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I. Introduction 

The grip of politica! parties of centra! government actors ( cabinet, parliament, 
the bureaucracy, judiciary) in Belgium was most striking in the 1970s and 1980s. 
In this period Belgium, like Italy, constitutes a very strong case of partitocracy. 
Yet, while the Italian partitocrazia collapsed brusquely in the early 1990s, the 
Belgian particratie 1 underwent a number of gradual modifications (some impo
sed by external factors , others were the product of genuine voluntarist autocor
rections) , which prevented the complete collapse of the partitocratie system and 
to some degree restored the governability of the country. 

In this article , we will present for each sector of centra! government first the 
main features as they were under full partitocratie rule during the 1970s and 
1980s; second, we will indicate which corrections were introduced, that reduced 
the (negative consequences of) the grip of politica! parties on centra! govern
ment actors , structures and processes. Finally, we will discuss the problem of the 
public debt and policy inertia. 

A large number of features of the Belgian executive and legislative system stem 
from the features of the party system which is characterised by extreme fragmen
tation (see the contribution ofDeschouwer in this issue) . While electoral compe
tition between parties on the left-right and denominational conflict dimensions 
has become more centripetal, competition on the linguistic-regional cleavage line 
has become increasingly centrifugal, a type of party system which Sartori labels 
"po larised pluralism", with hard ly any party in the centre of the ethno-linguistic 
divide , and most parties drifting away from this centre. The negative repercus
sions of such a party system for the executive/legislative system are most notice
able during the process of government formation, the internal organisation and 
functioning of the cabinet, the role of parliament and individual MPs, and the 
working of the bureaucracy. 

Il. Government formatio n 

The growing number of potential coalition parties, the increasing complexity 
of matters to be dealt with , and the growing opposition between regions and com
munities , has made the process of government formation increasingly difficult in 

1 For an analysis of the main features of party government in Belgium, see DE WINTER 
(1981 , 1989) . 
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the 1968-1992 period. This is especially true where the question ofwhich p arties 
will constitute a coalition and which policy the coalition will pursue is con
cerned. 2 

A. The composition of coalitions 

The growing fragmentation of the party system increased the number o f par
ties needed to constitute winning majorities. While until 1968 usually the govern
ment included two parties and exceptionally even a single party 3 the splitting of 
the traditional parties into two independent parties evidently doubled the n u m
ber of coalition members . In addition, the growing saliency of the institutional 
cleavages led to the formation of several surplus governments that controlled a 
two-third majority in both chambers , required to reform the constitution. This 
necessitated the inclusion of one or two "surplus" parties. Hence , while the ave
rage number of "parties in government" in the 1950-1968 period , i.e. before the 
splitting of the traditional parties, was only 1.6 (10 governments) , the 19 govern
ments in the 1968-1995 period included on the average 4.5 parties. 4 

Yet, in spite of the fact that the number of regierungsfähige parties has increa
sed dramatically, and the number of possible minimum winning coalitions rose 
exponentially, in practice coalition formation in terms of party composition is less 
chaotic as one might expect it to be (Ström, Budge & Laver, 1994). First, except 
for the 1954-1958 period, the christian-democratic parties have always bee n in
cluded in the coalition. Not only have the christian-democrats been in power sin
ce 1958. In addition, given the fact that they were the pivotal as well as the lar
gest party family, they constituted the main coalition builder, that could u sually 
freely choose between liberals and socialists as coalition partners. 5 Therefore, sin
ce 1958, only once ( and only for one year) the Prime Minister was not a christian
democrat. This continuous presence in government of the CVP-PSC also explains 
the high degree of policy stability in the post-war period(infra) . 

B. Long duration of formation of process 

The growing number of coalitionsfähige parties bas rendered the formation 
process much more complex and also more crucial to the functioning of centra! 
government. In fact , Belgium has become the European record holder in terms 
of the duration of government formation. In the 1968-1990 period it took on the 
average 78 days to build a government after genera! elections (two days more 
than the Netherlands , while Italy comes fourth with 52 days)(De Winter, 1995) . 

2 For a detailed analysis of government formation, see DE WINTER, FROGNIER & RI
HOUX (1996) and DE WINTER, TIMMERMANS & DUMONT (1997). 

3 Due co specific circumstances of the first years after the liberation some oversized coa
litions were formed . 

4 Figures calculated on data of WOLDENDORP, BUDGE & KEMAN (1993) and updated 
with own data for the post-1988 period , excluding the present Dehaene II four-party go
vernment . 

5 Occasionally, when two thirds majorities were required in order to reform the consti
tution, a tripartite coalition between all the traditional parties (1973-1974, 1980), or a bi
partite coalition with one or more regionalist parties would be formed (1974-1980 , 1988-
1991) . 

Dit artikel uit Res Publica is gepubliceerd door Boom bestuurskunde en is bestemd voor anonieme bezoeker



PARTY ENCROACHMENT 327 

The impact of the fragmentation of the party system is clear: in the period before 
the splitring of the traditional parties, the process consumed less than half the 
time it took afterwards (1946-1965: 31 days; 1968-1995: 74 days). 6 Also the num
ber of"informateurs", "negotiators" and "formateurs" per formation has grown. 7 

The spectacular increase in the time necessary to forma government is due to 
the difficulties the growing number of regierungsfähige parties have to arrive at 
an mutually acceptable compromise on policies , and not on the question ofwho 
gets which ministerial portfolio, a question which is usually dealt with in a cou
ple of days. 

C. Centrality of the policy agreement 

The increasing number of autonomous veto players involved in the process of 
government formation has considerably reduced the rewards of government par
ticipation in terms of offices and policies . Parties can claim less ministerial port
folios , patronage resources , and policies favourable to their electorates and cliente
les than before . The decline of the rewards of office made government partici
pation more hazardous, and the risks of some partner " shirking " on the others 
more likely. This increased the need for contracts ex ante , i.e . for clear, encom
passing and enforceable agreements on policy as well as on patronage rewards, 
and for means that allow for monitoring and enforcing these contracts ex post. 8 

Hence, since the beginning of the 1970s, coalition parties started to draft ela
borate and lengthy agreements (usually over 100 pages) , in which most policy 
fields are covered in detail. These governmental agreements grew in length and 
became more detailed and encompassing more and more different policy fields , 
at least until 1992. 9 Yet, this practice of the drafting, the publication and appro
val of these agreements by the respective party conferences of the new majority 
parties dates from 1965 only. Until the mid 1970s, these agreements only coun
ted about ten pages and tended to be rather vague. Until then, the governmental 
declaration before the two Chambers before the vote of investiture constituted 
the prime policy contract between the coalition parties (Neels, 1975). 

6 Governments that controlled a two-third majority in parliament take 27 more days to 
emerge than those that control only a normal majority. The pearson correlation coeffi 
cient between the duration of the formation of a government and the number of parties 
included in the coalition equals 0.59 (LISSOIR, 1995). 

7 In the 1950-1966 period, it took on the average 1.9 "informateurs", "negotiators" and 
"formateurs to forma government, while in the 1968-1992 period, it took on the average 
2.4 (calculated on data of LISSOIR, 1995, p. 74). 

