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Welcome to the Flemish Parliament
In 1995 the Flemish people elected their 
own parliament for the first time. A miles-
tone in the evolution of Flanders into an 
autonomous federated state within federal 
Belgium. A year later, Flemish MPs moved 
into their own parliament building.

The glass dome that spans the hemicycle 
is the most recognisable element of our 
Flemish Parliament. It symbolises the 
connectedness - everyone should feel at 
home under this roof - but also the 
openness, the transparency of this house. 
Because you have a right to see what hap-
pens here. The people you elected have 
their workplace here and give you a voice 
here. 

This brochure is an introduction to the 
working of the Flemish Parliament. Parlia-
ment is a forum of democracy: the place 
where the people who represent you 
debate and make decisions. Parliament 
also monitors the functioning of the 
Government of Flanders and approves the 
budget.  

As Speaker of the Flemish Parliament, I 
am in favour of passionate, ideological 
debate. With differences of opinion, criti-
cal questions, strong arguments for and 
against, but always with respect for each 
other’s convictions. 

The decisions taken by the Flemish Par-
liament affect the lives of all those who 
reside, work and live in Flanders. Our edu-
cation, our environment, our care services, 
our childcare, our industry, our cultural 
centres and sports clubs: the Flemish Par-
liament takes decisions in all these areas. 
With your input and your voice. 

It is important that you, as a citizen, stay 
informed about what is happening in the 
Flemish Parliament. After all, you want to 
know if those you elected are doing a good 
job. Therefore, I invite you to attend a mee-
ting in this open house yourself. Or you 
can just take a look inside the building, 
after the interactive trail through our visi-
tor centre. You will be kept informed of 
this Parliament’s activities through the 
various (social) media channels. You can 
follow the plenary sessions and com-
mittee meetings on vlaamsparlement.tv. 
Our current affairs and debate pro-
grammes cover all the topical subjects and 
issues. 

The Flemish Parliament aims to stimulate 
and contribute to the dialogue between 
MPs and citizens. Because an open dia-
logue is the essence of a thriving demo-
cracy. 

This brochure is one element of that dia-
logue. I hope you enjoy reading it!

Liesbeth Homans
Speaker of the Flemish Parliament



Debate 
Parliament consequently represents a  
multitude of opinions. A real democracy wel-
comes differences of opinion and  
critical voices. Parliament is the preferred place 
for political debate.

Decision
Once the time for debate is over, parliament has 
to make a decision. The objective is  
to establish the broadest possible support,  
or a majority for a decision. A proposal is only 
enacted (in Flanders laws are called  
decrees) when a majority has approved  
the proposal. 

Minority
For every majority there is a minority.  
This minority has the right, or duty even,  
to voice its criticism. It constitutes the opposi-
tion. Pluralism, differences of  
opinion and conflicts are all part of a  
functioning democracy. But everyone has to 
adhere to what the majority has ratified in par-
liament.

This is how it works in theory. But how does the 
Flemish Parliament put this into practice? Who 
is represented in Flanders’ forum of democracy 
following the elections? How does parliament 
work? What are its tasks? And how are the tasks 
divided between parliament and the govern-
ment? 

The word democracy 
comes from Greek and 
means “the power of the 
people”. This means that 
the citizens decide them-
selves how their society 
works. Parliamentary 
democracy means that 
every adult citizen  
designates representatives. 
These MPs then make pol-
icy decisions in a state or 
federated entity over  
the course of several years.

1. What is  
democracy?

The Flemish Parliament,  
a forum of our democracy
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 > ParliamentParliament    
= the legislative power= the legislative power  

 is the assembly of  
representatives that 
are elected by the  
people. Parliament 
establishes the rules 
for everyone. In the 
federal parliament 
these rules are called 
laws, in the federated 
entities decrees and  
in the Brussels Capital 
Region Ordinances. 
Every year parliament 
also ratifies the budget 
and controls the  
government’s  
activities.

 > GovernmentGovernment   
= the executive power= the executive power

 implements the  
ratified legislation and 
governs the country 
with the help of its 
officials. The govern-
ment has a great deal 
of power. And yet  
this power also has 
limits because the 
government also has 
to seek parliament’s 
approval. 

 > Courts of lawCourts of law  
= the judicial power= the judicial power

  adjudicate indepen-
dently in disputes  
and violations of the 
law. They sentence 
and punish where  
necessary. Because  
of their independence 
of judgment, all  
citizens have equal 
rights.

The modern democracies in our world 
are still relatively young. While some 
have been established for a few  
hundred years, most have only been  
in existence for a few dozen years.  
Previously, most states were organised 
in quite a simple way: the king or  
emperor had all the powers. He enacted 
the laws, ruled the country, claimed 
taxes, was the supreme commander  

of the army and was even responsible 
for jurisdiction. 
People were not citizens, they were 
subjects. Fortunately, people gradually 
came to understand that one man  
simply cannot rule a country. This was 
where democracy began.
A modern democracy is divided into 
three powers which all counterbalance 
each other: 

The separation of powers
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When you vote you elect 
people to represent you in 
parliament. You cannot vote 
any person into parliament. 
The political parties submit 
their lists of candidates  
to the voters. Your vote 
determines how strong 
each party is.

