 21 per cent of civil servants have contracts.  At Flemish state 
ministry this is about 18 per cent.  The proportion of contractual workers rises to 33 per cent in federal 
public institutions and 37 per cent in institutions at Flemish state level.  In the provinces, less than 
two-thirds of personnel are employed under statute, whilst in the cities, municipalities and local 
welfare agencies the number of statutory personnel is less than half the total number of personnel 
(Ministerie van Ambtenarenzaken, 1998; Steen, 1997. 14).  In public financial institutions statutory 
employment has already been exchanged for contractual employment.  This was only achieved, 
however, when a financial compensation was provided.  At the VRT, the Flemish television station, 
only contractual personnel will be engaged in the future.  It is expected that the statutory nomination 
will be questioned shortly in all autonomous public enterprises (Hondeghem, 1997. 15). 
 
The high number of non-statutory personnel can be explained partly by the rigidities of the statute.  
Contractual employment meets the concept of employers’ flexibility far more closely than statutory 
employment.  This is particularly the case for recruitment and dismissal (numerical flexibility).  
 
The number of contractual personnel brings problems for personnel management because of the 
deficient socio-legal position this group of personnel occupies, although they do the same work as 
statutory personnel (Steen, 1997. 15).  By definition contractual workers have less security of tenure 
than statutory personnel.  Other important disadvantages concern the reduced possibilities of 
progression in the functional/financial career, differences in social security rights (pension) and 
exclusion from promotions.  Contractual personnel either seek to regularise their situation by getting 
statutorily nominated or look for work in the private sector.  The turnover of contractual personnel is 
therefore very high. 
 
This intrinsic injustice in the organisation questions the tendency of holding on to the statutory 
nomination.  It seems more appropriate to evolve gradually towards convergence of labour relations in 
the public and the private sectors.  A number of benefits of statutory employment (for example social 
benefits) have been adopted by the private sector.  The standardisation of the social statute for public 
servants and employees would also increase the mobility between the public and the private sectors.  
However, it will be some time before such reforms are adopted not least because of opposition from 
the unions (Hondeghem, 1997. 15). 
 
Working hours and working life 
 
Public organisations in Belgium can implement different non-full-time employment systems for their 
personnel.  The oldest regulations were introduced to grant employees the possibility of taking leave 
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for personal reasons.  This accords with the idea of employee flexibility, that is giving employees the 
opportunity to adapt their working time to family or other circumstances.  Examples of such 
regulations are parental leave, long time absence due to personal circumstances, and leave in order to 
fulfil an apprenticeship or a probationary period in another public function.  These regulations proved 
to have a de facto redistributive labour effect, although this was originally not intended.  Since the 
1980s government has started to refine and propagate a number of these measures and develop new 
measures to redistribute labour.  Among the new regulations are provisions for reduced hours due to 
social or family reasons, absence for personal reasons, career interruption, part-time early retirement 
at the age of 55 and voluntary ‘four day weeks’ (Van Praet, 1996. 37-67).   
 
Since most of these regulations are a response to the employee’s demand for temporal flexibility, 
these measures can be classified as individual formulae, which respect the principle of voluntarism 
(Pollet and Sels, 1996. 77-78; 84).  This leads to certain consequences.  While the possibilities for 
voluntary part-time work are greater in the public sector than in the private sector, the actual 
percentage of non-voluntary part-time working employees is lower (Sels, 1992. 26-30).  Although (a 
number of) these individual formulae are related to obligatory measures replacing personnel with 
unemployed persons, the labour redistributing effect of these measures is restricted.  The basis of 
labour redistribution is determined by the workers demand for temporal flexibility (Pollet and Sels, 
1996: 78).  The choice for individual and voluntary introduction of temporal flexibility also requires a 
certain amount of flexibility (adjustment) on behalf of the organisation and investment in the training 
of temporary contractual personnel replacing other personnel. 
 
Flexitime - differentiating starting and finishing times - is another widespread practice in government, 
and an example of flexible practices meeting employees demand.  However, flexibility of working 
hours is implemented as a response to other drivers too, as for example the need to reduce rush hour 
pressures for public transport and road travel.  Flexibility in time also fits in with the efforts made by 
government to adjust the hours of service availability to the demands of clients.  At the Flemish state 
government the idea of ‘service time’ is being promoted.  This means that during certain hours of the 
day, each service has to be available.  Local government has a relatively long tradition of flexible 
opening hours.  In other sectors, like federal government this tradition is non-existent and the move to 
extend opening hours is meeting more resistance.  
 