8 Fora discussion of shirking, ex ante and ex post monitoring, see STROM (1995) 
9 The 1992 Dehaene I government broke with this tradition and started on the basis of 

a very limited and rather vague document. The reason for this change is that the main par
ties , after the ir disastrous results at the election of 1991 , could not come to an agreement 
on several important policy areas , in particular on institutional reform. Hence the govern
ment legitimated this new procedure by considering itself as an 'emergency government' , 
not capable of following the regular procedures. Hence, the agreement of this "emergen
cy" government counted only 10 pages. However, the current Dehaene Il government has 
drafted again a more substantial agreement. 
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Through designing these government agreements , supporting parties man age 
to define in detail what kind of policies the government and individual ministers 
should elaborate, when these should be implemented , and what kind of p olicies 
or problems should not be tackled due to lack of consensus. Ministers and party 
presidents often refer to the governmental agreement (called 'the bible') in or
der to defend a specific policy measure, or attack a measure taken by a m inister 
which is not conform to the agreement. Breaches of the governmental agree
ment are considered a very serious matter, and are at the heart of intracoalition 
conflict and government resignation. 

Another factor that increased the complexity of the formation process of na
tional governments is coalition building processes at the level of the region and 
community. Up until now, the process of the formation of regional coalitions star
ted at the same moment as when the national coalitions were built, i.e. after ge
nera! elections which also reconstitute the regional and community legislatu
res. 10 

D. Role of party actors information 

Top party leaders are the main actors in the formation process, the parliamen
tary leaders as such are not involved at all. 11 The government (in-)formateur talks 
with party teams which are usually composed of the party president, and two top 
party leaders, often candidate for the office of vice-PM or another major cabinet 
post. In order to solve technica! problems, subcommittees are created, presided 
by a trustee of the formateur and composed of party technicians , often members 
of the party research centre . They report back to the formateur and their resp ec
tive party presidents, who will meet again to solve the remaining points of d isa
greement. 

In nearly all parties, the government composition and policy agreement has to 
be approved by the national congress, the supreme decision-making body of each 
party, which formally makes binding decisions for all party members. These con
gresses are constituted of representatives of the rank-and-file level , selected at 
the level of the communal or constituency party organisation. In practice, all p ar
ty top and mid level party elites are amongst those selected. 

Since the 1970s, no party conference has ever rejected a coalition agreement. 
The usually large consensus on government agreement is not only due to the at
tractiveness of the policies the new government promises to implement, or the 
brilliance of the defence of the party negotiators of the deal they struck. 12 It is 
also due to the fact that a large number of conference participants have - directly 
or indirectly - an interest in having their party in power. First, most top party lea-

10 Yet, since 1988, the process of formation of regional coalitions has gained a certain 
d egree of autonomy. Since then, they are usually concluded before the ones at the natio
nal level. They have started to complicate and to slow down the formation of national go
vernments. 

11 White during this process , the party executive is kept regularly informed of the pro
gress made , the party at large and the parliamentary party will get formally involved only 
after the policy negotiations have been concluded. 

12 Yet, more recently, outspoken rebellions of considerable minorities have occurred 
sporadically. The 1988 agreement was rejected by more than a third of the participants at 
the PS and PSC conferences. In 1992, the CVP conference approved the agreement by only 
62%. 
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ders are promoted to the cabinet, a position every normal MP aspires. Second, 
MPs are supportive of the government as participation facilitates the success of 
their individual and collective constituency service . Third, the party intelligent
sia is awarded with positions in the ministerial cabinets and with promotions into 
the highly politicised public sector. Fourth, the intraparty factions do not only 
find a government favourable to their demands, but often can nominate the mi
nisters relevant to their interest , and appoint trustees in the relevant cabinets and 
ministerial administrations. Finally, most constituency party organisations can have 
some of their administrative personnel be paid by the state by 'parking' them in 
the ministerial cabinets. Hence, it comes as no surprise that party congresses 
usually approve governmental participation by overwhelming majorities, as most 
congress participants personally benefit from participation. 

E. Nomination of ministers 

Once the party conferences have approved the coalition agreement, the party 
presidents negotiate over the departments and competences ministers and se
cretaries of state of their party will obtain in the new government. Finally, they 
nominate the persons who will occupy these positions. This nomination does not 
have to be approved by other party instances (like the executive or congress). 15 

F. Other matters decided during the formation process 

In Belgium also other matters are decided in the formation process: 
- the size of the government in terms of number of ministers and secretaries of 

state (infra); 

- its hierarchical structure (i.e. the relations between the PM, vice-PMs, and the 
autonomy of secretaries of state vis-à-vis the regular ministers competent in their 
sector) ; 

- the cabinet 's methods of co-ordination (the composition of standing cabinet 
committees) ; 

- distribution of patronage (until recently, agreements were reached on the divi
sion of public jobs between the coalition parties (infra)); 

- coalition building at other levels ; 

- the division of parliamentary leadership positions (since the end of the 1960s 
the position of Speaker of the Chambers is included, and "weighs" as much as a 
regular ministerial portfolio); 

13 Yet, party presidents are evidently not entirely free in nominating those they perso
nally prefer. Former ministers will demand to be nominated again, ministers representing 
strong constituency parties or intra party factions will demand ministerial representation, 
ministerial appointments have to be spread in a fair way over the provinces and consti
tuency parties, the sexes, and between Representatives and Senators. In addition, the de
gree of freedom of a party president depends strongly on his authority within his party. 
This authority clepends on party culture, as well as on his personality and background. 
For the constraints on the nomination power of party presidents in Belgium, see DE WIN
TER, FROGNIER & RIHOUX (1996) . 
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- the role of parliament in the decision-making process; 1 ➔ 

- and finally, in some cases, also the duration of the coalition 15 

G. Confirmation by parliamentary actors 

The parliamentary grou ps are only involved at the very end of the government 
formation process, during the investiture debate. Since the coalition programme 
and configuration are approved by the genera! congress of the respective coali
tion parties before the government seeks the investiture by Parliament, a nega
tive vote by majority MPs would openly defy the decisions of the party's supreme 
decision-making body. Thus, during the investiture debate , it does occur that m a
jority MPs criticise some governmental intentions as contained in its program
me. But seldom do they dare to follow this up with a negative vote. 16 

To conclude, the process of government formation bas become the most cru
cial politica! process in Belgium as far as public policies are concerned. The gro
wing complexity of this process bas strongly jeopardised the policy making role 
of the legislative and executive system. 

111. The impact of parties on the structure and functioning of the 
executive 

A. Cabinet size 

The increase in the number of parties constituting a coalition bas expanded 
the size of the government. In the 1950-1966 period, the average number of mi
nisters (excluding secretaries of state) was 17.9, in the 1968-1981 period it rose 
to 23.5. However in the 1981-1991 period it fell back to 17.8 ministers 17_ Howe
ver, the reduction of the cabinet size in the 1981-1991 period was compensated 
by an increase in secretaries of state: in the first period , governments counted o n 
the average only two secretaries of state, in the following period , the average ro e 
to 7.1 , while in the most recent period, it rose to 8 .2 . 

14 Some coalition agreements scipulace chat some delicate policy issues (like abo rcio n 
or institutional reform) will be left to parliament to decide autonomously, without govern
ment initiatives or interference. In other issues, the cabinet sometimes rese rves itself the 
right of initiative and orders Parliament not to touch upon the matter until the govern
ment has introduced its policy proposal as a bil!. The most recent agreements conclude 
with a clause stating chat all other policy initiatives not mentioned in the agreement, are 
subject to the rule of consensus becween coalition parcies in the cabinet as well as in the 
parliamencary arena. 

