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ABSTRACT 

 

In this paper we first look at forces influencing new developments in public sector personnel management.  

Different pressures, which can be related to different and sometimes even contrasting perspectives, impel efforts 

to increase flexibility in personnel management practices.  The resulting policy choices depend on the purposes 

of government and unions as well as on the legacy of the past.   

 

Personnel management in local government in Flanders has undergone some major reforms during recent years.  

We examine the purposes and the extent of these reforms.  Also, the new personnel management in Flemish 

local government is evaluated in terms of flexibility.  Different aspects of flexible personnel management are 

discussed: staffing flexibility, contractual flexibility, pay flexibility, functional flexibility, flexibility of working 

hours, and career mobility.  

 

The Flemish civil service can be considered as an Internal Labour Market.  The rigidity which characterises the 

internal labour market in local government in Flanders is explained by two important observations concerning 

the personnel statute.  Firstly, local government lacks local discretion in elaborating the personnel statute, which 

still constitutes the basis of personnel management.  Consequently, a strong homogeneity can be found in the 

various personnel statutes of Flemish local government, despite the heterogeneity of the cities and 

municipalities.  Secondly, local government is required to formalise nearly all aspects of the employment 

relationship in statutory regulations.  In this way the possibility of implementing a flexible personnel 

management strategy is limited by institutionalised rules. 

However, the thesis that the public sector employment policy is too rigid has to be nuanced.  The civil service is 

familiar with irregular forms of employment.  In fact, in Flemish local government only half of all personnel are 

employed according to a statute.  Also, several factors argue for caution, especially when looked at from the 

perspective of employees. 

 

Despite some constraints on the development of more flexible personnel policies, it is still possible to find 

opportunities which provide hope for the development of new and modern personnel management strategies in 

local government.  Such opportunities are sought in new ways of steering, which look for an equilibrium 

between giving direction to the process of change and using the innovative power of local government and their 

selfsteering abilities.      
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1. A Perspective on Flexibility1 

 

Despite the fact that the term ‘flexibility’ can be seen as something of a modern day ‘buzz word’, interpretations 

of the term seem to vary.  As a guideline to further studies the participants of the Study Group on Personnel 

Policy of the EGPA conference in Budapest last year defined flexibility in general as, ‘the capacity to adapt to 

changing circumstances’. 

 

Several (Flemish) studies are based on the distinction between standard (or regular) work and non-standard 

(non-regular) work (f.e. Sels, 1992; Van Hootegem, 1992; Steunpunt W.A.V., 1997).  Standard work is defined 

as ‘a permanent, full-time job, performed not in shifts and according to a fixed, weekly based time-schedule’.  

Non-standard work is work which deviates from this standard.  The most recent studies, however, acknowledge 

that this definition adheres to a rather strict norm, since common forms of flexibility, like part-time work or 

over-time, are thus defined as non-standard (Steunpunt W.A.V., 1997, 217). 

 

Defining flexible personnel practices as practices which include variation, rather than practices which can be 

referred to as non-standard, leads White to pose the question of  “whether some types of numerical flexibility 

are in reality that flexible - in particular the use of permanent part-time employees on fixed weekly working 

patterns is perhaps no more flexible than full-time employment” (White, 1997, 2).   

 

This problem with defining certain specific forms of part-time employment as numerical flexibility however 

also derives from the fact that one easily ignores that different relevant actors have different perspectives on 

flexibility and that these different perspectives call for different flexible working practices.     

If  numerical flexibility is looked at from the perspective of the employer or organisation,  it can be defined as 

‘the ability to adjust the number of workers, or the level of hours worked, in line with changes in demand for 

them’ (Atkinson, cited in Farnham and Horton, 1996, 3).  From this perspective it is not clearly evident that we 

should see the practices in White’s example - the use of permanent part-time employees on fixed weekly 

working patterns - as flexible.  Whereas the weakened position of employees and unions, caused a ‘flexibility-

offensive’ (Pollet and Sels, 1996, 7) on the part of employers during the 80s, there is however also a demand for 

flexibility on the part of the employees.  When looked at from their perspective, where 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), the same practices are flexible. 

 

The observation that the perspective which is held on while looking at flexibility does not only affect 

interpretation and evaluation of the personnel practices but, in fact, most often relates to different practices, 

does not make the discussion on how to define flexibility any easier.  Neither does it take an optimistic point of 

view about being able to achieve the ideal win-win situation, where both the organisation and the employees 
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benefit from changing personnel practices.  It does, however, highlight the fact that there are different drives 

behind the call for more flexibility in employment. 

 

 

 

2. A Context for Flexibility 

 
Despite the huge diversity in political, socio-cultural and economic climates in which the public sector in 

European countries operates, there are some common pressures which prompt efforts to increase the flexibility 

of personnel management practices.   In this section we list some of these pressures, relating them to the 

different actors in the process.  

 

As pointed out earlier, the demands of employees for non-standard employment are related with the need to 

adjust the working situation to personal life.  The social evolution towards the two-earners family model 

increases the desire of employees - men and women - for temporal flexibility. 

 

As an employer/organisation (local) government has the task of ensuring that personnel management in the 

organisation is in congruence with a rapidly changing environment.  The decline in manufacturing industry and 

the growth in service sector employment has been accompanied by major developments in the labour market - 

i.e. a rise in the non-manual workforce and in part-time employment (White, 1996, 3-4).  Changes in private 

sector wage structures, together with shortages of certain skills, lead to recruitment and retention problems for 

some categories of civil service staff, in some localities (Dell’Arringa and Murlis, 1993, 220), and impel efforts 

to increase flexibility of pay systems and other personnel management practices in the public sector. 

Dell’Aringa and Murlis see the managerial imperative as the dominant drive towards pay flexibility 

(Dell’Arringa and Murlis, 1993, 220).  Pressures to increase efficiency in the public sector and to improve the 

quality of the services or goods produced not only encourage pay flexibility, but are leading to different forms 

of personnel management flexibility and the use of career policy to maximise the performance and motivations 

of public servants. 
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Governments also have a function as macro-economic actors.  Stagnating economic development in many 

industrialised countries underlies the cost-containment policies of governments world-wide.  The International 

Labour Organization Report on Public Services points out that, “because public service pay often represents 50 

per cent or more of current public expenditure, it is a prime candidate for cuts aimed at consolidating national 

budgets”(ILO, 1994, 41).  The personnel costs accounted in 1994 for 47,8 % of  normal expenditure in Flemish 

municipalities (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, Administratie Binnenlandse Aangelegenheden, 1996, 

11-18).  The fact that personnel costs represent such a large proportion of total costs, encourages governments 

to undertake privatisation programmes, reduce personnel, freeze remuneration, end pay indexation, eliminate 

automatic service-related pay progression, put ceilings on growth of public sector pay, or experiment with new 

ways of structuring pay. 