2. How do you become a Flemish member of parliament?

When are elections held?

Every five years elections are held for

the federal parliamentthe federal parliament (Chamber of 
Representatives)

the parliaments of the federated enti-the parliaments of the federated enti-
tiesties (i.e. also the Flemish Parliament)

the European Parliamentthe European Parliament 

Every six years elections are held for

the municipal councils

the provincial councils

The Flemish Parliament is thus elected  
for a period of five years and cannot be  
dissolved during this period. In other words elec-
tions cannot be held early. If parliament no 
longer has confidence in the government or in a 
minister, parliament has to appoint  
a replacement. 
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What happens after the elections?

After the elections, the seats in  
parliament are divided among the par-
ties. In our system one party almost 
never wins a majority in  
the elections. No one party is large or 
strong enough for this. So parties have 
to work together. They form coalitions.

Parties that have at least half  
+ 1 MPs together will negotiate  
to form a majority and govern together. 
Usually the party with  
the most MPs takes the initiative going 
into these negotiations. 

A majority in the Flemish  
Parliament consists of at least  
63 MPs: half of the 124 MPs + 1.

3. Who has a seat in the Flemish Parliament? 

The Flemish Parliament is made up of 124 members of parliament.

 118 The inhabitants of the Flemish Region elect 118 members. 
+ 6 The inhabitants of the Brussels Capital Region elect 6 members.
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West-Flanders

East-Flanders

Antwerp

Flemish-Brabant

Brussels 6 Limburg
22 27

20

33
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Members of parliamentMembers of parliament are members of a political party. The Flemish  
Parliament is home to 124 members of Parliament representing one of  
the seven political parties or sitting as an independent member over  
the 2019- 2024 legislative session.

Allocation of seats between the political parties

35
N-VA

(Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie)

23
Vlaams Belang15

Open Vld
(Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten)

14
Groen

13
Vooruit

4
PVDA
Partij van de Arbeid van België

19
CD&V

(Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams)

1
Onafhankelijk
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Political groups

When a party has three or more mem-
bers we call this a political group. A 
political group with at least five MPs 
will receive the financial resources 
needed to establish a group secretariat. 
The president of the political group acts 
as the spokesperson of this group.

Every MP can appoint an assistant to 
help him/her with his/her duties. This 
assistant is paid for by the  
Flemish Parliament. 

35
N-VA

(Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie)

23
Vlaams Belang15

Open Vld
(Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten)

14
Groen

13
Vooruit

4
PVDA
Partij van de Arbeid van België

19
CD&V

(Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams)

1
Onafhankelijk

Allocation of seats in the plenary assembly
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Who presides over the Flemish Parliament?

The Flemish Parliament elects a board 
every year called the Bureau. The  
speaker of the Flemish Parliament  
is also a member of this Bureau and  
is thus elected every year. 

The speaker leads the plenary session 
of the Flemish Parliament and repre-
sents parliament. He/she decides 
whether an initiative of the MPs is valid 
and admissible. He/she presides over 
the Bureau and the Extended Bureau. 

The Bureau is responsible for the daily 
operations of the Flemish Parliament. 
Its members are MPs from every  
political group.

The Extended Bureau (the Bureau, 
along with the political group  
presidents) is in charge of political 
matters such as the agenda of the  
sessions in the Flemish Parliament.  
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The Flemish Parliament over-
sees everything that matters in 
our day to day lives. In a soci-
ety you need agreements on 
how things are run, in other 
words, legislation. 

The Flemish Parliament 
 > appoints and controls the Government  

of Flanders and coordinates government 
policy

 > approves the budget of the Flemish  
federated entity 

 > discusses proposed Flemish legislation 
and puts them to the vote.

The Flemish Parliament appoints  
and controls the Government of Flanders 
and coordinates government policy

Following the elections the parties that 
make up the majority commit their  
agreements to paper in the form of a  
coalition agreement. This outlines what  
the new government hopes to achieve  
in the next five years. Then the majority  
parties present their ministers.

The first task of the new parliament is to 
appoint the government and to support  
this government based on the coalition 
agreement.

4. What does the Flemish Parliament do?  
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The Flemish Parliament ratifies  
the budget

A budget is the government’s plan 
for income and expenditure for  
the coming year. Every year the  
Flemish Parliament organises a 
debate on this subject in December. 
Then parliament ratifies the budget: 
if it is not ratified the government is 
not authorised to spend anything.

The Flemish Parliament discusses 
decrees and ratifies them

Decrees and laws determine how 
we as citizens deal with each other 
and how the government deals  
with citizens. 

