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Doing Business in Belgium
Market Overview

Belgium is a compact and diverse market, sitting on the cultural and linguistic border of Germanic
and Latin Europe. Itis composed of the francophone Wallonia region to the south, the Dutch speaking
Flanders region in the north, and the bilingual capital region of Brussels. There is also a small enclave
of German speakers. This diversity makes it an ideal market for many U.S. firms to test their products
before expanding distribution throughout Europe. With a population of 11.35 million people in a
territory comparable in size to the state of Maryland, it is densely populated. It enjoys one of the
highest per capita incomes in Europe, with a relatively balanced income distribution, resulting in
widely distributed purchasing power.

Belgium GDP was a total of $533 billion in 2018. Bilateral trade was worth over $56.1 billion for the
year 2017. With its major ports (Antwerp is the second largest port in Europe) and excellent logistical
infrastructure, a significant portion of bilateral trade either originates in, or is destined for, other
countries in Europe. The U.S. ranked as Belgium'’s fifth principal and most important non-EU trading
partner; with Belgium ranking as the 10th largest recipient of U.S. exports in 2017.

Often referred to as “the capital of Europe”, the Belgian capital of Brussels is home to the
headquarters of the European Union (EU) and of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), as
well as hundreds of international institutions, associations and multinational corporations.

Market Challenges

In 2018, the Belgian economy grew 1.4%. Due to the decreasing, and ultimately negative,
contribution of net exports, and slower investment growth, GDP growth is forecasted to slow to 1.2%
in both 2019 and 2020. Regarding the labor market, the impact of slower economic growth is
expected to be offset partially by recent labor market measures. As a result, employment growth is
forecasted at 0.8% in 2019, and resulting in unemployment to fall from 6% in 2018, to close to 5%
by 2020. Rising disposable income, thanks to both job creation and wage indexation, is expected to
underpin stronger private consumption growth in 2019 and 2020.

In 2018, Belgium ran a foreign trade surplus of almost EUR 14.0 billion. The contribution of net
exports to GDP growth is forecast to weaken markedly in 2019 and turn negative in 2020. While the
expected slowdown in world trade should weigh on exports, imports should be bolstered by stronger
domestic demand. Downside risks to the outlook are mainly external, Belgium being a small open
economy. They include potential impacts on the economy from higher-than-expected slowdown in
Belgium’s main trading partners. On the upside, private consumption could turn out to be more
dynamic than expected, if consumers spend all of their expected increase in disposable income.

Since June 2015, the Belgian government has undertaken a series of measures aiming to reduce the
tax burden on labor and to increase Belgium’s economic competitiveness and attractiveness to
foreign investment. The July 2017 decision to lower the corporate tax rate from 35 to 25 percent is
expected to make a big improvement in the investment climate. However, to fully realize Belgium’s
employment potential, it remains important to address the fragmentation of the labor market. More
specifically, progress is needed in integrating vulnerable groups—especially immigrants born



outside the EU, the young, and the low-skilled. Moreover, large regional disparities in unemployment
rates persist.

Belgium boasts an open market well connected to the major economies of the world. As a logistical
gateway to Europe, host to the EU institutions and a central location closely tied to the major
European economies (Germany in particular), Belgium is an attractive market and location for U.S.
investors. The Belgian economy continues to attract significant levels of investment in chemicals,
petrochemicals, transport equipment, machinery, plastics, mineral products, base metals, precious
metals and stones; environmental technologies; food processing and packaging; health technologies;
information and communication; and textiles. Finally, Belgium is a highly developed, long-time
economic partner of the United States that benefits from an extremely well-educated workforce,
world-renowned research centers, and the infrastructure to support a broad range of economic
activities.

Market Opportunities

Top U.S. exports to Belgium include chemicals and petrochemicals; plastics and machinery. Post sees
major existing or developing opportunities for U.S. exporters in (in alphabetical order): Energy, ICT
Services, Medical Devices, Safety and Security, and Travel & Tourism. As the host of NATO and EU
headquarters, and hundreds of other international organizations, Belgium also offers opportunities
for specific projects.