15 During the formation of the Tindemans IV government (1977), the leaders of the 
five coalition parties decided to maintain this particular coalicion fora period of cwo legis
lative terms, i.e. eight years , as many of the constitutional reforms included in the coali
tion agreement could only be implemented by the next parliament (the constitution can 
only be modified with regard to chose arcicles chat the preceding parliament declared sub
ject to modification). 

16 HOLVOET (1980) showed chat discipline on voces of investiture is very high (2 .23 
percent of dissident voces in the House for the 1946-1979 period). 

17 Data drawn from WOLDENDORP, BUDGE & KEMAN (1993). 
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Yet, also here one can notice a major self-imposed correction at the beginning 
of the 1990s. While in 1988 the Martens VIII government still counted 18 minis
ters and 13 secretaries of state, the Dehaene I government (1992-1995) counted 
only 15 ministers plus one secretary of state. The Dehaene II (1995-) govern
ment counts the same number of ministers, but with two secretaries of state. 

This increase of the cabinet size in the 1970s and 1980s is due first to the crea
tion of ministerial portfolios competent for one region or community only (like 
Education, Culture and Regional Development) , portfolios that were part of the 
centra! government until 1981. Second, the higher number of parties in the coa
lition also inflates the number of positions, as more ministrables in each party 
have to be satisfied. Third , more parties also makes it more difficult to respect 
the rule of proportionality which governs the distribution of portfolios between 
coalition parties in Belgium (Schofield & Laver, 1990) . Hence, in order to fine
tune the proportional distribution more and more secretaries of state were ad
ded to the office cake to be divided amongst more and more coalition partners. 

B. Decreasing cabinet collegiality and collectiveness 

The increasing number of ministers has made the principle of collegia! and col
lective cabinet decision-making more difficult. 18 First , a hierarchisation of go
vernment positions occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. Since then, we find amongst 
the regular cabinet members basically three categories: first there is the Prime 
Minister, who is sometimes also in charge of a small policy department (like re
cruitment of the Civil Service). Second, there are the vice-prime ministers, usual
ly equal to the number of supporting parties . 19 They are in charge of a large de
partment but also serve as the leader in cabinet of the ministers of their party, 
and constitute with the other vice-PMs and the PM the so-called Kerncabinet. The
se vice-PMs are supported in their cabinet leadership role by a special cabinet 
ministériel, of about seventy personal collaborators , whose main tasks is to fol
low the decisions prepared by other ministers and safeguard the party's inte
rest . 20 Third, there are the regular ministers , who head a specific department, 
for which they also can rely on a ministerial cabinet. Finally there are the secre
taries of state , who only participate in cabinet meetings when issues related to 
their competence are on the agenda. In addition, they often work under the res
ponsibility of a regular minister, in charge of a large department, whereby the 
secretary of state is responsible for only one sector of that department. 

The most important issues, in terms of politica! delicacy or complexity, are in
creasingly settled in forma! (in the Kernkabinet) or informal meetings between 
the PM and bis vice-PMs. Once an agreement is reached between them , the mat
ter is transferred for final approval by the Council of Ministers , in which the mat
ter usually passes with little discussion and even less amendments (Frognier, 
1988) . Hence, the collegia! character of cabinet decision making is formally main
tained, but in practice the vice-PMs clearly play a predominant role. However, 
given the reduction of the size of the Dehaene I & II cabinets, much more mat-

18 For a discussion of collegialiry and collectiveness of cabinet decision making, see 
ANDEWEG (1993). 

19 Usually with exclusion of the party which provides for the PM. 
20 In addition to this ministerial cabinet for genera! affairs , they can rely on a cabinet 

for each ministerial portfolio. Thus, as they often have three cabinets, these vice-PMs of
ten can rely on more than two hundred personal collaborators ,. 
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ters are decided within the full cabinet meeting than in the previous decade, and 
the pre-cooking of decisions by the Kernkabinet has been reduced considerably. 

Finally, the position of the PM vis-à-vis the members of his cabinet has become 
less powerful in comparison with the 1950s and 1960s. More than ever heisa 
primus inter pares , who can only govern with the consensus ofhis vice-PMs. The
refore, the most influential PMs are those that most actively and rapidly can ge
nerate consensus between the representatives of the coalition parties in and out
side the cabinet. 

C. Modes of party interference in cabinet decision-making 

1. Ministerial cabinets 

The Belgian government system is characterised by large ministerial staffs . Sta
tistics reveal a permanent increase from 1966 to 1988. 2 1 Yet, the most recen t go
vernments have tried to reduce this inflation. 

In the traditional parties , most of the cabinet members are appointed by the 
party organisation, even at the superior cabinet level , including the chef de cabi
net who is the main collaborator of the minister. Ministers can usually only ap
point themselves a small number of collaborators at the superior level , but have 
more leeway for the lower levels. The party leadership has thus its men of confi
dence in the immediate entourage of the ministers , serving as a channel of relay, 
information and control. 

The members of the ministerial cabinet spend a considerable time on follo
wing government's conduct of business at the level of the Council of ministers 
and in the cabinet committees of which the minister is member. They prepare 
the minister's interventions in these meetings as well as in parliament. Evidently, 
they also prepare with particular care the minister's own projects, which aften 
require numerous consultations with the administration and with other minis
terial cabinets . These consultations can be formally organised, for instance in in
tercabinet groups, or informally. Sometimes the chefs de cabinet or other supe
rior level collaborators can replace the minister in certain cabinet committees . 

Yet, all the cabinet members do not participate in governmental work. An im
portant part , especially chose at lower levels, exercises clientelist functions with 
regard to the minister's electoral constituency. Another group of superior level 
collaborators work directly for the party, scrutinising decision-making in policy 
fields where the party does not have a minister or secretary of state of his own. 
Parties also drop in the ministerial cabinets MPs who were not reelected , or young 
politicians in order to acquire some political or governmental apprenticesh ip. 
Cabinet members recruited amongst the civil service use their passage through a 
ministerial cabinet as a way to ensure their promotion in the civil service (infra) . 

21 For the whole of ministers, the number of collaborators at the superior level (i.e . at 
th e level of university educated civil servants) grew from 205 in 1966 to 589 in 1988. Per 
minister, ic grew from nine to eleven, with a peak of 13 in 1980. To this one has to add 
cabinet collaborators at lower levels. In 1973 , there were 330 cabinet members at the su
perior level, and 1658 in total. In 1988, 488 and 2525 respectively, an increase clearly abo
ve the increase of the number of ministers. 
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2. Other intraparty modes 

In all Belgian parties , by now nearly all ministers attend regularly the weekly 
meeting of their party executive. In addition, in all parties ministers and secre
taries of state have a meeting with the chairman of the party (who by definition is 
not member of the cabinet) the day before the cabinet session . During these in
traparty meetings , the agenda of the cabinet is carefully scrutinised, and the po
sitions to be defended by the ministers the following day in the cabinet are defi
ned . In all parties, these meetings with the president and some top party lea
ders 22 exert amore important influence on the positions of ministers than meet
ings with the executive. The importance of these meetings depends on the po
wer of party leader outside government vis-à-vis the party's ministers. 