Legislation applies to the entire 
country. The Flemish Parliament 
Acts only apply to Flanders.  
Flemish MPs and the Flemish  
Parliament can submit draft  
decrees. The Flemish Parliament 
then discusses these proposals  
and adopts or rejects them.

The ministers have to submit every 
decision to parliament. The MPs 
can influence the ministers in a 
variety of ways: 

 > During the weekly question time 
in the plenary session MPs can 
ask a topical questiontopical question. This  
question has to relate to a topic 
that has recently appeared in  
the press.

 > During these sessions they can 
verbally request an explanationequest an explanation 
from the competent minister. 

 > They can also submit a question question 
in writingin writing to the minister.  
The minister then has to answer 
within twenty days. 

 > An interpellationinterpellation is more binding 
than a question. MPs can use 
interpellations to call a minister 
to account. This often happens  
in a committee. If the interpel-
lation is of great political interest 
then it is moved to the plenary 
session. If the interpellant is not 
satisfied then he or she can  
submit a motion or even a vote  
of no confidence. The plenary 
session then has to vote on this.

Parliament tries to influence and 
adjust the government’s policies.  
It makes recommendations and 
also asks the government to take 
certain measures. For this purpose 
the parliament uses motions and 
resolutions.
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This does not include the approxi-
mately 150,000 teachers that are  
employed by the Government of  
Flanders. The services are mainly  
located in buildings near the North 
Station in Brussels. Some services 
have regional offices.   

Specialised agencies also carry out 
governmental tasks. The best-known 
agencies are the Flemish Public  
Broadcaster VRT, the Flemish  
Public Transport Company De Lijn,  
Kind & Gezin (Child and Family),  
the Public Waste Agency of Flanders 
(OVAM) and the Flemish Service  
for Employment and Vocational  
Training (VDAB).

The Flemish Parliament, the Govern-The Flemish Parliament, the Govern-
ment of Flanders and the Flemish  ment of Flanders and the Flemish  
administration together make up  administration together make up  
the Flemish authoritiesthe Flemish authorities
The government receives the most 
media attention. The ministers are  
in the spotlight because they are  
responsible for governing on a daily 
basis. But parliament approves the  
regulations, oversees whether the  
government is correctly implementing 
the regulations and demands account-
ability from the ministers.

The Government of Flanders governs The Government of Flanders governs 
The Government of Flanders takes  
initiatives to govern Flanders, to spend 
its resources wisely, to solve social 
problems… Every minister draws up  
a five-year plan for his or her  
competences: this is a policy  policy  
memorandummemorandum. 
In addition to this every minister also 
draws up a policy paperpolicy paper every year.  
In it he or she assesses the policy  
memorandum and makes plans for  
the coming year.
Ministers can submit new decrees: 
they then have to draw up a draftdraft.  

The entire government first has to  
approve a minister’s draft. Then the 
entire government submits the draft  
to the Flemish Parliament.

The Government of Flanders draws up The Government of Flanders draws up 
a budgeta budget
Every year the ministers draw up 
plans relating to the income and  
expenditure of the following year.  
They make choices about how they  
intend to spend this money. They then 
submit the budget to the Flemish  
Parliament. 

The Flemish administrationThe Flemish administration
The Government of Flanders is  
assisted by the Flemish admini-
stration and its 45,000 officials.  

What does the Government of Flanders do? 

11



Step 1 /// Submitting a proposal or draft

A Flemish MP who wants to draw up a 
decree – alone or with other MPs – will 
submit a proposal for a decree. If the  
proposal is submitted by the Government  
of Flanders then this is called a draft Act.

If a Flemish MP wants the parliament to 
only adopt an opinion on a specific social 
situation or issue then he or she can submit 
a proposal for a resolution.

Step 2 /// Discussing the proposal or draft  
in the committee

The proposal or draft decree or the proposal 
for a resolution is discussed in a parliamen-
tary committee.

A committee is a group of MPs specialising 
in a specific competence. There is an Edu-
cation Committee, a Welfare Committee,  
a Culture Committee, a Committee for  
Public Works and so on. 

Politicians are constantly in 
search of solutions to  
the problems facing society. 
They receive questions from 
citizens’ organisations and 
interest groups. Because the 
decisions of the Flemish Par-
liament have such a major 
impact on our lives this 
requires a lot of preparation;  
the process of an idea becom-
ing a decision is quite a 
lengthy one.

5. From an idea to a decision 
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The MPs of the competent commit-
tee also discuss any changes to the 
proposed text. These changes are 
called amendments. 
 
Petitions of citizens are also  
discussed in these meetings  
(see p. 28).

The debate is followed by a  
provisional vote. The text will only 
be submitted to the plenary session 
when a majority of the committee 
members have voted in favour of 
the proposal. 