Belgium’s central location in the wealthiest region of Europe makes it an ideal gateway for exports
to destinations throughout Europe. Within a radius of 300 miles, 140 million EU consumers can be
reached, representing 60% of Europe’s purchasing power.

Belgium is also seen as a test market. Belgium contains a few distinctly separate socio-demographic
groups such as the Dutch-speaking Flemings and the French-speaking Walloons, governed by the
same legal system. The Belgian economy largely reflects the overall European economy and
consumer, a mini-Europe that is easier to enter than starting with larger European markets.

Moreover, Belgian productivity levels are the result of high investment in the quality of its labor force.
Because of its location and history, the educational system in Belgium is highly oriented towards the
instruction of foreign languages. U.S. companies contemplating the Belgian market will be
encouraged by the large number of English speakers.

Market Entry Strategy

U.S. exporters can penetrate the Belgian market through importers/distributors, wholesalers or
specialized retailers, depending on their products and their company size. Interested U.S. exporters
will have to focus on innovation, quality and competitive pricing to successfully enter the market.

In support of U.S. commercial interests in Belgium, the U.S. Embassy in Brussels uses the combined
resources of the various U.S. Government agencies to promote exports of U.S. goods and services. It
also supplies information on trade and investment opportunities and serves as an advocate for U.S.
firms. For specific requests, firms can contact the applicable Commercial Specialist at the U.S.
Embassy in Brussels for counseling and market entry strategies tailored to their products and
services (see: Export.gov - What can CS Belgium do for you?).







Political Environment
Political Environment

For background information on the political and economic environment of the country, please click
on the link below to the U.S. Department of State Background Notes.

https://www.state.gov/countries-areas/belgium



Selling U.S. Products & Services
Using an Agent to Sell US Products and Services

Please refer to the European Union Country Commercial Guide’s section on Using an Agent or
Distributor to Sell U.S. Products and Services

Key Link: https://www.export.gov/article?id=European-union-Using-Agent

Establishing an Office

U.S. companies wishing to start business activities in Belgium can choose to set up either a subsidiary
or a branch. A subsidiary is incorporated under foreign law and the branch under Belgian law. The
choice between a subsidiary and a branch often depends on the taxation structure in the foreign
country from which the investment is made. Incorporation generally takes six weeks. No prior
government authorization is required and there is no restriction on the transfer of capital into
Belgium, with the exception of industries such as banking, insurance, pharmaceuticals, and
broadcasting. When planning to open an office or set up a company in Belgium, U.S. companies
should contact the foreign investment offices of the Belgian region where they will be located
(Flanders , Wallonia, and Brussels ). These offices will be able to provide support and advice on
matters of tax, employment, location and accounting. The Belgian Federal Government website also
provides general information and steps to take to open an office in the country.

Legal Features

A subsidiary is a separate legal entity; thus, liability is limited to its own assets. However, a branch
does not constitute a separate entity and has unlimited liability. The parent company is liable for all
obligations and debts of the branch.

Setting up a Subsidiary
Subsidiaries are usually set up either as a public limited liability company (SA/NV) or a private

limited liability company (SPRL/BVBA). The private limited liability company is generally suited for
smaller companies. Steps for setting up public and private companies are relatively similar.

Deposit initial capital (€62,000 for SA/NV; €19,000 for SPRL/BVBA) with a Belgian bank. A
certificate indicating the amount of capital held in a blocked account will be issued by the bank.

File signed financial plan with a notary. A financial plan shows how the initial capital covers the
company’s operations for the next two years.

In the presence of a notary, sign the deed of incorporation and the by-laws.

The notary will file the deed of incorporation with the local commercial court and submit the
corporate charter for publication in the Belgian Official Gazette. (Costis approximately €1,000-1,500
for notary, €207 for publication in the Belgian Official Gazette.) Upon registration, an official
corporate registration number is issued.

Register at the “one-stop shop for companies” (guichet d’entreprise / ondernemingsloket) to activate
the corporate registration number and register with the Value Added Tax (VAT) administration.
(Cost is €71 for registration fee and €61 for VAT registration.)