Broader considerations of structural adjustment - efforts to decrease the unemployment rates and attempts to 

control the growth of wage costs - prompt moves to greater flexibility.  Whereas cost-containment policies 

induce the reduction of personnel, the Flemish government in fact subsidises contractual jobs for the formerly 

unemployed in an effort to decrease unemployment rates.  

Finally, ecological aspects and mobility problems call for flexibility in working time and space which can 

reduce, or balance, transport over time. 

 

The Local Government Management Board (U.K.) uses the term ‘service drivers’ to identify both direct and 

indirect benefits to service users.  While these indirect benefits include more effective and efficient working, 

which have been seen earlier as employers drivers, an example of direct benefits to service users is the 

extension of the hours of service availability (L.G.M.B., 1997, 1).     

 

 

The above outlined pressures for personnel management flexibility, show that the context for flexibility is not 

necessary the same in the public sector as in the private sector.  Dell’Aringa and Murlis emphasise the 

importance of the managerial imperative for reforms in the public sector.  Sels, in contrast, suggests that private 

sector flexible work patterns fit in with a desire for more efficient and effective functioning, whilst flexible 

work patterns in public services have, until recently, rather been aligned with the idea of continuous service 

which is adapted to ‘the general interest’ (i.e. in the health services, police and firebrigade), a strive for 

redistribution of available work, and cutbacks in public finances (Sels, 1992, 56).  However, Sels also notes that 

this difference is decreasing.  He points out that the question no longer seems to be how to serve community-

goals while using efficient bureaucratic methods in an effective way.  The main purpose has become (financial) 

efficiency, instead of the anxiety to behold a social fixation of goals (Sels, 1991, 103).  It looks like the public 

sector is following the private sector, where ‘the interests of employees are made subordinate to economic and 

financial priorities’ (Rigaux, 1991, 173).  These developments can be linked with (European) coercion to 

cutback finances, as well as the situation in the labour market where supply exceeds demand. 

 

Most European countries experience these pressures for flexibility, although they are of different importance in 

different countries.  Yet there is no “one best remedy” to be found.  Policy choices open to governments depend 

on the relative priority attached to the above outlined pressures, assessments of acceptable trade-offs between 

them and considerations of the likely impact of specific reforms on other areas.  Also, the legacy of the past, 

existing structures, the underlying socio-cultural principles - i.e. the importance attached to equity - and the 

position of public sector unions determine the interest in and the feasibility of implementation of certain 

flexibility arrangements (Maguire, 1993, 10; 13).  
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3. A New Personnel Management in Local Government in Flanders 
 

In this chapter we deal with the different objectives of the new agreement for local government employees in 

Flanders which results from collective bargaining, as well as with the objectives of a number of measures 

relating to working time.  Following this, we explain the content of the new personnel management in local 

government in Flanders.  We discuss successively personnel formation, recruitment and promotion, the pay 

system as well as the functional career, training, performance appraisal, and working time regulations.      

 

 

3.1. Directives for a Coherent Personnel Management 

 

In June 1993 a new collective agreement was established for personnel in regional and local government in 

Flanders. The directives apply to the personnel of provinces, cities and municipalities - with the exception of the 

police and the firebrigade - and the personnel of the O.C.M.W.’s (Openbare Centra voor Maatschappelijk 

Welzijn: Local Welfare Agencies), which include public rest homes and hospitals.  Although the agreement 

dates from 1993, data show that half way through 1997 only 154 cities and municipalities, which is 50% of the 

total, have implemented the new system1.  The title of the agreement, “Algemene Weddeschaalherziening en 

Gemeenschappelijke Krachtlijnen voor een Samenhangend Personeelsbeleid in de Lokale en Regionale 

Besturen“ (General Revision of Payscales and Common Outlines for a Coherent Personnel Management in 

Local and Regional Government) refers to two major aspects: the reform of the pay system and the intention to 

introduce a coherent personnel management. 

 

The basis of this examination, and the following discussion on the objectives of the agreement, is the circular 

sent by the Minister of Internal Affairs to the cities and municipalities.  A hierarchy of final objectives and 

intermediate objectives is drawn up.  Final objectives are general (not vague) policy objectives, which are given 

concrete form in intermediate, operational objectives (Bouckaert en Van Reeth, 1994, 2).  The different 

objectives as we perceive them, are drawn up in figure 1, on the next page. 

 

The figure does not only refer to the agreement of 1993.  The objectives of some measures concerning temporal 

flexibility, an aspect which is not raised in the agreement, are also included in the figure. 

                                                           
1  Data received from Annit Vervoort, Administratie Binnenlandse Aangelegenheden. 
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Figure 1:  Objectives of the General Revision of Payscales and Common Outlines for a Coherent Personnel Management in Local and Regional Government, and of 

Measures for Introducing Temporal Flexibility 

 

 

 uniformisation of   effective and high quality  efficient implementation of  labour redistribution 

 (financial) statutes  service    local government policies    

         and balanced finances 

 

 

 

       competent and motivated 

       personnel 

 

 

 

     coherent (and objective)     adaptation of working time to 

     personnel management   the personal situation of the employee 

 

 

 

personnel objective  new pay system functional training  performance flexible 

formation recruitment  career  appraisal working time 

 and promotion  
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The different objectives of the collective agreement can be related to the different pressures which the 

negotiating partners saw as demanding a new form of personnel management in local government.  According 

to the public sector unions, a general pay increase was needed.  The regional (Flemish) administration, in this 

instance maintaining the perspective of employers, has for its part connected a possible pay increase with some 

qualitative measures concerning the personnel statute.   

 

As a result, the revision of the payscales and the introduction of a range of qualitative measures concerning 

personnel management are together the core of the collective agreement. 

 

The desire to bring about more uniformity in the (financial) statutes of local government employees is stressed.  

This principle has led to the reduction of the number of  ‘grades’ and payscales.  

 

Qualitative measures with regard to the objectification of recruitment and promotion, training and performance 

appraisal, are draw up with the aim of maximising the performance and motivation of employees so that better 

quality services are delivered.  These measures are a response to the increasing pressures of managerial 

efficiency and improvement in the quality of the services. 

 

Much emphasis is also laid on the financial achievability of the implementation of the agreement for individual 

local organisations although the pressure to control public expenses seems of less importance.  The 

implementation of the agreement is more likely to give way to an increase of personnel costs than it is to a 

decrease since the introduction of new payscales means individual raises.  Also, the objective of providing 

better services is now being equaated with the recruitment of more highly qualified, high paid, personnel.  