Finally, apart from these regular and formal types of contacts , informal and ad 
hoc contacts are important as well. For instance , when important issues or new 
facts are unexpectedly evoked during the cabinet meeting, the cabinet meeting 
is sometimes suspended in order to allow ministers to phone their party leader 
for advice , or the matter is put on the agenda of the next meeting, so that there 
is ample time for consulting party headquarters. 23 

3. Interparty mode 

Supporting parties also influence cabinet decision-making through direct for
ma! and informal contacts between leaders of the parties outside government (and 
outside the parliamentary arena) during which decisions are reached which are 
binding for cabinet members. Some crucial denominational and linguistic con
flicts have been solved by way of such party summits. Agreements reached at the
se summits are presented as politica! pacts, not amendable by the cabinet nor by 
the parliamentary majority. The role on the interparty mode became extremely 
visible and important during the negotiations in the seventies with regard to the 
federalisation issue. In this policy area the cabinet was a lame duck, and most 
important decisions were taken by the party presidents outside the cabinet. 24 

Yet, in the 1981-1988 period (and to a lesser extent in the period after 1988), 
most parties have preferred to appoint their real leaders as vice-PMs. Thus , in 
that period, the cabinet became again the most prominent arena in which policy 
compromises between parties were made. 

22 In some parties, these meetings are attended by the leaders of the parliamentary 
groups in the House and the Senate, the national party secretary, the head of the party 
research centre , etc. 

23 Hence, ic comes as no surprise chat according to a reputational survey amongst Bel
gian decisio n-makers, some party presidents emerge amongst the most important deci
sion-makers (but after the PM) in a large variety of policy domains (DEWACHTER & DAS, 
1991). 

24 Du ring the Tindemans IV government, party leaders (the so-called 'junta of the par
ty presidents') had often come to the aid of the cabinet, each time a blockage becween 
ministers o ccurred while trying to further the implementation of the governmental agree
ment on institutional reform. 

Dit artikel uit Res Publica is gepubliceerd door Boom bestuurskunde en is bestemd voor anonieme bezoeker



334 RESPUBL/CA 

4. Parliamentary mode 

Through the parliamentary mode, parties influence cabinet policy through the 
direct and indirect contacts of cabinet members with the parliamentary par ties 
as a collective actor, and with individual parliamentary leaders and backbenchers 
of the majority party or parties (De Winter, 1993). In Belgium, this mode is only 
of relevance for the CVP Ministers do not only attend carefully parliamentary 
group meetings and inform the backbenchers oftheir policy plans. Ministers po
licies and concessions towards the coalition parties are sometimes challenged . 
In addition, crises of the party's confidence in the cabinet more often stem from 
the parliamentary group than from the party executive. 

D. Cabinet conflictuality and stability 

As far as cabinet stability is concerned, with 36 governments in the 1944-May 
1995 period, or an average duration of 1.4 months, Belgium comes close to the 
Italian "pathological" case. Yet one should not overestimate the degree of govern
mental instability. In the 51 years of 36 post-war governments, about half of that 
period (26 years) was governed by only seven governments : four (nearly) com
pleted the regular fouryears , two called for anticipated elections during the fourth 
year intending to reinforcing the parliamentary strength of the reigning coali
tion) , and one government lasted nearly three years. The low overall stability is 
caused by a large number (15) of governments that lasted less than six mo nths. 
Often this short life-span was due to an ill-conceived departure (like the two at
tempts at forming a minority government of the 1940s), the imminent enlarge
ment of the coalition, and some attempts to resurrect virtually dead coalitions . 

Governmental instability also fluctuates strongly over time. During the period 
of post-war reconstruction and the settlement of war-related issues (which was 
terminated by the settlement of the King's Question) , governments were extre
mely unstable (9 governments in 6 years). In the following period August 1950-
June 1968) , one finds a period of moderate stability (8 governments in 18 years) . 
The splitting of the traditional parties, the inclusion of regionalist parties in go
vernmental coalitions and the primacy of regional/community problems on the 
political agenda 25 provoked high levels of governmental instability in the 1968-
1981 period (13 governments in 13 years). 

Yet, the higher stability ofBelgian governments in the most recent period (198 1-
1995) ( 4 governments in 14 years 26) must be seen not as a consequence of a fa
ding of (regional) conflicts, but rather as a consequence of the drastically increa
sed complexity of the formation process. As regional/community conflicts have 
become increasingly salient and more difficult to solve , the formation of a govern
ment has become such a difficult enterprise , that parties that support the govern
ment have become less eager to provoke a governmental crisis. In addition, sin
ce the formation of asymmetrical majorities (a national government suppo rted 
by a different coalition in the North than in the South) or asymmetries between 
the national and regional coalitions are more likely to occur, no party can be sure 
to be included in a new coalition. 

25 Analyses of intra-cabinet conflicts indicate that governments that tried to p roceed 
with institutional reform were also the most conflictual cabinets (EECKHAUT, 1990) . 

26 If one excludes the Martens VII and IX govemments, which were very short-lived 
attempts at reviving a coalition that had collapsed over a communautarian issue . 
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E. Parties and executive patronage 

1. Government jobs: recruitment and promotions 

Nearly a quarter of the working population is employed in the public sector. 2 7 

With regard to normal jobs within the national administration, recruitment is or
ganised by the Permanent Recruitment Secretariat, on the basis of exams. At that 
level , no or little patronage is possible. Politica! patronage is made possible by 
circumventing these normal provisions, through a variety of mechanisms, like the 
abuse of the rule which allows for the exceptional nomination of outside candi
dates of unique value to the civil service, the recruitment of temporary person
nel or personnel for newly created departmental services (both types do not fall 
under the normal recruitment requirements) , and finally the 'regularisation' of 
temporary personnel. 

Belgian parties exert an even stronger influence on the promotion process in 
the public sector. Until the end of the 1980s, the promotion of university trained 
civil servants was strongly controlled by the majority parties . Two types of inter
party negotiations govern the distribution of promotions between coalition par
ties . First, the distribution of top positions in the civil service ( director and secre
tary genera!) are decided by the cabinet itself, whereby evidently a candidate 's 
support by a coalition party is taken into full consideration. Second, for the lo
wer ranks of university trained civil servants, an unofficial interparty committee 
was established in the seventies, chaired by a collaborator of the PM. 28 Each coa
lition party has one representative in this committee. This committee was instal
led to prevent ministers to nominate their own protégés, without taking pro
tégés of o ther coalition parties or candidates supported by other politicians of 
their own party into consideration. Hence, where politica! patronage of centra! 
government resources before the 1970s remained controlled by individual poli
ticians , since then patronage has become controlled by centra! party offices. 

The committee meets regularly, often twice a month, depending on the num
ber of promotions to be decided upon. For each position, the committee consi
ders the candidates for promotion, and the support each candidate has from a 
coalition party. In principle, each coalition party can make nominations in pro
portion to its parliamentary strength. When no candidate is backed by any party, 
the committee nominates the candidate proposed by the board of directors of 
the ministerial department. In order to prepare the meetings of this committee , 
p arties have installed intraparty nomination committees, in which the value of 
candidates supported by party leaders, MPs and other patrons are compared , and 
whereby a decision is reached on which candidate the party will eventually sup
port fora specific post. Depending on the party, these intraparty nomination com-

27 The p ublic employment sector included in 1990 85.979 civil servants in national, 
regional and community administrations , 85.411 in the special corps (army, judiciary) , 
266.334 persons employed in public and other subsidised education networks , 185.217 
civil se rvants at the local and provincial levels , and finally 180.000 in "public interest orga
nisms" (public enterprises and services). 