A committee has fifteen permanent 
members and fifteen alternate 
members, divided according to  
the strength of the various political 
groups. If a permanent member 
cannot attend the committee  
meeting then an alternate member 
with the right to vote can replace 
him or her. Other MPs can attend  
committee meetings but are not 
entitled to vote. 

Each committee appoints a presi-
dent, who convenes and chairs  
the meetings. The committees meet 
from Tuesday to Friday.
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Ad hoc committees
Sometimes the Flemish Parliament 
decides to establish ad hoc commit-
tees, which focus on one theme. 
After the debates in the committee 
the plenary session also holds a  
debate on this specific theme. 

In the past, themed debates have 
been organised about poverty  
and exclusion, mobility, higher  
education, special youth care,  
the environment and health.

Step 3 /// The plenary session

Plenary sessions are public meet-
ings, involving all of the MPs. Every 
Wednesday the Flemish Parliament 
meets during the plenary session, 
meaning all 124 MPs are convened. 
The MPs start by reading the report 
of the committee meetings about 
the approved proposals. They can 
then discuss these proposals again 
with the entire group. They can sub-
mit amendments where necessary 
and finally submit the proposal to 
the vote. 

A vote is only valid if more than half  
of the MPs attend the plenary session.

If parliament ratifies a proposal for  
a resolution then the Government  
of Flanders has to implement this 
resolution. There is an additional 
step for decrees.

MPs have a busy schedule: 
 > They are expected to attend  

the plenary sessions (on  
Wednesday afternoons) and  
the committee meetings.  
They carefully monitor a number 
of specific topics. They peruse  
literature, meet with people in 
the field, listen to citizens’ needs 
and develop a sound knowledge 
of certain policy areas. 

 > They maintain contacts with 
their rank and file members,  
listen to citizens’ concerns, and 
take part in meetings or events.

 > They attend meetings with their 
party or party’s bodies, such as 
the party bureau and prepare  
parliamentary work in political 
group meetings.

 

Step 4 /// Ratification by  
the Government of Flanders

When a decree has been approved 
in the plenary session it is signed 
by the Flemish Minister-President 
and published in the Belgian Official 
Journal. 

Now the Government of Flanders 
also has to ensure that the decree  
is implemented.
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6. What are the competences
of the Flemish Parliament? 

These are the competences of the Flemish 
authorities since the sixth state reform of 
2013-2014. The newspaper headlines show 
just how these Flemish regulations and 
Parliament Acts shape our lives.

Personal assistance
 > youth protection 
 > youth policy
 > family policy (Child & Family)
 > family allowance, child birth allowances 

and adoption allowances
 > child care
 > policies for the elderly and the disabled
 > equal opportunities policies
 > the integration of immigrants –  

judicial service

‘Flemish Parliament ratifies child  
allowance:
more opportunities for children with 
developmental disorders’  

 

The Flemish Parliament makes 
decisions about aspects of peo-
ple’s lives.  This means that the  
Flemish Parliament has a huge 
influence over the life of every 
Flemish citizen (environment, 
schools, welfare and so on). 
The Flemish Parliament is 
responsible for shaping Flan-
ders, and it goes about this 
with the greatest possible 
transparency. Your taxes have 
to be spent wisely. That is why 
the Flemish Parliament makes 
a decision regarding Flanders’ 
budget every year.

The Flemish Parliament  
represents Flanders
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Language legislation
 > use of languages by the  

authorities
 > use of languages in the business 

community

‘Flemish Parliament yet again 
discusses the language of the 
convocation letters in the area 
of Flanders around Brussels,  
the Vlaamse Rand’

Education 
 > all aspects of educational policy
 > except for a small number of 

matters such as compulsory  
education and teachers’ pensions 
which are a federal competence.

‘Educational reform: 
the Education Committee to 
organise a new series of hearings 
with experts’

Health care 
 > hospital policy
 > preventive health policy
 > home care
 > policy for the elderly and homes 

for the elderly 
 > mental welfare
 > assistance to disabled persons

‘During a tough debate the opposition 
highlights the long waiting list in  
the disabled care sector’

Culture 
 > arts
 > cultural heritage
 > museums
 > libraries
 > media (the Flemish Public  

Broadcaster VRT)
 > sport and tourism

‘In a resolution the Flemish Parliament 
calls for the government to pay attention 
to professional artists’

‘Minister faces questions over  
the third VRT channel’

‘Flemish sport policy  
promotes medical and  
ethically responsible sport

‘Flemish Parliament can also  
abolish regulations: Decree on  
travel agencies shelved in the wake  
of criticism from the opposition  
and the majority’
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 > Public works, mobility and traffic 
safety roads

 > waterways and inland navigation
 > seaports
 > regional airports
 > regional transport (public  

transport agency De Lijn)
 > Belgian institute for traffic safety 

and technical inspection
 > driving instruction, driving 

schools and exam centres

Environment and water policy
 > environmental protection
 > waste management (Public Waste 

Agency of Flanders OVAM)
 > drinking water
 > waste water purification
 > sewage systems

Municipalities and provinces
 > financial resources
 > administrative supervision

The autonomous  
institutions 
The Flemish Parliament has es-
tablished a number of autono-
mous institutions and one of 
their roles is to offer advisory 
ser vices to the parliament. 