These extra costs can only be compensated by reducing the number of employees in the new personnel 

formation. 

 

In the agreement no attention is given to the regulation of working time.  However, several other measures have 

already been worked out to introduce temporal flexibility in local government.  Most of these measures, i.e. the 

possibility to interrupt one’s career during a limited time, are introduced in order to redistribute labour.  The 

redistribution of existing labour is intended to lead to the creation of new jobs and thus to stimulate 

employment.  Other measures, i.e. paternal leave, have a de facto redistributive labour effect, although this was 

not their primary objective (Van Praet, 1996, 37).  These measures are introduced to give employees the 

opportunity to adapt their working time to family or other circumstances (i.e. related to their personal career). 
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3.2. The Content of the New Personnel Management  

 

3.2.1.   Personnel Formation 

 

The sectoral agreement prescibes that local government organisations have to work out a personnel formation 

based on a detailed study of the need for personnel in relation to services delivered.  The personnel formation 

outlines the number of posts in the different levels and grades for the statutory personnel. 

 

The agreement restricts employment forms in local government to statutory employment and contractual 

employment.  It states that contractual employees can only be recruited in specific situations: contracts of 

limited duration, for specific assignments or projects, or for temporary replacement of other employees.  The 

actual practice is not always in accordance with these stipulations (cf. infra).   

 

 

3.2.2. Recruitment and Promotion 

 

The objectification of recruitment and promotion is an important goal of the collective agreement.  This 

objectification is to be achieved by the elaboration of a system of examinations.  For each recruitment and every 

promotion an examination has to be taken.  One of the main stipulations of the agreement is the requirement 

that at least 50 % of the members of the examination board have to be experts who are external to the 

organisation, while members of the city council can only attend the examinations as observers.       

   

Alongside the examinations criteria for promotion are also imposed which concern qualifications, seniority, 

training and performance appraisal.  

 

 

3.2.3. The Pay System 

 

3.2.3.1. The old Pay System 

 

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, payscales and diploma-bonuses.   

This local discretion was limited only by the fixed payscales for the top civil 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, 

1992b, 587-588; 591).   
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3.2.3.2. The Structure of the New Pay System 

 

Changes in the structure of the pay system of local civil servants in Flanders has given rise to a more levelled 

organisational structure. The argument for uniformity among others has resulted in the option to reduce the 

number of grades and payscales. 

 

Levelled organisational structures based on a fixed and limited number of grades, and a fixed personnel 

formation, offer rather different (less) career prospects than more hierarchical organisations.  Therefore, the 

principle of a functional career has been developed.  This means that civil servants can pass through different 

payscales in the same degree.  Minimum conditions concerning seniority and training are set for advancing to 

the next pay scale in the same degree.  Also, the employee has to dispose of a positive performance appraisal. 

 

A dual system is used with a different pay scheme applied to permanent and non permanent personnel: the 

former can have more financial career steps than the latter. 

The possible pay increases based on the functional career are limited, so that promotion is needed if major 

salary increases are wanted (Hondeghem, 1993, 618).  Promotion too is only possible for statutory personnel. 

 

 

3.2.4. Training 

 

The training of local government personnel is an important qualitative aspect of personnel management and a 

instrument for improvement in the quality of public services.  However, to a large extent, the training system 

has been worked out as a  function of the career system.  For progression in the functional career as well as for 

promotion, requirements regarding training are imposed.  These requirements concern the content and also the 

number of hours of  training.  

 

 

3.2.5. Performance Appraisal 

 

Performance appraisal is another keystone of the career system.  In the agreement performance appraisal is 

considered to be a management-instrument.  Getting a positive appraisal is one of the main criteria for pay rises, 

retention or promotion.    

 

While the collective agreement provides the outlines, the local organisations are responsible for elaborating a 

performance appraisal system and drawing up a training plan.  
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3.2.6. Working Time 

 

The regulation of leaves is part of the administrative and financial statute.  The separate elements of these 

regulations only apply to statutory personnel, while contractual employees are subjected to regulations which 

apply to private sector employees.  The autonomy which local government has in determining the personnel 

statute provides for differences between cities and municipalities (Van Praet, 1996, 37).  

 

There are no no specific measures regarding working time in the 1993 agreement, but some royal decrees 

describe the different non-full-time employment systems which local governments can implement.  The oldest 

regulations were introduced to grant employees the possibility of taking leave for personal reasons.  These 

regulations proved to have a redistributive laboureffect.  Since the 1980’s government has refined and 

propagated a number of these measures and has develped new measures in order to redistribute labour (Van 

Praet, 1996, 37).   

 

Van Praet made a summary of different regulations which create a labour redistributive effect in local 

government.  She distinguishes between regulations which are introduced to redistribute labour and regulations 

which have a de facto redistributive effect, although this was originally not intended.     

In the first series she finds possibilities for reduced performances due to social or family reasons, absence for 

personal reasons, career interruption, part-time early retirement and voluntary ‘four day weeks’.  Examples of 

regulations belonging to the second series are parental leave, long time absence due to personal circumstances, 

and leave in order to fulfil an apprenticeship or a probationary period in an other public function  (Van Praet, 

1996, 37-67).   

 

A number of these measures lead to shorter careers, others lead to a decrease of working time per week or per 

day, or are a combination of these aspects (part-time elements).   

 

 

 

4. Does the New Personnel Management in Local Government in Flanders Stand 

Up to the Test of Flexibility? 
 

The agreement for new personnel practices in local government results from collective bargaining between 

public sector unions and the central government.  The actual employers (provinces, cities, municipalities and 

local welfare agencies) were involved only indirectly, through their supervisory role of government plus the 

participation of an observer from the V.V.S.G. (Vereniging voor Vlaamse Steden en Gemeenten: the 

Association of Cities and Municipalities in Flanders).  This does not mean that developing a flexible personnel 

management (from the perspective of the local employer) is ruled out in advance.  Important aspects are the 
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degree of discretion local government has in implementing the agreement, and the way in which central 

government supervises the implementation. 
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In this chapter both aspects are discussed.  In addition, different aspects of flexible personnel management are 

commented upon: staffing (numerical) flexibility, contractual flexibility, pay flexibility, functional or task 

flexibility, flexibility of working hours, and career mobility. 

 

 

4.1 Common Guidelines and Statutory Regulations 

 

In the sectoral agreement it is argued that the guidelines constitute a common, compulsory framework 

concerning the administrative and financial statute of the personnel of local and regional government.  The 

government organisations can work out more severe regulations and can elaborate some guidelines, i.e. 

regarding the performance appraisal system.  Despite the intention of offering local government a minimal 

common framework, the most substantial criticism concerns the detailed and rigid way in which local personnel 

management is prescribed (Hondeghem, 1993; V.V.S.G., 1996).   