Register with social security administration for salaried workers (ONSS/RSZ).

Within three months of incorporation, companies must register with the social insurance fund for
self-employed persons and begin annual contributions to this fund.

Setting up a Branch

To open a branch office in Belgium, the following documents must be brought to a notary to be
legalized and translated:

Articles of incorporation and bylaws of the foreign incorporation with subsequent amendments.

Minutes from the Board Meeting when it was decided by the parent company to open a branch office
in Belgium.

Minutes from the Board Meeting to appoint a legal representative along with a description of powers
delegated to him.

Consolidated annual accounts of the parent company.

The translation of these documents must be done by an official translator in Belgium into French or
Dutch, depending on the location in Belgium.

The documents must be submitted to the local Court of Commerce and the annual accounts must be
filed at the National Bank of Belgium.

Register at the “one-stop shop for companies” (guichet d’entreprise / ondernemingsloket) to activate
the corporate registration number and register with VAT administration.

Publish the documents in the Belgian Official Gazette. (The costs will be the fee for the translation,
registration fee, and publishing fee)

Register with social security administration for salaried workers (ONSS/RSZ).

Within three months of incorporation, branches must register with social insurance fund for self-
employed persons and begin annual contributions to this fund.

Alist of notaries in Belgium is available at http://www.notaire.be

In an effort to modernize and streamline the procedure of setting up a company or an office in
Belgium, the Belgian Government established the "Crossroads Bank for Enterprises” (Banque
Carrefour des Entreprises). It is a repository that assigns business entities a unique identification
number that replaces the social security number, its register of commerce number, its VAT number,
and the number granted by the national register of legal entities. Data are entered one time only and
all government entities share this database. The database tracks relevant identification details, such
as name, address, VAT number, and business type. For third parties (including the administration),

this number serves as the main identification number of the branch. It must appear on all documents
originating from the subsidiary or branch.

Franchising

According to the Belgian Franchise Federation, Belgium’s franchising system represents 6% of the Belgian
retail, about 100 franchisors, 3,500 franchisees, 30,000 jobs and a market of € 2.4 billion. This places Belgium,
along with Denmark and Finland, among the European countries with the lowest number of franchise units per
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capita. The largest part of the franchise concepts are in D-1-Y, distribution and confection. Over the past 10
years the franchising of services has grown slowly. The largest increase is found in in-house,
electrical household equipment and fast-food.

In 2005, Belgium adopted a law on pre-contractual information in the framework of commercial
agreements. Franchise agreements fall under this law. In the case of a franchisor-franchisee
relationship proposal, the franchisor is obliged to provide a pre-contractual information document
(PID) and a draft of the proposed agreement one month before concluding the agreement. This
document must contain all the necessary information, as described in the law, to allow the franchisee
to accurately evaluate the consequences of the contract. Disrespect for the required “cooling-off”
period, of the required content and even of the accuracy of the information provided, result in the
nullity of the agreement.

In the long-standing market economies governed by Civil Codes, there is very limited franchise
specific legislation. Franchising, which is not usually distinguished from commerce in general in
national economic statistics, is governed in each EU country by the many laws that usually govern
mainstream commercial and distribution contracts. These include the general principles of
contractual and civil law, specific commercial regulations, IPR protection laws, fiscal and social laws,
etc. as well as national or European jurisprudence. http://www.eff-franchise.com/

Since its foundation in 1972, the European Franchise Federation has promoted its European Code of
Ethics for Franchising. The EFF’s Code of Ethics for franchising has been recognized as an industry
reference both by the European Commission, the European Court of Justice, and in franchise
jurisprudence in countries like France and Germany. Its purpose is to promote a self-regulatory set
of ethical standards by which the actors of the industry themselves define the means by which to
protect its practice from behavior which could otherwise be detrimental to its image and ultimately
to its business development.

Direct Marketing
Please refer to the European Union Country Commercial Guide’s section on Direct Marketing.