28 Since the federalisation of the national civil service , similar committees have been 
set up to monitor the patronage of the promotions of civil service of the regional and com
munitarian level. 
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mittees consist of party president, prominent ministers and their cabinets, fac
tions , constituency parties , MPs and other brokers . 29 

Moreover, the grip of parties on the Belgian society does not end there. Also 
the recruitment and promotion of judges is nearly completely determined by par
ty patronage . 30 In the media sector, the promotion of the personnel of the pu
blic radio and television companies are subject to similar party influence . 3 1 Fi
nally, is comes to no surprise that in most other sectors in which parties are in
flu ential , like public education, public, semi-public and quasi-autonomous en
terprises and services, local government, etc., parties (together with trade u ni
ons) interfere with the recruitment and promotion of personnel, at different le
vels (ranging from the janitor in a public kindergarten to the chairman of the board 
of directors of SABENA). 3 2 

Hence, politica! patronage of recruitment and promotions in the public sector 
is a very widespread phenomenon in Belgium. All traditional parties participate 
in job patronage. However, as Liberals and Socialists are not always in power (con
trary to the Christian-democrats) , they try to effectuate a catch-up operation, which 
should compensate for the fact that these parties have not been able to nominate 
their clientele for the years they were in opposition . . B Hence, at the moment of 
the coalition talks , parties usually agree upon the quotas of nominations and pro
motions each party has a right to effectuate and the extent of the catch-up . 34 

29 Provincial councillors and deputies, mayors , aldermen and members of the local 
council, all engage in service activities towards individual citizens. In terms of numbers of 
clie nts and jobs involved , patronage at th e local and provincial level probably exceeds the 
one o n the national level. 

30 Si nee the Martens VIII government (1988), th e minister of Justice has launched con
cre te proposals for reducing partisan interference. 

31 Given the pillarised nature of Belgian society, most newspapers are affiliated to a 
specific pillar, and until the mid seventies, a majority of the leading positions in these news
papers were occupied by trustees of the party or of its pillar organisations. DE WINTER 
(1981) calculated that in the 1945-1975 period , the number of party politicians who occu
pied a leading position in a newspaper (members of the board of governors , directors and 
chief editors), feil from 34.4% to 13.9%. In the same period the representation of leading 
figures of the pillars rose to 20 .8%. However, since the end of the 1970s, the ties between 
party and the newspapers of their pillar have weakened considerably. 

32 The probably most fertile job patronage fie lds are not situated any more at the level 
of the national administrations , but that of the regional and community administration. 
Since 1981, these levels have been building up the ir own ad ministrations, which were of
ten crea ted from scratch, which allowed for massive circumvention of the normal statu
tory recruitment proceedings. The constitutional reforms of 1988 and 1993 have and wil! 
give rise to another wave of patronage recruitment into the newly created or expanded 
ad ministrations . 

33 The need for this seems real , as fo r instance data for 1990 indicates that six out of 
ten higher civil servants beloog to the Christian-democratie ticket (TEGEN BOS , 1990) . Ho
wever, the figures published by DE WINTER (1981) , HONDEGHEM (1990) and TEGEN
BOS (1988) suggest that Liberal and Socialist parties do not manage to recuperate a lot of 
the lost ground , and that the quotas agreed upon correspond closely to the parties' par
liamentary strength . 

34 For instance, in the Martens V111 government, of th e jobs attributed to the Flemish 
parties , the CVP obtained 47%, the SP 35% and the VU 18%. The distributio n between the 
francophone parties was as follows : PS 68%, PSC 32%. For quota 's used in previous gover
nments, see DE WINTER (198 1), HONDEGHEM (1990). 
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2. Government contracts and pork barrel legislation 

Governments contracts are to some extent subject to politica! patronage. Poli
tica! actors (party leaders, ministers, trade union and employers leaders) can and 
do lobby for different companies competing fora government contract. It is ho
wever difficult to assess which actors are involved most in this allocation pro
cess, as one clearly enters into the sphere of politica! corruption and illegal party 
finance . In fact, it is usually only with re gard to corru ption dossiers that one learns 
to what extent politica! and other actors have been lobbying and have been re
warded for this. Yet, it is very difficult to judge to what extent the revealed facts 
are common practice, or rather exceptional. 3 5 De Winter's (1992) survey of amongst 
Belgian MPs indicates that MPs are quite active in procuring collective benefits to 
their constituency, and therefore that pork barrel legislation is an important pa• 
tronage commodity. 36 

The prominence of pork barrel activities of the Belgian MP is related to the 
'non-rational' way in which public expenditures are allocated in Belgium. Given 
the ongoing conflicts between the different regions and cultural communities, 
departmental spending is carefully distributed over the regions and communi
ties , so that each unit receives public investments according to its size. Hence, 
many projects are allocated to constituencies which normally, in terms of socio
economie cost/benefit calculations, would not be able to attract such invest· 
ments. As the decisions on the allocation of public investments are largely based 
on politica! criteria, rather than on socio-economie cost/benefit calculations , po· 
liticians in Belgium have a larger pork barrel market to manipulate than in many 
other countries. 

3. Other forms and sectors of party patronage 

De Winter 's (1992) analysis of the content of MPs ' constituency casework also 
reveals that apart from the patronage products mentioned above, several other 
public service products and services are subject to politica! patronage. Apart from 
public jobs, the second most important sector relates to income problems, gene• 
rally to obtaining a ( or a higher) social security transfer (like pensions, child allo
wances, etc.). Problems of professional army men and draftees are also impor-

35 A former party treasurer of the CVP declared chat during an election campaign, he 
would visit companies chat had been obtaining contracts of the government in the last 
term, and asked contributions of them in proportion to the size of the contracts involved. 
As a compe nsation for his "taxation", he offered each entrepreneur an interview with a 
m inister of his choice (ACKAERT & DE WINTER, 1984). 

36 With regard to the policy sectors in which MPs seem to be most effective to attract 
pork barrel legislation, the survey indicates chat a large majority of MPs managed to at• 
tract governmental subsidies for communication and transport infrastructure works (like 
roads , ports, rail , and telephone connections) and attract governmental and private in• 
vestments stimulating the economie development and employment in their constituency. 
Other collective constituency services include the provision of infrastructure relating to 
the educational , health, cultural and sport sector, solving urbanisation, housing & envi
ronmental problems. 
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tant . 37 Then one finds four sectors of about equal importance : education, cul
ture and leisure (which basically concern problems of obtaining scholarships), 
taxes (problems of tax declaration, evasions and overtaxing) , transport and com
munication (getting rapid telephone connections, car license plates and road rep
airs), and family problems (divorce, juvenile delinquency, adoption). The least 
important sector is related to problems with the police and justice (annulment 
of traffic fines 3 8 , immigration, legal support, prisoners). 

Hence, as far as the executive branch is concerned, one can conclude that in 
Belgium parties have not only occupied the state in terms of nomination of go
vernment personnel, ranging from the cabinet until the lowest public servan t , in 
terms of the definition policies to be pursued, but also that through direct moni
toring and the politicisation of government bureaucracy, the implementation of 
these decisions and the allocation of government outputs heavily depends on par
tisan criteria. 

IV. The role of parliament in the Belgian partitocracy 

As parliaments in the Western world are reputed to be in decline (Loewen
berg, 1971), one can expect this to be particularly true in a partitocracy. 