 

The striving for uniformity of pay scales for the civil servants in local and regional government is one of the 

bases of the agreement.  This principle of uniformity, however, is not limited to the pay system.  Regulations 

regarding staffing, recruitment, training, performance appraisal and promotion provide more than minimal 

guidance, so that for these aspects uniformity and standardisation are also brought about. 

 

Local government is given little discretion for adjusting personnel management to their individual organisation.  

This means that there is little (not enough) room to take into account the diversity of local government, i.e. 

differences in scale, central function towards other municipalities, organisational structure, culture or strategy.  

Hondeghem, therefore, points out that the new personnel statute does not so much supports the strategy of each 

local government organisation but rather it supports the strategy of the Flemish government to bring about more 

uniformity in the personnel statutes of the public sector in Flanders (Hondeghem, 1993, 614). 

The fact that the regulations were developed in negotiations between trade unions and the Flemish government 

offers a second explanation.  The guarantees which both social partners sought, have led to a detailed 

elaboration of different and delicate aspects in the agreement. 

 

Where local government has some autonomy, i.e. in drawing up a performance appraisal system or a training 

plan, the flexibility of local personnel management is restricted again, since the agreement states that plans 

which are worked out at the local level, have to be fixed in a detailed way in the personnel statute of the 

organisation.  Taking the procedure for performance appraisal as an example, local government is expected to 

stipulate the timing and lengths of appraisal, evaluation, appraisal procedures and procedures of appeal, as well 

as evaluation criteria, in the personnel statute.  This, of course, restricts the possibility for adjustment to the 

personnel policy in a flexible way (Hondeghem, 1996, 614). 

 

  12



4.2.   Administrative Supervision 

 

Autonomy is a substantive feature of decentralised government.  Such independence is nevertheless restricted 

since the law and general interests have to be respected.  Higher level government therefore has a number of 

control instruments at its disposal, ‘the administrative supervision’, which has to ensure the observance of this 

fundamental rule (Dhondt en Mareen, 1997, 2/1). The Flemish Community is authorised to exert this 

administrative supervision on acts of local government concerning their personnel. 

 

The personnel formation of local government organisations is subjected to particular administrative supervision 

on behalf of the Flemish Community, while decisions of the city council regarding the administrative and 

financial statute of local personnel has to be submitted to general administrative supervision by the province.  

Without approval from the supervising government the local decision can not be implemented  (Dhondt en 

Mareen, 1997, 2/3). 

 

The reform of the Belgian state (the federalisation process) has enlarged organisational complexity.  The 

constitutional area of tension which is created between the federal (Belgian) and regional (Flemish) government 

in the field of authority over internal administrative organisation (cf. De Rynck, 1997) has an influence on the 

relationship between decentralised government units and the central Belgian and Flemish government.   

While the Flemish authority supervises decisions of local government, the law regarding provinces, cities and 

municipalities still falls within the remit of the federal authority.  This means that experiences resulting from 

supervision by the Flemish government cannot directly lead to adjustments in legislation.  De Rynck fears that 

this can seduce the Flemish government into using their supervising authority to change local practices in an 

indirect way, which would lead to improper use of supervision (De Rynck, 1997, 22).  The supervision of 

municipal personnel statutes is seen by De Rynck as an illustration of how Flemish government is tempted to 

impose its own ideals on the organisation and operation of local government (De Rynck, 1997, 89).    

 

The fact that personnel formation is subjected to particular administrative supervision does not mean that it is 

easy for the supervising authority to force the local authority to adjust their proposals for personnel formation in 

a specific way.  Rather, the supervising authority can reject the decision of the city council on the basis of it 

contravening the law or the public’s interest, but also because it is opposed to the interest of the city or 

municipality, i.e. if it is perceived not to be financially achievable (Maes en Mareen, 1997, 3/7).   

 

In particular, the V.V.S.G., which sees itself as a representative of local government, strongly criticises the way 

in which the supervising authority approaches the agreement.  According to the V.V.S.G. the supervision 

should be restricted to overseeing the financial achievability of local government proposals, while  in practice 

the approach is administrative and bureaucratic.  The V.V.S.G. favours the following of the philosophy 

underlying the agreement instead of this strict application of the rules (V.V.S.G., 1996, 12-15). 
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4.3. Personnel Practices 

 

In the following paragraph we evaluate the scope the agreement offers for the implementation of a flexible 

personnel management.  Different aspects of the concept ‘flexible personnel management’ are discussed, such 

as staffing and contractual flexibilities, pay flexibilities, functional flexibility, flexibility of working hours, and 

career mobility. 

 

 

4.3.1. Staffing Flexibilities 

 

The statutory staffing of local government is depicted in personnel formations.  The relation between the 

(future) services and the number and quality of personnel clearly indicates that personnel formation should not 

be static but should rather be dynamic and adaptable.  Internal factors, as well as changes in the external 

context, influence the strategic policy of local government.  Changes in the composition of the city council have 

a major influence on the priorities attached to specific local services.  Therefore, Seynaeve sees it as appropriate 

to think in terms of one term of legislative power (6 years) while working out a personnel formation (Seynaeve, 

1;3).   

However, the flexibility of the procedure for adapting the personnel formation is restricted.  Propositions have 

to meet with approval by the city council and the Flemish administration. 

 

As stated earlier, the Flemish government supervision of the personnel formation has been criticised by the 

V.V.S.G.  The V.V.S.G. argues that the directives of the agreement are followed too strictly.  This is illustrated 

by the example of middle-management jobs which are blocked because of directives concerning the minimum 

span of control; restrictions are imposed on the number of functions at a certain level in relation to the number 

of functions at a lower level (V.V.S.G., 1996). 

 

 

4.3.2. Contractual Flexibilities 

 

We have pointed out before that the agreement limits the possible forms of employment in local government to 

statutory employment and contractual employment, while statutory employment is postulated to be the standard 

form of employment.  Some major differences exist between the two forms of regulation of the employment 

situation. 

 

Contractual personnel are submitted to a contract, a multilateral juridical action.  Changing the contract is only 

possible if an agreement can be found between the parties concerned.   Statutory personnel are bound by a 

statute.  The statute consists of a range of general, non-personalised regulations on the rights and duties of the 

civil servant, which are imposed unilaterally by the government and which can also be adjusted unilaterally in 

response to the changing requirements of the general interest (Van Praet, 1996, 35).  ‘The legal regulation of the 
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employment relationship in the public sector is therefore not, in principle, open to negotiation.  Although public 

authorities are obliged to bargain, they are not legally bound by the outcome’ (Vilrokx and Van Leemput in 

Sels, 1996, 4). 