Pay flexibility 
 
Changes in the structure of the pay system can be linked with a less hierarchical organisational 
structure in the public sector.  Traditionally the public services are divided into ‘levels’, ‘ranks’, 
‘grades’ and related ‘salary scales’.  An option taken in the different governmental organisations has 
been to reduce the number of ranks, grades and pay scales.  The division into levels is 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.  Every rank consists of a number of grades, which are closely 
linked with the function of the public servant.  The grade is the basis of the public servant’s salary.  
Each grade has salary scales with incremental increases according to seniority.  The salary scales are 
fixed after negotiations with the unions.  This job classification system applies to the national civil 
service, the public institutions and the public service system of the regions.  Consequently the job 
classification system in Belgium is rather centralised.  A similar system is applied in local 
government, but without a subdivision of levels into ranks.  
 
Recent reforms in the public sector have limited organisational discretion and flexibility in working 
out a pay system. This is illustrated by the implementation of the collective agreement for the local 
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government sector, which dates from 1993 and determines pay structure in local government in 
Flanders.  Before the introduction of the agreement, cities and municipalities were largely free to 
determine the financial statute of their personnel.  Each municipality had its own remuneration 
system, pay scales and diploma-bonuses.  This local discretion was limited only by the fixed pay 
scales for top public servants, which were stipulated by the Minister of Internal Affairs.  However, 
most cities and municipalities, with the exception of some medium-sized, regional and large cities, 
also followed reference scales for the lower grades and levels (Van Hooland, 1992. 587-588; 591).  In 
order to enhance uniformity, fixed salary scales for all local personnel were introduced and all non-
legally regulated allowances were incorporated in these new salary scales.  
 
Flattened organisational structures offer rather different (less) career prospects than more hierarchical 
organisations.  To compensate for the reduced chances of promotion, due to the decrease in the 
number of ranks and grades, the principle of a financial career has been developed.  Every grade is 
now linked to a number of salary scales, so that a public servant can now pass through several salary 
scales even when remaining in the same grade.  The system of ‘financial careers’ has been introduced 
at all levels of government: national, state and local government.  
 
In the Flemish Community middle and top managers can receive a management premium from zero to 
20 per cent on top of their normal salary.  Also at national level the introduction of management 
premiums for top civil servants is planned, together with the introduction of the mandatory system.  In 
the autonomous public enterprises management premiums exist for managers employed by mandate.  
Next to management premiums, the financial career is an instrument for rewarding ‘good’ 
performance.  In Flemish state government the financial career depends on seniority and performance.  
In 1993 a system was introduced which allowed civil servants to progress through their financial 
career in a faster or slower way, depending on their performance appraisal.  The system of faster 
progress through the financial career has now been replaced by yearly premiums of 7,5 per cent of the 
salary, with a minimum of 750 Euro.  In 1998 365 out of more than 10.000 civil servants were given a 
premium, whilst the financial careers of 74 civil servants were slowed down. 
 
In local government in Flanders progress through pay scales depends on seniority, training and also 
on performance appraisal.  However, salary-increases based on the financial career are limited.  To get 
a real pay increase one has to develop a hierarchical career, where seniority, examinations and 
performance appraisal are major criteria.  At federal level, due to budgetary reasons, progress in the 
financial career is limited by norms of  ‘social programmation’.  This means that only a certain 
percentage of civil servants can pass to higher salary scales within their grade.  Finally, in specific 
services, like merit-departments of the Flemish Employment Service group premiums can be earned, 
related to the results of the group. 
 
Functional or Task Flexibility 
 
Like in other countries e.g. Germany and the U.K., there is a close link between the grade and the 
function of public servants.  However, with increased specialisation, the number of grades has 
increased markedly and this raised problems with respect to the mobility of public servants.  Reform, 
therefore, drastically reduced the number of grades.  This step back towards generalised grades has 
been compensated for by the introduction of job descriptions which can be adjusted according to the 
situation.  No specific regulations are drawn up concerning functional flexibility, allowing public 
servants to change jobs during their career.  The organisation of internal mobility belongs to the 
authority of the individual public organisation.  However, political proposals demonstrate the 
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intention to stimulate internal mobility within and between departments in federal and state 
government. 
 
The new career system according to which public servants can get into a higher pay scale, while 
keeping the same grade, is called the ‘functional career’. It is stated that the introduction of the new 
personnel management and the restriction of grades will lead to a further enlargement of the tasks and 
responsibilities of public servants, which would mean a major step towards functional or task 
flexibility.  However, since the essence of the system is that public servants get higher pay but keep 
the same job, the functional career could better be called an ‘anti-functional career’ or - as it was 
called above - a ‘financial career’ (Hondeghem, 1993. 626). 
 