Key Link: https://www.export.gov/article?id=European-union-Direct-Marketing

Joint Ventures/Licensing

In addition to the Commercial Service, there are numerous banks, professional organizations, service
companies, and financial organizations prepared to advise and assist parties considering joint
ventures and licensing within Belgium. Belgium has a very sophisticated business community with
many potential qualified joint venture and licensing partners.

Selling to the Government

Many governments finance public works projects through borrowing from the Multilateral
Development Banks. Please refer to “Project Financing” section in “Trade and Project Financing” for
more information.

Selling to the Belgian Government and the EU: please refer to the European Union Country
Commercial Guide’s section on Selling to the Government.
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Key Link: https:

Selling to NATO

NATO purchases anywhere between $2 to $4 billion worth of products and services each year. A
large portion of this falls under NATO’s Security and Investment Program or NSIP. It is the NATO
common funding program, investing in infrastructure. The Program finances the provisions and
facilities needed to support NATO Strategic Commands. The investments cover communications and
information systems, radar, military headquarters, airfields, fuel pipelines and storage, harbors, and
navigational aids. Italso includes Peace Support Operations such as NATO Stabilization Force (SFOR)
and NATO Kosovo Force (KFOR) including communications, information systems, local headquarters
facilities, power systems, and repairs to airfields, rail, and roads.

This budget is supplemented by NATO’s Military Budget which covers the International Military Staff,
the two NATO Strategic Commands and associated command, control and information systems,
research and development agencies, procurement and logistics agencies, and the NATO Airborne
Early Warning and Control Force.

Funded by the above budgets and other external sources, NATO procures goods and services mainly
through two acquisition agencies: NATO Communications and Information Agency (NCI-A) and
NATO Support Agency (NSPA).

Over the past years, NATO has been overhauling and streamlining its acquisition agencies. Fourteen
agencies, all accredited to procure, have been amalgamated into two main acquisition agencies: NCI-
A and NSPA. The agencies account for over 80% of NATO procurement. NCI-A, or NATO Computer
Information Agency is the principal agency involved in the research and development, procurement
and implementation of Consultation, Command and Control within NATO. NCI-A procures
technology that can support the objectives of its NATO member nations, partner nations, and Crisis
Response Operations in Afghanistan and Kosovo for example.

NSPA, located in Luxembourg, is the main logistics agency for NATO. It provides logistic services in
support of weapon and equipment systems held in common by NATO nations, in order to promote
materiel readiness, to improve the efficiency of logistic operations and to effect savings through
consolidated procurement in the areas of supply, maintenance, calibration, procurement,
transportation, technical support, engineering services and configuration management.

Both agencies procure goods and services through preferred suppliers and International Competitive
Bidding (ICB) for larger projects NCI-A and NSPA’s suppliers’ lists are respectively known as the
Basic Ordering Agreement (BOA) and the Source File. Procurement contracts, though smaller than
ICBs, can reach up to $5 million. U.S. companies interested in being added to the BOA and/or Source
File should contact Ira Bel ira.bel@trade.gov at the U.S. Commercial Service in Belgium for
assistance. U.S. companies interested in tracking and bidding on ICBs should monitor Commerce’s
bulletin board recapping NATO opportunities: www.fbo.gov.

We expect NATO to focus on the purchase of information technology security software with a focus
on information assurance and services, cybersecurity, auditing and business management services,
and logistical solutions enhancing deployability.
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The next few years should see a spike in IT spending reaching an additional $3 billion, notably to
replace the AWACS system with a new “Systems of Systems” employing a variety of air, land, see
and satellite technologies. The program, Alliance Future Surveillance and Command, of AFSC, is in
its infancy but the related industry days have already begun. For more information, see here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ZT67RnTyeU&t=14s

Key Links:
www.fbo.gov

For NATO procurement specific videos, see: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCwIwTKygEV1s-
eLdyEq907A

Distribution & Sales Channels

Belgium has very well developed infrastructure and is regarded as an excellent transit and
distribution center. It has the second most extensive canal network in Europe and benefits from
modern road and rail networks. Antwerp is Europe’s largest container port for U.S.-EU trade; Liege,
located 90 kilometers east of Brussels, is the third largest European river port, and Liege Airport is
also an important center for freight with 870,644 metric tons sent in 2018. Brussels Airport is located
only 15 minutes from the center of Brussels is also among the busiest by cargo traffic in Europe,
sending a little over 535,634 tons of freight in 2017.