 

An important difference between statutory personnel and contractual personnel concerns the fact that personnel 

employed under a statute enjoy security of tenure, whilst employers have de facto a (limited) power of dismissal 

over contractual personnel.  The principle of security of tenure is based mainly on the idea that the instability of 

politics justifies the provision of a guarantee for continuous public service.  Other legitimations can be found in 

the independence of civil servants, protection against dismissal or relocation, and the need to attract qualified 

personnel and to prevent high turnover (Hondeghem, 1990, 53-54). 

 

Another major difference between statute and contract employment has to do with the career system.  While 

contractoral personnel are recruited for one specific post, statutory personnel are usually recruited for a career 

and provisions concerning their future internal career are laid down by statute (Hondeghem, 1990).  However, 

since the new personnel policies lay much emphasis on job definition and classification, an evolution towards a 

statutory post system is taking place. 

 

The fact that the sectoral agreement states that statutory employment is the standard form of employment in 

local government is explained by the involvement of the unions in the negotiations.  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. 

 

Nevertheless, the actual practices diverge from theory.  

 

Table 1:  Statutory Employment in Regional and Local Government (Flemish Community, *1995; **1992) 

 total staffing statutory personnel percentage statutory 

personnel in total staffing 

provinces* 2.571 1.741 67,7 % 

cities and municipalities** 33.558 16.745 49,9 % 

local welfare agencies** 9.758 4.295 44,0 % 

Source:  RSZ, 1997 

 

Table 1 indicates that less than two-thirds of personnel in the provinces are employed under a statute.  In the 

cities, municipalities and local welfare agencies the number of statutory personnel is even (slightly) less than 

half the total number of personnel. 

 

The employment of contractual personnel is not always in accordance with the stipulations, which point out that 

contractual personnel should only be employed for temporal employment or specific assignments.  Specific 

measures have resulted in an increase of contractual recruitment.  In particular, the local welfare agencies 
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employ many contractual personnel in hospitals and rest homes. In addition, some sectors, like sports or culture, 

municipalities have set up functionally decentralised organisations which employ contractual personnel.  Most 

of the contractual employees are subsidised contractual personnel or ‘gesco’s’.  The ‘gesco’-system was 

designed as a temporal employment project for unemployed people but has grown to be a system of long term 

subsidised employment.  This is shown by the fact that the gesco-system is not only used in jobs for low-

qualified personnel but is also used in managerial jobs and important administrative jobs.  The distribution of 

gesco’s throughout local government is diverse.  Yet, especially in medium-sized and small municipalities 

gesco’s are an important part of staffing (V.V.S.G., 1996, 33-39).    

 

(Subsidised) 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).  Furthermore, 

the low cost of the gesco-system makes it attractive to local government which receives a subsidy of 400.000 

Bfr. per gesco-employee. 

The number of contractual personnel in local government brings about a problem because of the deficient socio-

legal position this group of personnel occupies.  By definition contractual workers have less security of tenure 

than statutory personnel.  Other important disadvantages concern the reduced possibilities of progression in the 

functional career, differences in social security rights (pension) and deprivation from hierarchical promotions.  

Ramioul points out that employment programmes like the system of subsidised contractual personnel, create 

internal segments in organisations and departments. Previously unemployed employees have jobs similar to 

those of ‘normal’ employees, but have a more precarious position.  While the gesco-system ought to bring about 

the reintegration of people into the labour process, experience shows that the ability to progress out of these 

contracts is rather circumscribed.  Therefore, Ramioul speaks of ‘an apart circuit on the labour market’ 

(Ramioul, 1991, 158-159). 

 

 

4.3.3. Pay Flexibilities 

 

New pay systems, i.e. profit-sharing, are rare in the Belgian private sector.  This is mainly due to the absence of 

a legal framework.  Financial participation is less widely spread in Belgium than in other European countries 

like France, the U.K., and to a lesser extent Germany, the Netherlands and Italy (Van Den Bulcke, 1996,8). 

 

The sectoral agreement for local government personnel also stands in contrast to new forms of flexible pay, 

where remuneration is related to the performance of (individuals, groups, or) organisations.  The agreement is 

not intended to allow the financial situation of local government, nor performance-differences between local 

government organisations, play a part in determining the remuneration of civil servants. 

 

One of the main principles of the agreement is the creation of more uniformity in the financial statute of local 

civil servants.  The circular which was sent to local government suggests that it is socially necessary to have an 

equilibrium in the remuneration of civil servants in regional and local government.  It is seen as unjust to let the 

  16



wages of civil servants depend upon the financial situation of government, for this could lead to a 

differentiation in pay between ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ cities and municipalities.  However, research indicates that in 

the past (before the agreement) the highest salaries were paid by big cities, which are assumed to be in a 

financially weak position (Van Hooland, 1992, 510).  Also, in Flanders geographical differences in the labour 

market are less important than larger and more differentiated countries or regions. 

 

 

In the new pay system, as outlined for Flemish local government, there is no performance-related component in 

the composition of remunerations.  Pay is almost solely determined by a remuneration scale and seniority.  

Performances are rewarded only indirectly.  Progress through pay scales depends on seniority, training ànd also 

on performance appraisal.  However, possible salary-increases based on the functional 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. 

 

Linking the functional career to systematic performance appraisal gives local government a limited ability to 

reward the performances of their personnel.  In order to implement this system effectively some conditions have 

to be fulfilled. 

The new pay system meets requirements concerning clarity of rewards related to good performance.   Whether 

other conditions will be met largely depends on the implementation itself of the system in different cities and 

municipalities.  Examples of these requirements are commitment from top management to a culture of 

performance improvement; effective communication about how the processes will work; processes of 

performance management which focus on performance planning and on the continuing management and 

development of performance; commitment to evaluate and - if necessary - adapt processes and systems.  The 

existence of clarity about the components of ‘good’ performance and means of assessment which ensure that all 

competent performers feel that their contribution has been recognised and rewarded, are of ultimate importance 

(Dell’Aringa and Murlis, 1993, 227). 