 
Career flexibility 
 
The public services in Belgium are traditionally characterised by entry at the bottom of the hierarchy 
and promotion from within.  Division of the public services into levels is based on the education 
system: direct access to a level is only possible with the right educational qualifications.  Promotion to 
a higher level is possible however.  
 
Being an important feature of statutory employment, the career system is regulated in the personnel 
statute.   The allocation of positions and mobility between these positions are strictly regulated. The 
requirements for progression in the hierarchical ladder are qualifications, seniority, training, exams, 
and/or performance appraisal.  The determination of objective criteria, from which no deviations are 
allowed, supports the principle of the objectivity of recruitment and promotion.  This principle in turn 
aims at lowering arbitrariness, clientelism and nepotism in personnel management issues. 
 
The regulation of the career and the fixed criteria for promotion, however, strongly restrict the 
possibility of having a flexible career policy.  Therefore we can even speak of ‘programmed careers’ 
(Hondeghem, 1993. 616).  This is the case especially in organisations where seniority is more 
important than other criteria, like performance appraisal.  
 
In contrast with statutory personnel, contractual personnel are recruited for one specific post.  
However, since the new personnel policies lay much emphasis on job definition and classification and 
on the financial career, an evolution towards a post system is taking place for statutory personnel as 
well.  Also, the top managers of public institutions - both quangos and autonomous public enterprises 
- are an important exception to the rule of recruitment taking place in the lower levels, while filling 
vacancies in higher grades through internal promotions.  Top managers from the autonomous public 
institutions can be recruited from outside the public service, albeit most directors are still recruited 
from within the organisation (Depré & Hondeghem, 1996. 87).  Recent history however shows some 
examples of general managers being recruited with the help of head-hunters and coming from private 
companies, e.g. Kok, the former general manager of Belgacom or Degraeve, the general manager of 
the Flemish Radio and Television Company.    
 
Although external recruitment is made possible, most public servants spend their whole career in the 
same organisation and it is unlikely that this situation will drastically change in the near future.  In 
local government for example the new sectoral agreement fosters mobility of personnel between the 
city or municipality and its local welfare agency, since local welfare centres have to implement the 
same personnel statute as in the city or municipality.  In practice however, little or no use is made of 
this possibility.  Also the high degree of uniformity of the administrative statute and pay system in the 
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different cities and municipalities facilitates external mobility of personnel.  The limited inclusion of 
required experience, or seniority achieved in other administrations or in the private sector can, 
however, have an opposite effect. 
 
Next to external recruitment, the mandatory system is also important for enhancing career flexibility 
in the public sector.  The introduction of the mandatory system makes it possible to appoint public 
servants in a senior function for a fixed period - for example for five or six years.  The introduction of 
the mandatory system designed to increase mobility at the top of the administration, could enhance 
the innovative capacity of the organisation (Hondeghem, 1993. 616).  The mandate system is also 
crucial to making top public servants more responsible and accountable.  Top public servants will 
have more autonomy concerning the means of their administration - personnel and finance - but they 
will also be held accountable for the results.  At the beginning of the mandate, clear management 
objectives will be set down and at the end of the mandate, performance appraisal takes place.  The 
mandate can then be renewed or incumbents are removed from office.  External candidates are 
dismissed and internal candidates can return to their former function. 
The principle of security of tenure has been abandoned for the top managers of several public 
organisations.  Top managers in the autonomous public enterprises and in some public institutions are 
now employed by mandate.  At national level, the mandate system was agreed on for the ministries 
and public institutions in 1994.  Many practical difficulties and political obstacles have impeded this 
reform until now but it seems likely that - due to a new Royal decree - the system will be implemented 
shortly. 
With the sectoral agreement of 1993 the mandate system is also made possible in local government.  
Thus far the system has only been implemented in the city administration of Antwerp, which is the 
biggest local government in Flanders, having about 10.000 employees.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The discretionary powers of individual public organisations on personnel matters stand central to the 
concept of flexibility.  Therefore, flexibility supports other changes in the public sector, such as 
devolution and decentralisation.  Or, to put it even stronger, flexibility in staffing and personnel 
systems is conditional on decentralisation of decision making. (Hondeghem, Farnham and Horton, 
1996. 127).  It is exactly at this point that rigidity in personnel policies in the Belgian public sector 
appears.  The personnel management practices which are being implemented in the public sector 
result from statutory regulations and collective bargaining.  Except for some autonomous public 
enterprises, individual organisations are given little discretion to adjust personnel management 
decisions to the local situation.  Also within organisations there is still little evidence of devolution of 
responsibility for personnel management from central management to line departments. Yet, this 
Belgian situation does not necessarily stand in contrast to practices in other countries, since in the 
OECD report on public sector HRM reforms, it is stated that: “despite stated commitments by most 
countries to human resource management reform, the pace of reform has often been slow with 
discretion and flexibility of line management hampered by detailed rules and regulations.” (OECD, 
1996. 10). 
     