Office of the Children’s Office of the Children’s 
Rights CommissionerRights Commissioner
The Office of the Children’s 
Rights Commissioner defends 
children’s interests and advises 
the Flemish Parliament. It inde-
pendently monitors compliance 
with the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. The Flemish 
Parliament relies on the opinion 
of the Office of the Children’s 
Rights Commissioner to devel-
op a child-friendly policy. The 
Office of the Children’s Rights 
Commissioner was established 
under the decree of 15 July 1997.

Flemish Ombuds ServiceFlemish Ombuds Service
The Flemish Ombuds Service 
examines complaints about the 
Flemish administration, drafts 
proposals and publishes opin-
ions. It also reports any viola-
tions of the Code of Conduct of 
the Flemish MPs to the Speaker 
of the Flemish Parliament. The 
Flemish Ombuds Service was  
established under the  
decree of 7 July 1998.

Flemish Peace InstituteFlemish Peace Institute
The Flemish Peace  
Institute conducts scientific  
research, gathers information 
and informs and advises the 
Flemish Parliament and the 
public on peace-related topics. 
The Peace Institute wishes to 
help foster a culture of peace  
in Flanders, Europe and the 
world. The Flemish Peace Insti-

tute was established under the 
decree of 7 May 2004.

Energy Regulator  Energy Regulator  
in Flandersin Flanders
The Energy Regulator in Flan-
ders (VREG) is an autonomous 
service with legal personality 
under the supervision of the 
Flemish Parliament. The parlia-
ment lays down rules for the 
VREG’s operation and organisa-
tion in the Energy Decree, ap-
points the Board of Directors’ 
members, holds hearings on 
the draft business plan and ap-
proves the VREG’s budget. 
Elected representatives may 
pose questions to the VREG.

‘Flanders is the European  
leader in terms of  
environmentally-responsible 
waste management’

17

‘Clash between the minister and the  
opposition on the subject of greening  
circulation taxes’
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Housing 
 > building of social housing
 > financial housing support
 > rental of commercial and  

residential properties, leases, 
expropriations

‘Rental Allowance and Rent Guarantee Fund  
to provide more security for tenants and  
landlords’

Spatial planning 
 > town and country planning
 > building permits
 > urban renewal
 > monuments and landscapes

‘Interesting exchange of ideas about  
a Spatial Policy Plan for Flanders’

Land-use planning and nature  
conservation

 > land consolidation
 > parks
 > forest
 > hunting 
 > fisheries
 > animal welfare

Scientific research about  
the Flemish competences

Foreign affairs
 > international treaties regarding 

Flanders’ competences
 > foreign trade

Employment
 > labour market policy and  

employment (Flemish Service  
for Employment and Vocational 
Training VDAB)

 > employment programmes

‘Finally a career agreement for  
the over fifties and low-skilled  
youngsters

Economy 
 > support to companies 
 > permits for trading  

esta blishments
 > foreign trade
 > statistical research

‘Topical questions in the Flemish 
Parliament about permits for  
large-scale shopping centres’

Energy
 > distribution of electricity  

and natural gas
 > promotion of rational energy  

consumption

‘Flemish Parliament reforms grants 
for renewable energy’ 

Agriculture and sea fisheries
 > support to agricultural and  

horticultural companies
 > Flemish Promotion Centre for  

the Marketing of Agriculture,  
Horticulture and Fisheries 
(VLAM)

 

‘Stimulus measures for companies 
not achieving optimal performance 
according to the Flemish opposition’

‘Flemish Parliament is resolutely  
in favour of sustainable European 
fisheries’ 
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‘Minister announces  
the new Zwin is taking  
shape’ 



Some examples: 

 > The municipalitiesThe municipalities 
In your municipality you can apply for a new 
identity card or passport, borrow a book from  
the library or apply for a building permit.  
The municipality collects household waste, 
keeps streets clean and builds municipal roads. 
The municipal public social welfare centre 
grants a living wage to citizens whose income  
is too low.   

 > The provincesThe provinces 
The province issues environmental permits  
and coordinates drug prevention. Its tasks  
also include restoring listed monuments and 
maintaining non-navi gable watercourses.  
The province allocates grants to associations 
and provides training to municipal officials.  

 > FlandersFlanders 
The Flemish Community is competent in the 
domains of language use, culture, education  
and care for people who require assistance.  
The Flemish Region among others is competent 
for the economy, employment, housing, public 
works, energy, transport, the environment and 
spatial planning in Flanders.  

 > Belgium Belgium  
The federal government has the power send 
troops to war zones (defence) and manages  
the prisons (justice). It also pays out pensions 
(social security), defends our country against 
terrorism (public order) and issues vehicle 
license plates (traffic). In addition to this it also 

Who makes decisions  
about which competences  
in Belgium?