A. Main structural weaknesses of the Belgian Parliament 

1. Congruent, isomorphic and symmetrical bicameralism 

Until May 21 , 1995 , the Belgian Parliament consisted of the House and the Sen
ate, which were not only isomorphic in structural terms, but also basically p er
formed the same functions (De Winter, 1996). This type of bicameralism is in ef
fective especially with regard to lawmaking. Under this system, legislative p ro
posals can be introduced by Representatives as well as Senators, each in their res
pective Chamber. In order to become law, a bill has to go through a large number 
of stages in each chamber. Any modification by one chamber have to be confir
med by the "other" Chamber. Hence , bills are aften shifted back and forth bet
ween Chambers. This process continues until both Chambers have adopted and 
voted the same version of the bill. Hence, under the old system there were no 
rules that allow stopping the navette. Yet, after the 1993 constitutional reforms, 
the Belgian parliament will shift into the direction of" strong" bicameralism, with 

37 The cabinet of the Ministry of Defence received annually about 25.000 recommen
dations of politicians with regard to the placement of a draftee in the barracks close to his 
home. This represented about two thirds of the annual number of draftees. 

38 An internal evaluation of the Gendarmerie revealed that 20% of the speed viola
tions files 'get lost ' . 
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incongruent composition and formal powers, the new Senate having lost several 
of its old competences . . w 

2. Poor collective and individual resources 

The Belgian parliament is characterised by a lack of institutionally provided 
resources to individual MPs in terms of space ~0 , individual staffing 4 1, collective 
institutional resources ·•2 and parliamentary party resources 4 -> 

The poor resources of individual MPs and their parliamentary party in con
trast to the relatively well subsidised party research centres add to the MP's de
pendency on his party organisation. In each party research centre (which is fi
nanced mainly by the parliamentary group contributions) specialised policy pre
paration committees operate. MPs often rely on information provided by their 
research centre as far as the drafting of bills, amendments, and interpellations 
are concerned. For most policy sectors, a group of permanent experts and vo
lunteering specialists associated with the party research centre prepare the party's 
policy proposals in collaboration with the MPs specialised in these fields. Thus 
MPs are to a large extent dependent on their party's braintrust, in case they do 
not have alternative resources at their disposal (like support by the research cent
res of pressure groups). 

39 in fact, in the future only the House can invest or dissolve a government, vore the 
budget and allow the interpellation of ministers. All government bills are introduced in 
the House. Hence , the House becomes the "politica!" chamber. Yet, the new Senate re
mains with the House equally competent for constitutional reforms , "regional and com
munity" matters , ratification of treaties and the organisation of the judiciary. It is exclu
sively competent for conflicts between the national and regional/community legislatures. 
Hence, the Senate moves into the direction of a chamber of reflection and meeting place 
between the federal and regional/community level of government. Only the future can teil 
to what extent these fundamental constitutional changes will affect functioning of both 
Chambers and the behaviour of individual MPs. 

40 Only a few leading MPs had a personal office in the building. Only in the mid-1980s, 
the problem of tightness bas been solved through the annexation of a spacious adjacent 
building (now called the "House of the Parliamentarians") that offers each MP a private 
office and each parliamentary group meeting rooms and secretarial office space. 

41 Only in 1981 was each MP allocated funds for employing a full-time helper paicl at 
the level of clerk. In most cases, this aid performs only secretarial work (correspondence, 
filing , individual constituency service), and very few are involved in the preparation of par
liamentary work (DE WINTER, 1992). Since May 1995, MPs are also allocated funds for 
recruiting a full-time collaborator paicl at the level of university trainee! civil servants. In 
most cases, they have been claimed by the party research centres. 

42 The House counts (in 1993) only 475 permanent employees, ofwhich only about a 
quarter have a university degree . Of the latter only chose working for the Service for Stu
dies, Oocumentation, Statistics and Archives (about three dozens) and the Library of Par
liament (a dozen) can provicle intellectual assistance to individual MPs. Each permanent 
committee has just one documentalist who can provicle committee members with clocu
mentation . U ntil a few years ago, none of House boclies and the information they provide 
were computerised. Thus, there are no means for assessment of policies or precliction of 
the effects of proposecl policies. 

43 The secretariats of the parliamentary groups are not very well staffed either and usual
ly only comprise a secretary and a typist , and in most cases only perform secretarial tasks. 
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B . The functioning of Parliament and the role of the individual MP 

1. Lawmaking 

Legislation, the traditional function of the Belgian legislature has - like in most 
Western parliaments - become redundant as this function is largely usurped by 
the executive. A large majority of bills approved by the Belgian Parliament were 
introduced by the government, rather than by individual MPs. Yet, the declining 
role of Parliament in legislation does not exclude considerable levels of lawma
king activities of individual MPs. In fact , one does not notice a steady decline in 
the yearly number of private member bills introduced in the House. On the con
trary, the number of private member bills per legislative term introduced by Hou
se members tends to increase (De Winter, 1996) . 

Thus the decline of the legislative function of the Belgian Parliament is situa
ted elsewhere. In fact , the success rate of private member bills and amendments 
is very low, given the high number of bills introduced , while a large majority of 
bills introduced by the government becomes effective law. 44 Roughly speaking, 
about nine out of ten of all legislative proposals originate from parliamentary ini
tiative , hut of those , only one out of ten becomes bill. 4 5 The proportion of p ri
vate member bills in the total amount of approved bills tend to however increase 
from about less than one out of five in the 1960s to about one out of three in the 
1980s. 

This lack of success is mainly due to the detailed and extensive governmen tal 
agreements reached between the majority parties that pre-define to a large ex
tent the legislation to be initiated by the government and to be enacted by Par
liament in the following legislative term. The MPs of the majority parties have 
very little leeway to amend these proposals , as this would destabilise the delicate 
agreement reached between governing parties. Thus, in principal, only p r ivate 
member bills which do not cover an area discussed in the governmental p ro
gramme, and on which members of the coalition parties can agree, have a chan
ce to become law. Secondly, private member bills - also the successful ones - are 
usually of little importance in terms of policy content and are aften introduced 
for pure clientelist and publicity-seeking reasons (Van Schoor, 1972). Yet, con
trary to Italy, the number of leggini introduced by individual MPs remains qu ite 
low, only a (few) dozen(s) a year. Third, as the majority parties hold most legis
lative leadership positions and therefore can set the agenda of the genera! as
sembly and of the committees, governmental proposals usually get a priority trea
tment. Fourth, given the increasing complexity and size of the decision-making 
process and the need for rapid decisions, the executive uses increasingly 'cad re 
laws ' , ' task laws ', 'royal ' and 'ministerial decisions ' , 'special powers ' , etc. which 

44 Yet, also many government legislative proposals do not become law, as they get stuck 
in the parliamentary lawmaking 'pipeline' whe n a government resigns. 

45 With regard to amendments, the large majority originate from parliamentary in itia
tive. Of those only one out of ten gets accepted, against nine out of ten of the amend
ments introduced by the government (CLIJSTERS , VAN SCHOOR & MEEUSEN, 1980) . 
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further undermine the law-initiating and lawmaking role of Parliament. 46 In ad
dition , given the consociational nature of the decision-making process in Bel
gium, politically delicate or extremely controversial matters are aften transfer
red from the parliamentary arena to round table conferences , where special pacts 
are concluded between party leaders outside Parliament (supra). Parliament only 
ratifies these pacts later on, without any modification . Finally, Parliament's legis
lative role is by-passed in many socio-economie matters by the agreements reached 
in the neo-corporatist network between trade unions , employers, agricultural and 
middle class organisations, and the government. 