  

Scepticism about the probability of good (objective) implementation of the performance appraisal system in 

local government seems justifiable.  Conforming to the common guidelines the possible results of the 

performance appraisal are restricted to only two: favourable or unfavourable.  The lack of a more nuanced 

judgement makes it probable that in practice the usual result will be favourable, which would mean automatic 

pay increases (V.V.S.G., 1996, 19).  An illustration is given by the calculation of the financial repercussion of 

the new pay system and the new personnel formation.  For this calculation a standard method is used, which 

makes comparisons - over time or between different organisations - possible.  In this calculation a standard 

seniority of 12 years is presupposed.  Also it is presupposed that all personnel will get a positive evaluation and 

will get paid according to the second payscale of their grade.  While this can be seen as a cautious way of 

calculating the financial repercussions, it can also be interpreted as giving an idea of the expected results of 

performance appraisals. 
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V.V.S.G. fears that, especially in smaller municipalities, where personnel is often tied by family and personal 

relations, major problems could arise in keeping performance appraisal objective (V.V.S.G., 1996, 20). 

A solid training of leading personnel in having appraisal interviews can decrease these problems.  Further, such 

training can make sure that the different persons holding leading positions evaluate in a similar way. 

 

 

Another aspect of pay flexibility aims at making a part of the total pay package variable or ‘at risk’, “so that 

employees must re-earn a certain proportion of their pay each year”(White, 1996, 16).  This does not exist in the 

new Flemish local government pay system since the pay increase must not be re-earned in the next year.  At 

worst one can become blocked at a certain attained payscale. 

 

 

4.3.4. Functional or Task Flexibility 

 

In the sectoral agreement it is stated that the introduction of the new personnel management and the restriction 

of grades, will lead to a further responsabilisation and enlargement of the tasks of civil servants, which would 

mean a major step towards functional or task flexibility.  The essence of the new career system however is that 

civil servants can get in to a higher pay scale, while keeping the same grade and the same job.  The functional 

career could therefore better be called an ‘anti-functional career’ or ‘financial career’ (Hondeghem, 1993, 626). 

 

Job definition and classification is part of the personnel formation.  Provided that job descriptions meet certain 

conditions, this system does not go against the need for a more flexible organisation and deployment of 

personnel (Peeters, 1996, 21).  No specific regulations are drawn up concerning functional flexibility, that is 

allowing the civil servant to change jobs during his or her career.  The organisation of internal flexibility 

belongs to the authority of the individual municipality. 

 

 

4.3.5. Flexibility of Working Hours 

 

Local government can integrate into its personnel statute measures for the regulation of working time.  Most of 

these regulations are a response to the employee’s demand for temporal flexibility, which could enable them to  

adjust working hours and working time to personal needs and preferences.  Such measures can be classified as 

individual formulas, which respect the principle of voluntariness (Pollet en Sels, 1996, 77-78; 84).  This brings 

with it certain consequences. 

 

Analyses of the NIS labour force survey shows that part-time work is to be found most frequently among non-

manual private sector workers.  Civil servants take a middle position, while manual workers in the private sector 

work less part-time hours (cf. Sels, 1992; Steunpunt W.A.V., 1997).  Employment status, however, is a less 

important factor influencing the chance of part-time work than other factors as i.e. sex.  If sex is taken into 
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account both female non-manual workers and female manual workers in the private sector work more part-time 

hours than female public sector employees.  This leads Sels to conclude that, while the possibilities to 

voluntarily work part-time are greater in the public sector than in the private sector, the percentage of non-

voluntary part-time working employees is expected to be lower (Sels, 1992, 26-30). 

 

Giving most attention to individual formulas, which are an answer to flexibility demands of employees, 

subordinates the objective of redistributing labour.  Although (a number of) these individual formulas for 

decreasing working time in local government are related to obligatory measures to replace personnel from 

amongst the unemployed, it is also true that the labour redistributing effect of these measures is restricted.  The 

basis of labour redistribution is determined by the workers demand for temporal flexibility (Pollet en Sels, 1996, 

78). 

 

The choice of the individual and voluntary introduction of temporal flexibility requires a certain amount of 

flexibility (adjustment) on behalf of the organisation, and investment in the training of temporary contractual 

personnel replacing other personnel.  In contrast, in the private sector, where the development of part-time work 

is steered by employers (Holderbeke in Sels, 1992, 30), this employers demand for temporal flexibility and part-

time work is to a higher degree increasing the adjustment of working time to production time, productivity and 

cutbacks in labour costs. 

 

Flexitime is a widespread practice in local government, and another example of flexible practices meeting 

employee’s demand.  However, flexibility of working hours is implemented as a response to other drivers also.  

This is illustrated by the efforts made by local government to adjust the hours of service availability to the  

demands of clients.  

 

 

4.3.6. Career Mobility 

 

We have already stated that the career system is a feature of statutory employment.  The provisions concerning 

future internal careers are regulated in the statute.  The criteria for progression in the hierarchical ladder are 

qualifications, seniority, training, exams, and performance appraisal.  The determination of objective criteria, 

from which no deviations are allowed, supports the principle of the objectivation of recruitment and promotion.   

The regulation of the career and the fixed criteria for promotion, however, strongly restrict the possibility of 

having a flexible career policy.  Hondeghem speaks about ‘programmed careers’ (Hondeghem, 1993, 616).   

 

The introduction of the mandatory system is important.  This makes it possible to appoint civil servants for a 

fixed period in a senior function.  After this period a performance appraisal takes place and the mandate is 

renewed or rescinded.  According to Hondeghem the introduction of the mandatory system can lead to an 

increase in mobility at the top of the administration, which could enhance the innovative capacity of the 

organisation (Hondeghem, 1993, 616). 
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The larger uniformity of the administrative statute and the pay system, and the possibility to recrute top 

management from outside the organisation (nevertheless only out of the public sector) can increase the external 

mobility of personnel.  The limited inclusion of required experience, or seniority achieved in other 

administrations or in the private sector, can have an opposite effect.   

There are no specific regulations in the agreement about external mobility, which leaves local government with 

an important autonomy. 

The agreement also allows the 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 is drawn up in the city or 

municipality.  In practice however, little or no use is made of this possibility. 

 

 

 

5. Evaluation 
 

The personnel statute is a key element of personnel management in the Belgian public sector.  The fact that 

local government has the freedom to work out its own statutes, does not mean however, that it can design or 

implement its personnel management in a flexible way.  In this chapter we briefly set the scene of this rigidity.  

Nevertheless, we also point out that the thesis of employment rigidity in the public sector, has to be nuanced. 

 

 

5.1. Explaining Rigidity 

 

No single explanation can account for inflexibility in government personnel practices but some elements 

explaining the rigidity can be listed.   