As a citizen you have to deal 
with six different levels of 
government in our country.  
In ascending order these are 
the municipality, the province, 
the regions, the communities, 
the federal government and 
the European authorities.  
But who decides what? 

<
<

<
<
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manages public companies such as the 
national railways (SNCB/NMBS), man-
ages public debt (finance) and repre-
sents our country at the United Nations 
(Foreign Affairs). 

 > European Union European Union  
The European Union influences our 
lives in many ways. We now use  
the euro when paying for goods in  
nineteen Member States of the Union. 
Europe determines how much fish can 
be caught in every Member State.  
Other European regulations relate to 
the labelling of food products or mobile 
phone tariffs. 

What happens if there is a conflict  
between the various levels of  
government?

What if the Flemish Parliament ratified  
a decree about military service which is  
a federal competence? Or if the Walloon 
Parliament strayed into Flemish territory 
by protecting the dunes in Oostduinkerke 
by decree? 

In these instances the government or  
any citizen who considers himself/herself 
to have been affected by these actions  
can submit a complaint to the Consti-
tutional Court. The court can then rule 
that a decree or a law is unconstitutional.
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The communities

Belgium is divided into three communities: 
a Flemish-, a French- and a German- 
speaking Community.  

 > The Flemish Community comprises  
all of the inhabitants of Flanders  
and Brussels-based Flemings.  
Brussels-based Flemings live in  
the bilingual Brussels-Capital Region 
and speak Dutch. 

 > The French Community comprises  
all of the residents of Wallonia and  
Francophone inhabitants of Brussels. 

 > The German-speaking Community  
comprises all of the inhabitants of the 
nine German-speaking municipalities  
in the east of Belgium. 

The regions

Belgium is also divided into three regions: 
the Flemish and Walloon Regions and  
the Brussels-Capital Region.

 > The Flemish Region is made up of the 
territory of the five Flemish provinces.

 > The Walloon Region encompasses the 
territory of the five Walloon provinces. 
There are also nine German-speaking 
municipalities in the Walloon Region. 
They do not constitute a German- 
speaking region.

 > The Brussels-Capital Region encom-
passes the territory of the nineteen 
municipalities of Brussels.

Decisions regarding  
Flanders can be divided into 
two major spheres of compe-
tence: community affairs 
(relating to people) and 
regional affairs  
(relating to the territory).

Community affairsCommunity affairs include 
 > Personal assistance 
 > Health care 
 > Culture 
 > Language legislation
 > Education

Regional affairsRegional affairs include 
 > Environment and water 

policy
 > Municipalities and  

provinces
 > Public works and  

transportation
 > Employment
 > Economy 
 > Energy
 > Agriculture and sea  

fisheries
 > Housing 
 > Spatial planning 
 > Land use planning and 

nature conservation

7. Communities and Regions
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And yet we “only” have six parlia-
ments and six governments:  
the Flemish Parliament and the 
Government of Flanders govern  
the Flemish Community and the 
Flemish Region. 

Each community and each region 
has its own parliament and  
government. If you add them all up 
Belgium should technically have 
seven parliaments and seven  
governments: 3 communities  
+ 3 regions + 1 federal government  
= 7 parliaments and governments.

FLEMISH COMMUNITY

FRENCH COMMUNITY

GERMAN-SPEAKING COMMUNITY

THE COMMUNITIES

FLANDERS

BRUSSELS

THE FLEMISH FEDERATED ENTITY
ONE PARLIAMENT, ONE GOVERNMENT

FLANDERS

WALLONIA

BRUSSELS

THE REGIONS
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and 2014, which gradually converted 
the unitary Belgian state into a federal 
state. Flanders and Wallonia thus  
became more autonomous, shifting in 
the direction of more self-government.

Why is the Belgian state structure  
so complicated?

Belgium has two types of federated  
entities: regions and communities. 
This is what makes our state structure 
so complicated. The country was  
divided into regions and communities 
because the Flemings and Walloons 
wanted a federal state for different  
reasons.  

 > Flemish citizens pursued cultural 
autonomy for all Dutch speakers,  
as well as for Flemish citizens living 
in Brussels. This is why three com-
munities were formed: the Flemish 
Community, the French Community 
and the German-speaking Com-
munity. The word “community” 
refers to the population group which 
must be able to make decisions 
independently.

 > The Walloons mainly wanted to  
pursue their own social-economic 
policy. That is why three regions 
were established: the Flemish 
Region, the Brussels-Capital Region 
and the Walloon Region. The word 
“region” refers to the territory. 

From a unitary state …

The State of Belgium was founded in 
1830. At the time, Belgium had one  
parliament and one government.  
The country was also already sub-
divided into municipalities and  
provinces but the national parliament’s 
legislation applied to all Belgians.  
The ministers governed the entire  
Belgian territory.