The dense population and pattern of urban development means that for 91% of Belgian consumers,
retail shops and department stores are accessible within a 10-mile radius of their homes. Compared
to the U.S., or other European markets, the Belgian consumer has a relatively low ratio of square
meters of retail space per capita. As a result, several major commercial centers or malls are being
developed. These will offer U.S. retail brands and franchises with new, modern locations for their
outlets.

The cultural, linguistic and economic differences of Belgium’s three regions have a strong influence
on how business is conducted. A good importer/distributor must be able to operate in all three
areas. Belgian distributors tend to be small and specialized.

Express Delivery

For information on this topic please consult Commerce Department’s Market Research Library,

available from: https://www.export.gov/Market-Intelligence

Selling Factors & Techniques

It is important to remember that Dutch, French, and (to a very limited extent) German language
divisions define consumer characteristics in the Belgian market. At the industrial level, where price
and technical factors are usually paramount, the language issue is not particularly significant. At the
consumer level however, issues such as labeling and marketing strategies take on greater weight. In
both instances, language can influence the personal relationships between buyers and sellers, so it is
necessary to determine whether importers and distributors can service the entire Belgian market.

13



The prevailing Belgium law for labeling simply requires that consumers of the targeted market must
be able to read the product information. Typically this has been Dutch in the northern half of Belgium
(Flanders), French in the southern half of Belgium (Wallonia), and German in two small communities
of German-speaking Belgians on the Belgium-German border. Generally both Dutch and French
appear on all products sold in the Belgium market and should be the most prudent option for all
newcomers.

eCommerce

In 2018, Belgians purchase online over $11 billion of goods and services; this is up 29% since 2015,
and 6% since 2017. Goods ($5 billion) included for the most part clothing and consumer electronics.
Services ($6 billion) included transportation, entertainment tickets and travel lodging. The
recreation sector showed the most growth at 11%. Media and entertainment make for the largest
share of online purchases at 46%. Clothing and apparel make up for the highest turnover at $800
million. In 2017, the period between November 11 and December 31, accounted for 25% of
Belgium’s annual eCommerce turnover; this is up from 14% in 2015.

These figures are the result of early internet infrastructure development, e-commerce is freely
accessible in Belgium. High levels of broadband and cable access for high-speed internet are readily
available in Belgium. In 2016, Belgium ranked sixth -in broadband (34.22 Mbps average) penetration
rate in the European Union at 34.1%, with 78% of Belgians using the internet at least once a week. In
2016, 44% of Belgians accessed the internet via a mobile device; this is well above the EU average of
37%. Belgium'’s overall internet penetration is at 83% surpassing the European Union’s 73%.

The most popular activity is internet banking at 73%. However, only 64% of Belgian consumers have
purchased goods or services online, ranking far behind Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden’s
70%. Social media is equally strong with over 50% of Belgian’s population (independently of age)
having an active Facebook account. Approximately 23% of Belgian companies are engaged in e-
commerce, which is significantly higher than the EU average of 14%. However, only 13% of Belgian
SMEs (to the EU average of 7.5%) sell beyond the country’s borders into other European countries.

The need to tailor offerings according to local laws, culture, and in two languages (French and Dutch),
combined with a small population, make Belgium a somewhat more difficult market for those
entering the EU e-commerce division.

In February 2008, eBay introduced a system to allow users in Belgium to register using an electronic
identity card instead of a credit card. Using this government-issued electronic identity card, known
as elD, provides greater proof of identity and security in exchange of electronic data. Such increased
security provides for greater trust in the e-commerce market and may offer a boost in attractiveness.