It is thus interesting to look at the flexible arrangements that exist within the Belgian context.  Table 
3.2 summarises flexible personnel practices in the Belgian public sector.   
 
 
Table 3.2 :  Flexible personnel practices in the Belgian public sector 
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 federal ministries state ministry 

(Flanders) 
APEs and  
public institutions 

local government 

staffing flexibility   
contractual flexibility contractual 

employment :  
   ± 21 % 

contractual 
employment : 

   ± 18 % 

contractual 
employment : 

   ± 33 - 37 % 

contractual 
employment : 

   ± 33-50%  
pay flexibility (management 

premiums) 
financial career 

management premiums
financial career 

management premiums 
(group premiums) 

financial career 

functional flexibility     
flexibility of working 
hours 

different non-full-time 
employment systems

(flexitime) 

different non-full-time 
employment systems

‘service time’ 

different non-full-time 
employment systems 

different non-full-time 
employment systems

flexitime 
career flexibility (mandate system) mandate system mandate system  (mandate system) 

 
 
A comparison across different organisations and types of flexible personnel arrangements shows that 
certain types of employment flexibility, such as contractual employment and flexible working time 
arrangements, are common throughout the Belgian public sector.  In recent years, experimentation has 
started with the mandate system - which uses fixed-term contracts for leadership positions - and with 
pay flexibility - as for example the management premiums.  Both forms of flexibility are directed 
towards top and middle management, while for public servants in lower levels the system of a 
financial career has been introduced.  The public sector is more rigid with regard to staffing and career 
policy.  Also there is little evidence of functional flexibility. 
 
In this paper flexible working practices have been classified into six categories.  Other ways of 
classifying flexibilities of course exist, as e.g. the division into quantitative and qualitative flexible 
arrangements.  Quantitative or numerical flexibility relates to adjusting the number of workers or the 
number of hours worked according to the demand for work.  Qualitative flexibility is connected with 
the qualitative aspects of working conditions and job content.  It concerns the employability of 
personnel, being able to fulfil different tasks.  The most widespread types of flexibility, contractual 
employment and time flexibility, fall within the category of quantitative forms of flexibility.  The 
Belgian public services seem to be slower in evolving towards more qualitative flexibility, as e.g. task 
flexibility and internal and external mobility. 
 
The flexible working forms can be related to different drives towards flexibility.  The demands of 
employees for possibilities to adjust the working situation to personal life, together with a broader 
striving of government to decrease unemployment rates, have led to flexible arrangements of working 
time and working life.  However, there seems to be a change in the agenda driving flexibility.  More 
recently, increased attention towards citizens as critical consumers has led to adjustments of working 
time, e.g. the extension of hours of service.   
The public sector has long been connected with the idea of ‘good’ employment practices, especially in 
the field of job security.  However, contractual employment has become widespread in the public 
sector and the deficient socio-legal position which the contractual employees are in, questions the 
tendency of holding on to the statutory nomination.  It seems more appropriate to evolve gradually 
towards convergence of the labour relations across sectors and employees. 
Other flexible practices, such as pay flexibility, can be related to the managerial imperative to increase 
efficiency in the public sector and to improve the quality of the services or goods produced.  This 
imperative not only encourages pay flexibility, but also other forms of personnel management 
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flexibility and the use of career policy to maximise the performance and motivations of public 
servants (Steen, 1997. 3). 
 
Although certain flexibilities and inflexibilities are widespread throughout the public services, it 
would be wrong to consider the Belgian public sector as one uniform system.  The increased 
autonomy of public institutions, at federal and state level, has led to variations in practices.  Especially 
in (some of ) the APEs, new forms of flexible employment are being experimented with, such as the 
mandate system and performance related pay.  Also the Flemish state government is demonstrating 
itself as being a young and dynamic institution.  This also has a positive effect on local government, 
since state government has taken up the role as a model for other sectors within the public services. 
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6.573 words with bibliography and tables 
6.120 word with tables, without bibliography 
 
APEs = autonomous public enterprises 
HRM = human resources management 
ILM = internal labour market 
VDAB = Flemish Employment Service 
VRT = the Flemish television station 
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