2. Government control 

The House of Representatives bas also become more active with regard to acti
vities intended to control governmental decisions and intentions, like interpel
lations and parliamentary questions. Yet, in spite of this increasing activism , the 
majority's function of government maintenance considerably undermines 
Parliament 's control function. For instance, after an interpellation related to an 
important policy of a minister or the entire government, members of the oppo
sition usually introduce a motion of non-confidence, while majority members tra
d itionally counter this demand with a motion demanding the 'returning to the 
pure and simple order of the day' . The latter type of motion bas voting prece
dence on motions of confidence and annuls all other motions. Since one finds 
for every motion introduced by the opposition an 'order of the day motion' in
troduced by the majority, a large majority of interpellations do not manage to ask 
the House for a formal disapproval or sanction of the policy of government or 
the minister involved , or a formal expression about the attention the govern
ment should give to a matter and the course of the action to be taken. Thus, ma
jor ity members are not obliged to express themselves on the political problem 
raised during the interpellation, a face-saving device in case the government or a 
minister has failed to satisfy the House with his reply, especially when the inter
pellation was held by a member of a majority party. A forma! disapproval would 
nearly automatically lead to the resignation of the government. Thus, interpella
tions remain "more bark than bite" and can not order a minister of the gover
nment to alter its policies . 

The use of parliamentary questions has also steadily increased. Yet, many questi
ons are o nly a means of information, inspired by mere electoral and publicity
seeking motives. Often, the introducing MP is aiming less at clarification of an 
issue than at obtaining a written proof that he has taken to heart a matter raised 
by his constituents or dient pressure and action groups. In addition, many mi
nisters fail to give a prompt reply to written questions . Finally, the minister's ans
wer to oral and urgent questions is not followed by a debate , which limits their 
utility for controlling government. 

With regard to budget control, governmental budget proposals - until the 1989 
reforms - were aften introduced at the last moment, and rushed through the 
Chambers by the government and its majority. In many cases, most of the money 

46 In the 1960-1985 period, the Belgian Parliament issued 4.000 laws , while the gover
nment issued 40 .000 'royal decisions' and 12.000 'ministerial decisions ' . In the 1926-
1986 period, the government ruled with special powers for about 15% of the time (ALEN, 
1986) . 
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was already spent before the budget was approved. The control by the parlia
mentary auditing office covers only the regularity and legality of governmental 
expenditures, and does not consider their efficacy and necessity. The critica! year
ly reports of this office to the Parliament usually only cover abnormalities con
cerning expenditures effectuated several years earlier. Hence, often the minister 
politically responsible for eventual abuses is not in office any more and therefore 
not sanctionable. Hence, these reports rarely serve as a source of inspiration for 
control activities for MPs. 

Finally, committees of parliamentary investigation are quite uncommon to Bel
gian parliamentary life . The rare use of this means of parliamentary control basi
cally results from the attitudes of the majority MPs, who - in solidarity with the 
government - will not allow an investigation which can embarrass a specific mi
nister or the entire government. In fact , in the last hundred years (1880-1988), 
the House established only nine such committees. Yet, most of them were esta
blished during the past two decades. 

3. Government maintenance 

The support of the government has become a permanent duty for majority MPs 
as far as voting on legislative projects, governmental declarations and vo tes of 
confidence is concerned. This follows from the way governments are formed and 
dissolved in Belgium (supra). In Belgium a government - even if it is constitutio
nally not obliged to- will step down after a defeat on a major bill, whether or not 
the cabinet has explicitly turned the vote on the bill into a matter of confidence . 
Therefore, the fact that chance mishaps are more likely to provoke disastrous re
sults, further enhances the need for strict party voting discipline . 

From 1995 on, like in Germany and Spain, the type ofvote that may not be lost 
is defined very restrictively. A government may suffer as many defeats as the Hou
se ofRepresentatives deals out, as only a constructive motion of censure can bring 
the government down. As it is often easier to agree upon what one opposes rat
her than on what one supports, this obligation will makes it much more difficu lt 
for the House to unseat a government. 

Yet, one can wonder whether this reform will reinforce government stability, 
or enhance the role of parliament. The role of the Belgian parliamentary groups 
and individual MPs with regard to coalition maintenance collapse is extremely 
limited. Since 1947, nota single cabinet fell through loss of a confidence vo te in 
Parliament. 4 7 Usually, the internal governmental cohesion collapses due to in
terparty and intra-party conflicts and cabinet resigns before giving Parliament a 
chance to formally register its failure. Hence, majority parliamentary groups d o 
not constitute a menace to the survival of a government. They are docile dogs, 
that once in a while will bark but not bite. The 1995 reform will make even more 
difficult for them to bite. But barking will become more easy. .. 

47 Of the 36 governments in the post-war period (1944-1995) , only two governments 
resigned after not having obtained a majority in Parliament at their vote of confidence (1946 
and 1947). Three governments resigned after genera! elections, and two minority govern
ments resigned in order to enlarge the coalition. In four cases , the government collapsed 
due to intra-party contlicts. In all the other cases , interparty conflicts were at the basis of 
the collapse of a cabinet. 
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4. Shifting representational roles of MPs 

With regard to the representational function of Belgian MPs and their institu
tion, we will discuss only MPs' representational focus and the components of re
presentational behaviour. The representational focus of a legislator comprises the 
'represented ', the individuals , groups, categories or organisations a legislator be
lieves he represents . Belgian MPs see themselves as representatives of socio-eco
nomie and demographic categories and their organisations (like workers, far
mers , middle classes, often defined nation wide) , of linguistic communities and 
regions (Walloons, Flemings, Francophones, etc.) , of denominational groups (Ca
tholics and freethinkers) , and, last but not least, as representatives of their party 
and their voters at different levels. The diversity of representational foei of Bel
gian MPs is related to the nature of the party and electoral system, the cleavage 
system, the pressure group system and the pillarisation ofBelgian society. In fact , 
the traditional parties aggregate , articulate, defend and implement to different 
degrees the interests of a wider network or organisations of their pillar, which 
include trade unions, farmer and middle class organisations, socio-cultural orga
n isations, educational and health service networks , press networks, etc. Often 
MPs hold leadership positions in these pillar organisations or are sponsored by 
them. Thus, MPs act as representatives not only of their party, but also as spoke
smen for the specific interests of adjacent pillar organisations. 

Given this diversity, representational behaviour of Belgian MPs in terms of the 
four components offered by Eulau & Karps (1977) is multi-faceted. With regard 
to policy responsiveness , which refers to the interaction between the represen
tative and the represented with respect to public policy making, the most impor
tant focus of Belgian MPs is clearly the national party, which is illustrated by the 
high degree of party voting discipline in Parliament. Yet, the relevance of other 
foei is noticeable if one takes into consideration the content of private members ' 
bills , interpellations and questions. They often relate to problems of specific in
terest to the constituency, the pressure groups to which they are affiliated and 
o ther clienteles MPs seek to satisfy (supra). 

However, given the high fragmentation of the party system and government 
coalitions, Belgian MPs encounter increasingly difficulties in playing this role suc
cessfully. Given their obligation to adhere to their national party programme, and 
in case of majority MPs the permanent obligation to obey the stipulations of the 
coalition agreement , it is not easy to adopt a profile which fits best the program
matic demands of their specific constituencies. 