At the time French was the official  
language in parliament, in the admin-
istration, in the army and in higher  
education. This caused tensions  
between the Flemings and the Walloons. 
From the second half of the nineteenth 
century onwards the Flemish move-
ment lobbied in favour of the recog-
nition of Dutch as a second official  
language, alongside French. This  
recognition was enacted with the  
language laws of 1873 and subsequent 
legislation.

... to a federation

After the Second World War the  
tensions between Flanders and  
Wallonia only increased. Gradually  
it became clear that Flemings and  
Walloons should make their own  
decisions regarding certain matters. 
That is why the Belgian Parliament  
approved six state reforms between 1970 

The structure of the Belgian state: there have been quite a number of changes 
since 1830
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The majority of this money comes 
from the federal state (an endow-
ment). Flanders can raise its own 
regional taxes, using for example 
the withholding tax on income  
from real estate, registration fees 
and death duties. Part of these  
revenues derive from taxes 
imposed by Flanders itself.

Flanders acquired several new  
competences in the period span-
ning 1970 and 2014. Flanders 
requires a very large budget to be 
able to exercise its competences 
fully. To understand this we only 
need to think of the cost of educa-
tion, the assistance to the disabled 
or the construction of cultural  
centres and sport centres.

8. The budget of Flanders
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The difference between revenue and expenditure in the 2021 budget is 4.769 billion euros. In calculating the 
deficit, accounting corrections were made and an amount of 1.221 billion euros was excluded because the 
Flemish Government does not expect this amount to be spent. What remains thereafter is a deficit of 3.548 
billion euros according to European standards. Under its budgetary target, the Flemish Government does not 
take account of investment expenditure with a proven return on investment (Oosterweel) amounting to 146.1 
million euros and thus arrives at a deficit of 3.402 billion euros.

5,01 billion (10,8%%)
Other resources

7,75 billion (16,8%%)
Flemish supplementary taxes

6,60 billion (14,3%)
Flemish taxes

INCOME
€ 46,22 billion

2021

26,86 billion (58,1%)
Federal Governement resources

EXPENDITURE
€ 50,97 billion

2021

 

 

 

 

  

 

0,13 billion (0,26%)
Higher Entities

4,31 billion (8,46%)
Finance and Budget

15,07 billion (29,6%)
Education and Training

3,57 billion (7%)
Work and Social Economy

0,20 billion (0,39%)
Agriculture and Fisheries

4,27 billion (8,39%)
Mobility and Public Works

2,17 billion (4,27%)
Environment

1,93 billion (3,79%)
Economy, Science
and Innovation

9,3 billion (3,79%)
Chancellery and Administration Department, 

Flemish Foreign Affairs and Justice

13,25 billion (25,87%)
Welfare, Public Health and Family

1,32 billion (3,76%)
Culture, Youth, Sports and Media
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Every year the Government of Flan-
ders draws up a budget for a full year. 
It then drafts various decrees on the 
budget. These outline the estimated 
income (from taxes and federal endow-
ments) and the estimated expendi-
ture for all the governmental tasks.

The Flemish Parliament discusses 
these decrees in great detail and 
then votes on them, first in the  
relevant committee and subse-
quently in the plenary session. 

The government regularly checks 
whether the budget is still correct 
(budgetary control). Sometimes the 
government has to alter the budget 
slightly. This is called a budgetary 
adjustment.

The Flemish budget amounts to 
around 48.6 billion euros. The 
budget for the year 2020 is divided 
between revenuerevenue and expenditureexpenditure 
as shown in the graphs. Both the 
revenue  
and the expenditure are estima-
tions. Expenditure represents  
the maximum level for government 
spending. 

The budgets for Welfare, Public 
health and Family and for Educa-
tion and Training are the biggest 
budget items. 

How is a budget drawn up?
Drawing up a budget means making 
decisions. And that is what politics 
is all about. 
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The website of the Flemish Parliament
You can find all the information about the 
activities of the Flemish Parliament at 
www.vlaamsparlement.be: agendas and 
proceedings of meetings, press releases, 
parliamentary documents, you name it,  
it’s here. You can also find the contact 
details of Flemish MPs as well as infor-
mation about the operations and the regu-
lations of the Flemish Par liament and both 
buildings. You can even watch the plenary 
sessions and most committee meetings 
streamed live via the website, and watch 
the recordings of past meetings.

Attending meetings
Meetings in the Flemish Parliament are 
public meetings: this applies to the com-
mittee meetings as well as to plenary  
sessions. You can follow them from the 
public gallery. The public may not disrupt 
the debates. On the designated day of  
the meeting kindly report to the visitor 
entrance, at 86, Leuvenseweg (see map, at 
the back of the brochure).

Active and assertive citizens
As a citizen you have the right to submit  
a petition, alone or as part of a group. This 
gives you the right to petition the parliament. 
When a minimum of 15,000 people have 
signed your petition, a committee must 
deal with your petition in detail. The first 
signatory of the petition may explain  
the question in the committee meeting.