 

 

5.1.1. Internal Labour Markets and the Principle of Fair and Uniform Treatment of Employees 

 

Despite the heterogeneity of the public sector, there is a strong homogeneity to be found in the different 

personnel statutes.  The national civil service system has served as a model for the personnel management in 

other public organisations (Hondeghem, 1997, 3;  Maes en Mareen, 1997, 3/12).   Sectoral negotiations at the 

level of central government, have shaped the framework from which the collective agreement for local 

government personnel has been elaborated.  Also, nearly all aspects of the employment relationship have been 

formalised in statutory regulations (cf. Sels, 1996, 8-9).   

 

Local government in Flanders can thus be seen as an internal labour market.  According to the description 

Doeringer and Piore give of the concept, the internal labour market is ‘an administrative unit, such as a 

manufacturing plant, within which the pricing and allocation of labour is governed by a set of administrative 
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rules and procedures’ (Doeringer and Piore, 1971, 1-2).  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’ (Doeringer and Piore, 1971, 5).  For Wise, the underlying notion is ‘that organizations 

create closed systems for managing human resources’ (Wise, 1996, 100). 

 

The question why civil services and other organisations develop internal labour markets, is commonly answered 

by referring to the functionality of ILMs from a management perspective.  The most important functions ILMs 

fulfil in both the private and the public sector correspond, according to Sels, 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). 

Wise argues that the desire for uniformity in the rules and regulations governing personnel management 

decisions and efforts to limit managerial discretion, which characterise traditional personnel management styles 

in the public sector, can be explained by a desire to foster an image of fair and uniform treatment of employees 

in the civil service (Wise, 1996, 100).    

According to Hondeghem the existence of ILM, and the rigidity in the ILM in the Belgian context, is in the first 

place due to clientelism and nepotism, which she sees as fundamental characteristics of the Belgian political 

culture, and to which the ILM offers strict rules that can lower the arbitrariness in personnel management 

(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). Justification is sought in the principle of mirror-image 

representativeness, which asserts that the different social groups in society have to be represented proportionally 

in the administration (Hondeghem, 1997, 23). 

 

Against  this  rationality  of political  appointments  is  the  principle  of  merit -  appointments  based  on 

competence -, which is a basic principle 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 (mis)uses discretionary power (Hondeghem, 1990, 192).  Examples 

are the manipulation of recruitment and promotion criteria, or the design of reorganisations to fit with 

promotion strategies of certain persons (Hondeghem, 1990, 192-208). 

    

Because of the dysfunctions connected with such practices - demotivation of civil servants, decreased efficiency 

and effectiveness - means are sought to increase the objectivity of recruitment and promotion.  These are found 

in measures which restrict the discretionary power of appointing bodies and thus also limit the flexibility of 

personnel management  (Hondeghem, 1990, 210-214). 
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The requirement that at least 50 % of the members of the examination board have to be experts external to the 

organisation, while members of the city council can only attend the examinations as observers, is an example of 

a stipulation which not only restricts the chance of political appointments, but also limits flexibility in local 

government.       

 

 

5.1.2. Uniformity 

 

The collective agreement stresses the desire of the social partners to enhance uniformity in the financial statutes 

of local and regional government personnel.  Therefore, the agreement stipulates detailed regulations and 

functions as a brake on the possibility of developing flexible wage systems at local level. 

 

However, a positive correlation can also be found between uniformity and flexibility, for uniformity of pay-

scales facilitates external mobility of personnel among local and regional government organisations. 

 

 

5.1.3.  Financial Achievability 

 

Whereas the agreement is expected to bring along extra labour costs, personnel costs already make up a major 

part of local government expenditure.  Therefore, in the agreement much emphasis is laid on the financial 

achievability of the implementation of the new personnel practices, and Flemish government keeps a close 

watch on the financial side of local plans.   

The danger of ‘wage drift,’ which is connected with decentralisation of wage-determination, is an important 

argument for determining the local payscales at a central level.  This leaves little room for flexibility in local 

government personnel management.  

 

 

5.1.4.  Public Sector Unions 

 

The unions have a major influence on personnel management in the public sector in Flanders.  Not only do they 

act as a discussion partner in collective bargaining at central level but adjustments to the personnel statute are 

also negotiated with the union at the local level.   

 

The unions remain very sceptical about flexibility, because employers-flexibility is often in discord with 

employee-interests.  The principle of statutory employment, in particular, is being defended, because it is linked 

with security of tenure. 
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5.1.5. Local Government as a Good Employer 

 

According to Wise, the notion that government should function as a model employer and establish  employment 

relationships that meet a high standard, is common to many cultures (Wise, 1996, 102).  

 

As an employer, government takes position against public sector unions in collective bargaining.  Yet, since 

government is thé major employer, government also serves as a model for private sector employers.  

Government therefore has to look at flexibility from different angles.  In particular, it has to take into account 

the perspective of employees and of society in general.   This of course influences the evaluation of suggested 

flexible practices. 

 

 

5.1.6. Socio-cultural Climate 

 

In the debate about flexibility the socio-cultural climate in Belgium deserves some attention.  Against a cultural 

background where principles such as equality and equity are considered of huge importance, government has 

drawn up regulations which steer remuneration and the career policy of civil servants in a compelling way. 

     

The ‘old’ personnel systems determine current reforms.  Also, we should not over-exaggerate the trend towards 

individualisation in society.  Collective time-rhythm restricts the possibilities of introducing flexible working 

times.  Employees feel a need for dividing working time and leisure time parallel to their partner, family and 

friends, in order to utilise thier leisure time in a social way.  

 

Research about flexibility in 57 Belgian companies and organisations shows a low estimation by employers of 

employee flexibility.  The illusion of the flexible employee eager to change and with a feeling for functional, 

financial, geographical and temporal flexibility is shattered by the results of the research.   Employers see the 

attitude of personnel as the second most important obstacle towards flexibility.  Only legislation scores higher 

as an impeding factor (Gavel en Vereecken, 1996, 57-59).          

 

In addition, the results of a  sample survey of the population of employees in Flanders (n = 600 of which 219 

persons or 36,5 % of the total, are employed in the public sector), questions the flexibility of Flemish 

employees. When asked to indicate the importance of 23 aspects about working conditions security of tenure 

and collaboration with colleagues get the highest score.  Other results show that only 28 % of the respondents 

feel strongly about the trend towards changing jobs more rapidly.  Even fewer respondents, 15 %, have strong 

feelings about temporary contracts for specific tasks or projects.  About 37 % of the respondents approve the 

idea of less working hours with loss of pay.  Yet 55 % of the respondents agree with the trend of more easily 

changing job-contents (Dimarso, 1996). 
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5.2. Nuancing the Rigidity: irregular employment in the public sector in Flanders 

 

The 1993 agreement stimulates local government to develop a modern personnel management but in holding on 

to the idea of detailed regulation it restrains suppleness.  Still, the thesis that the public sector employs in a rigid 

way, has to be nuanced.  Paradoxically, this domination of rules does not lead to excessive regular employment 

when compared with the private sector.  Indeed, the civil service is familiar with irregular forms of employment 

(cf. Sels, 1992; Steunpunt W.A.V., 1997). 