Although in the past the Belgian government has lagged in providing online public services, it is
catching up and now offers tax filings online. In addition, the Belgian government is updating its
electronic procurement structure and public tenders can now be submitted online. It is expected to
soon launch its completed online-procurement system for purchasing goods from approved
suppliers. In 2016, 39% of Belgian citizens made use of the internet for eGovernment services and
29% sent in online forms. These rates are above EU averages of 32% and 22% respectively. Despite
its good overall ranking, Belgium still has potential to improve its online public services.
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For information on electronic commerce in the EU please consult the Commerce Department’s
Country Commercial Guide on the European Union: EU Country Commercial Guide, chapter 3 “Selling
U.S. Products and Services”, section on “Electronic Commerce”.

Alternatively, search the Commerce Department’s Market Research Library, available from: Market

Research, Find Market Intelligence | Export.gov | export.gov under Country and Industry Market

Reports.”
Trade Promotion & Advertising

Please refer to the European Union Country Commercial Guide’s section on Trade Promotion &
Advertising

Key Link: https://www.export.gov/article?id=European-union-Trade-Promotion-and-Advertising

Pricing

Belgium is a highly competitive market in which the Belgian importer is looking for the best quality
at the lowest price. American products and technology are highly regarded but do not command
higher prices than comparable products. It is important to remember that while Belgium is a
significant market in its own right, it is also the country of entry for many imports originating from
many countries, with final destinations all throughout Europe. This characteristic gives Belgian
buyers access to a wide range of products at competitive prices.

U.S. companies are advised to quote prices on a Cost Insurance Freight (CIF) basis, surface or
airfreight. This is standard practice for most exporters, since it facilitates price comparison between
EU suppliers. Import duties are usually quoted on a delivered to warehouse basis.

Sales Service/Customer Support

Please refer to the European Union Country Commercial Guide’s section on Sales Service/ Customer
Support.

Key Link: https://www.export.gov/article?id=European-union-Sales-Service

Protecting Intellectual Property

Several general principles are important for effective management of intellectual property (“IP”)
rights in Belgium. First, it is important to have an overall strategy to protect your IP. Second, IP may
be protected differently in Belgium than in the United States. Third, rights must be registered and
enforced in Belgium, under local laws. For example, your U.S. trademark and patent registrations
will not protect you in Belgium. There is no such thing as an “international copyright” that will
automatically protect an author’s writings throughout the entire world. Protection against
unauthorized use in a particular country depends, basically, on the national laws of that country.
However, most countries do offer copyright protection to foreign works in accordance with
international agreements.

Granting patents registrations are generally is based on a first-to-file [or first-to-invent, depending
on the country basis. Similarly, registering trademarks is based on a first-to-file [or first-to-use,
depending on the country], so you should consider how to obtain patent and trademark protection
before introducing your products or services to the Belgian market. It is vital that companies
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understand that intellectual property is primarily a private right and that the U.S. government cannot
enforce rights for private individuals in Belgium. It is the responsibility of the rights' holders to
register, protect, and enforce their rights where relevant, retaining their own counsel and advisors.
Companies may wish to seek advice from local attorneys or IP consultants who are experts in Belgian
law. The U.S. Commercial Service can provide a list of local lawyers upon request.

While the U.S. Government stands ready to assist, there is little we can do if the rights holders have
not taken these fundamental steps necessary to securing and enforcing their IP in a timely fashion.
Moreover, in many countries, rights holders who delay enforcing their rights on a mistaken belief
that the USG can provide a political resolution to a legal problem may find that their rights have been
eroded or abrogated due to legal doctrines such as statutes of limitations, laches, estoppel, or
unreasonable delay in prosecuting a law suit. In no instance should U.S. Government advice be seen
as a substitute for the responsibility of a rights holder to promptly pursue its case.

It is always advisable to conduct due diligence on potential partners. A good partner is an important
ally in protecting IP rights. Consider carefully, however, whether to permit your partner to register
your IP rights on your behalf. Doing so may create a risk that your partner will list itself as the IP
owner and fail to transfer the rights should the partnership end. Keep an eye on your cost structure
and reduce the margins (and the incentive) of would-be bad actors. Projects and sales in Belgium
require constant attention. Work with legal counsel familiar with Belgian laws to create a solid
contract that includes non-compete clauses, and confidentiality/non-disclosure provisions.

It is also recommended that small and medium-siz