After sending someone to par-
liament it is only natural to 
want to know if they are doing 
a good job or not and also to 
want to know what your MP is 
doing. The dome of our build-
ing symbolises the open nature 
of the Flemish Parliament.  
A dome is not only a connec-
tive element (everyone has to 
feel at home beneath it) but it is 
also transparent. Do you want 
to know what the Flemish MPs 
are doing? Here is where you 
can find out more information:

The Flemish Parliament,  
an open house!
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Other people also take the floor in 
the Flemish Parliament. The MPs 
regularly invite specialists or prac-
titioners to give an explanation on  
a specific topic. These are called 
hearings.

Contacting an MP
You can share your opinion or 
thoughts with MPs. You can find the 
contact details of the MPs on the 
website of the Flemish Parliament.

Social networks
The Flemish Parliament also informs 
citizens via the social media. Follow 
us on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, 
Flickr, Instagram and YouTube:  

@VlaamsParlement - @vlaparl - 
#vlaparl

Information through the media
Journalists inform citizens about 
what goes on in parliament. They 
take a critical view of politics and 
the work. The plenary sessions are 
shown on the Parliamentary broad-
casting station vlaamsparlement.tv
and on Villa Politica on the Flemish 
public broadcaster Eén. 

Flemish Parliament Visitors Centre
The Flemish Parliament Visitors 
Centre gives you the opportunity  
to experience Flemish democracy 
from the front row. Quite literally. 

29



Flemish Parliament Visitors Centre
99, IJzerenkruisstraat, 1000 Brussels
phone: +32 2 552 46 11
bezoekerscentrum@vlaamsparlement.be 
bezoekerscentrum.vlaamsparlement.be

The educational service of  
the Flemish Parliament
The educational service creates 
educational materials about how 
our democracy works and what role 
the Flemish Parliament plays in it. 
The educational service wants to 
provide support to teachers and 
educational workers in their mission 
to educate children, young people 
and adults to allow them to become 
active and democratic citizens. 

The Visitors Centre is located in  
the Flemish Parliament’s historic 
post office counter hall De Loketten. 
right in the heart of Brussels. 
Visitors get to explore the Flemish 
Parliament and its history via  
six themes. The Visitors Centre  
is aimed at young people from  
the age of 14 upwards. adults. 
families and groups. An audio guide 
allows you to explore at your own 
pace. Guided tours of the Domed 
Hall are conducted twice daily,  
with the exception of Wednesday 
afternoons. This visit lasts half  
an hour. You can additionally join  
a one and a half hour guided tour  
of the parliament building.
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The educational service organises 
the guided tours and is currently 
working on the visitor centre in  
De Loketten.

You can find further information 
about the range of educational  
materials on offer at  
www.dekrachtvanjestem.be. 

The educational service also  
organises educational day-long  
programmes for pupils in which 
young people learn more about the 
rules that underpin democratic 
consultation via a simulation 
exercise. Together with the Brussels 
Parliament the service organises 
dialogue sessions, in which  
a Brussels and a Flemish class 
discuss themes that interest  
young people. 

Address and map of the Flemish Parliament 
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You can find the Flemish Parliament in 
Hertogsstraat in the centre of Brussels.

The contact details of the Flemish 
MPs, the political groups, the services 
of the General Secretariat and so  
on can be found on www.vlaams-
parlement.be. Check us out on  
Facebook (/VlaamsParlement) or  
follow us on Twitter @vlaparl.

Mail 
Vlaams Parlement, 1011 Brussels 

Visitors 
86, Leuvenseweg, 1000 Brussels

Flemish Parliament Visitors Centre
99, IJzerenkruisstraat, 1000 Brussels
bezoekerscentrum@vlaamsparlement.be
bezoekerscentrum.vlaamsparlement.be
phone + 32 2 552 46 11

Office of the Children’s Rights  
Commissioner

86, Leuvenseweg, 1000 Brussels
phone + 32 2 552 98 00 
fax: + 32 2 552 98 01
kinderrechten@vlaamsparlement.be
www.kinderrechtencommissariaat.be

Flemish Ombuds Service
86, Leuvenseweg, 1000 Brussels
phone + 32 2 552 98 98
fax: + 32 2 552 98 50
info@vlaamseombudsdienst.be or  
klachten@vlaamseombudsdienst.be
www.vlaamseombudsdienst.be

Flemish Peace Institute
86, Leuvenseweg, 1000 Brussels
phone + 32 2 552 45 91
fax + 32 2 552 44 08
vredesinstituut@vlaamsparlement.be
www.vlaamsvredesinstituut.eu
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Map 

You can find a detailed map on the website of the Flemish Parliament  
www.flemishparliament.eu
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@VlaamsParlement @vlaparl #vlaparl

www.flemishparliament.eu