 

Using the distinction of regular versus non-regular work (cf. supra), Steunpunt W.A.V. distinguishes between 

four forms of non-regular employment:  part-time employment, shift work, temporary work and labour in a 

system of irregular hours (variable working hours, flexible working week, partial unemployment and systematic 

overtime). 

 

Table 2:  Share in % of non-regular employment of wage earners according to statute and sex, 1995 (average 

1994-1996),  Flemish community 

 

non-regular work manual workers  

private sector (%) 

  M            F          Total 

non-manual workers  

private sector (%) 

  M           F          Total 

civil servants (%) 

 

  M           F          Total 

part-time work 3,5 35,3 12,0 3,1 33,0 18,1 3,6 30,2 16,0 

shift work 26,7 16,9 24,1 8,6 12,4 10,5 13,6 7,2 10,6 

irregular hours 4,2 3,7 4,1 3,8 2,6 3,2 3,6 2,0 2,9 

temporary work 4,0 7,1 4,8 2,9 5,5 4,2 4,1 10,7 7,2 

(N x 1000) 528,4 192,1 720,5 357,9 361,5 719,4 250,4 220,5 470,9 

Source:  Labour force survey, EUROSTAT / NIS;  arranged by Steunpunt W.A.V. 

 

 

In spite of the initiatives for voluntary reduction of working time, civil servants take only a intermediate 

position as far as part-time work is concerned. 

 

Not many civil servants work shifts or are employed in a system of irregular hours, especially when compared 

to manual workers in the private sector.  However, in a similar analysis, elaborated in 1992, Sels pointed out 

that civil servants work more irregular hours than both manual and non-manual workers in the private sector.  

He relates this to the task of continuous public service (i.e. public health services, police and the firebrigade).  

 

Despite the association of public employment with stability, there is far more temporary employment in the 

public sector than in the private sector.  We have already seen that, especially in local government, the regular 

system of statutory employment is being hollowed out to the benefit of contractual employment.  About half of 
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the personnel in cities, municipalities and local welfare agencies and a third of personnel in provincial 

administration are employed as contractual worker.   

The closed career system in the public sector has the consequence that intervention in recruitment conditions 

has knock-on effects for further career prospects.  Also, a dualism has come about concerning pay and social 

security rights of public service personnel.  Flexibility, as it is found in the public sector at present, has initially 

weakened the position of the  employee. 

 

 

 

6. A New Way of Steering the Process of Change? 
 

At the beginning of this paper we defined flexibility as the capacity to adapt to changing circumstances.  In fact, 

the definition agreed on by the participants of the Study Group on Personnel Policy of the EGPA conference in 

Budapest last year, did add an extra line to this.  Flexibility was defined in full as ‘the capacity to adapt to 

changing circumstances and have power and authority to take decisions relevant to particular contingencies’.  

‘Central to the concept is the discretionary powers of employers relating to decisions on personnel matters.  

Therefore, flexibility is in accord with other changes in the public sector, such as devolution and 

decentralisation.  Or, to put it even in a stronger way, 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 Flemish local government appears.   

 

The new personnel management practices which are being implemented in local government result from 

collective bargaining between public sector unions and central (Flemish) government.  Despite the intention to 

provide only minimal common guidelines, the collective agreement is rather detailed and local government is 

given little discretion for adjusting personnel management to the local situation.  Moreover, decisions of the city 

council regarding the personnel formation and the statute of local personnel have to be submitted to 

administrative supervision by the Flemish government or the province, where the regulations are strictly 

applied. 

 

It is not totally surprising then that the V.V.S.G., the association of cities and municipalities in Flanders, raises a 

demand for another approach on the part of Flemish government.  This reaction is due to an assumption of 

‘excessive’ steering. 

 

 

However, one does not have to hold the concept of flexibility as a starting point to be faced with the question 

whether other forms of steering are needed.  A presumption that current forms of steering have a restricted 

effectiveness leads us to the conclusion that there is a need for other steering forms, which are more closely 

adapted to the situation and guarantee more effectiveness. 
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An indication of the limited effectiveness of the current approach can be found in the conclusion that the 

implementation of the agreement advances with difficulty.  At the end of 1994 only 20 cities and municipalities 

had an approved personnel formation at their disposal.  At the end of 1995 this number had grown to 63, or 20 

%  of the total.  By December 1996 a total of 124 or 40 % was reached (Ministerie van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap, 1996b, 301).  The latest data show that 154 cities and municipalities, or 50 % of local 

government, have an approved personnel formation at their disposal, while another 18 cities and municipalities 

have submitted their personnel formation to the supervising administrative level1. 

 

Another argument for doubting the effectiveness of the current form of steering deals with the danger that cities 

or municipalities which were already - before they received the circular - developing a new personnel 

management, will now be slowed down rather than pushed on by the new regulations.  At first sight we could 

presume that the agreement, the circular and the supervision, are more effective in stimulating those local 

government organisations that were lagging behind in implementing modern personnel practices.  For these 

cities and municipalities, however, the danger exists that the detailed regulations form a stimulus for taking the 

supervised steps only - that is working out a personnel formation and drawing up a new statute - whereas actual 

implementation of the new practices requires a real change of mentality in these cities and municipalities. 

  

Recent theory emphasises the need to take account of the barriers the steering agent comes across, to rely more 

on voluntariness (de Bruijn en ten Heuvelhof, 1991, 46) and to utilise the self-steering capabilities of local 

government  (f.e. Bekkers, 1994). 

Following on from their critique about the rigidity of the agreement, the V.V.S.G. proposes to give cities and 

municipalities which want to work out their own personnel management the opportunity to negotiate a 

convenant with central government and with the trade unions.  This would enable the city or municipality 

concerned to deviate from certain details,  while following the main outlines of the agreement.  This proposal 

adopts a similar course to current theory on steering.   

 

 

Yet different factors point to the need for caution.  Several elements explaining rigidity and indicating the need 

for regulations have been listed.  It is also important to recognise that, despite the assumption of rigidity or even 

‘sclerosis’, flexible personnel practices are being implemented, in particular regarding contractual flexibility 

and temporary employment.  Therefore, minimal outlines drawn up in a regional negotiating process remain 

important.  Not only do they push local government along the change process, they provide an enduring 

incentive to the local level for taking into account different perspectives, that is not only the perspective of the 

employer, but also of employees or service users and of government as a macro-economic actor.  
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