Thus, most MPs try to circumvent this handicap by generating support through 
non-policy representational behaviour, by increasing their efforts with regard to 
case work, pork barrel polities and symbolic representation. This also explains 
the rather levels of parliamentary absenteeism in the Belgian parliament. 48 

As far as case work is concerned, Belgian MPs invest considerable amounts of 
time (5 hours a week) and effort . This emphasis is on the one hand related to the 
clientelist political culture in Belgium, and on the other hand the wide variety of 
services MPs can offer given the infiltration of political parties in most sectors of 

48 On the average, about a quarter of MPs do not attend the committee meetings of 
which they are permanent member 0ANSSENS, 1972 ; DRlON , 1980; DE WINTER, 1992). 
As far as attendance when the House was meeting in plenary session is concerned, the 
average MP is absent nearly four out of ten times (DE WINTER, 1992). 
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public life (supra) . Casework activities are nearly exclusively directed towards 
constituents, as MPs believe that this activity is the most beneficial for getting p re
ference votes. lt also seems that constituents are served well , as MPs manage to 
resolve about two thirds of the cases they handle (ISPO-PIOP, 1995). This relative 
high rate of achievement explains the success of case work in Belgium in terms 
of number of people making use of this system of redress of grievances. The im
portance of case work in Belgium is in fact related to the lack of other sources of 
administrative redress and the closed nature of the Belgian public admin istra
tion. 49 On the other hand , it strengthens the public 's opinion that in Belgiu m 
citizens cannot obtain their rights through regular administrative channels w ith
out the support of a politician, which enforces the illegitimacy and corruption 
connotation of case work 5 0 . 

Belgian MPs are also very active in terms of allocation responsiveness , which 
concerns the legislative allocations of public projects which involve benefits and 
advantages accruing to the constituency as a whole. Not only are these concerns 
reflected in MPs private member bills, interpellations and questions , behind the 
scenes , MPs serve vis-à-vis ministers and their administration as promoter, lob
byist and advocate of specific projects, usually beneficia} to the electoral consti
tuency. But also other clienteles, like pillar organisations, are served by these "pork 
barrel" activities. Our survey amongst MPs suggest that they play this represe n
tational role rather convincingly(supra)(De Winter, 1992). 

Finally, as far as symbolic responsive behaviour is concerned, Belgian MPs spend 
about half of their working time in the constituency and attend numerous mee t
ings and social gatherings organised by a wide variety of local and constituency 
organisations, groups and institutions (like chambers of commerce and trade u n i
ons, pensioners , cultural, sports , youth or women organisations in and outside 
the pillar, local government boards, etc.). In addition, they traditionally spen d 
their evenings and weekends inaugurating buildings, festivities, distributing p ri
zes at schools, dedications , vernissages, balls, receptions, openings of commer
cial and cultural initiatives, sports manifestations, fancy fairs , even funerals and 
weddings. Belgian MPs have ample opportunities to participate in community life, 
as the distance between the capita! and the constituency is for most MPs less than 
an hour's drive and most MPs tend to go their constituency home every evening . 
Finally, on the average about two out of three MPs also hold public office (as 
mayor, alderman or councillor) in their commune, which facilitates their contact 

49 Until 1991 , public administrations did not have to motivate their decisions , and civil 
servants were legally obliged to remain silent even in the case of serious mismanagemen t 
in their services. In spite of many legislative proposals , Parliament has never approved the 
installation of a parliamentary ombudsman (ANCIAUX, 1990). Departmental ombudsmen 
in federal ministries do not exist, and the Conseil d 'Etat can only judge on forma) m ista
kes made in the recruitment and promotion of civil servants. Only since 1988, individuals 
have access to the Cour d'Arbitrage if they fee) their equality rights are violated. Since the 
beginning of the 1990s, some public services and large cities have installed ombudsmen. 

50 Some politicians artificially reinforce this opinion by performing imaginary servi
ces. In this case, the politician manages to get from a certain administration the list of all 
the people in his constituency who have applied for a certain public good (like a scho
larship , a building subsidy), and upon whose cases the administration has reached a posi
tive decision, but has not communicated this decision yet. In this case , the politician an
nounces to his constituents that thanks to his intervention the administration has arrived 
at a positive decision, and that he soon will receive forma) notice. Hence , in this case, n o 
services have been demanded, or actually performed. 
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with constituents and strengthens their localist, particularist representational 
focus. 

C. Other sources of party contra! on MPs 

Candidate selection in most Belgian parties is situated at the level of the con
stituency party organisation. In all traditional parties - except for the Parti Socia
liste - a gradual shift away from the poll procedure, i.e. a selection procedure 
which involved all party members has occurred in the 1960-1990 period (De Win
ter, 1980, 1988). In most parties, the process is now in the hands of the local and 
constituency party activists , while in the CVP it is controlled - also at the consti
tuency level - by the three intra-party factions. Selectors not only have preferen
ces concerning the background characteristics of the candidates they select , they 
also hold strong expectations with regard to the behaviour their candidates dis
play inside and outside Parliament, and usually have - through deselection - the 
means to sanction an MP who does not live up their expectations. 5 1 

Most party statutes stipulate that office holders are elected as candidates of the 
party, on the basis of the party programme which they have to carry out. Statu
tory constraints also refer to eligibility criteria and to the intra-legislative beha
viour of the candidate once elected, and his rights and du ties as MP. In some par
ties most role descriptions are contained in the national party statutes, while in 
others they are complemented by parliamentary group statutes. In about all par
ties , the rule is that MPs have to ask permission from their group or their group 
leader for the introduction of private member bills or amendments, for holding 
interpellations, and for supporting a bill sponsored by another party. In some 
parties, permission is required even for parliamentary questions. 

Parliamentary party statutes stipulate that the parliamentary party can expli
citly enforce a 'vote of discipline ', to which all MPs have to adhere. Breaches of 
votes of discipline can be, according to the statutes, sanctioned in a variety of 
ways. However, usually groups are cohesive enough to vote in a disciplined man
ner without the threat or application of such formal sanctions. Thus voting beha
viour of Belgian MPs is nearly exclusively determined by the collective party fac
tor. 52 

51 The ICSOP-IMSA (1986) survey revealed that 48% of the Belgian MPs believe that an 
MP must adhere to party discipline if he wants to receive a safe place on the candidate list 
at the next election. 

52 Yet, this does not mean that MPs are constantly coerced to vote and act in ways which 
differ fro m their own opinion and policy preferences. Decisions in parliamentary groups 
are taken more through consensus than by majority voces because the ideological and pro
grammatic beliefs and issue positions of individual MPs closely correspond to chose of their 
parties . Several authors found chat the Belgian MPs position themselves on the three tra
ditional conflict dimensions and on specific issues in a way closely corresponding to their 
parties ' positions. See for instance DE BAKKER (1969) ; FROGNIER (1978); FROGNIER & 
DIERICKX (1980) ; DE WINTER (1991b) . However, DE RIDDER, PETERSON and WIRTH 
(1978) revealed that while on the average cleavage and issue positions MPs are consistent 
with those of their party, within parliamentary groups cleavage and issue positions do vary 
considerable between individual members. This is not surprising, as many parties expli
citly aim at representing parts of the population which are situated at different sides of 
the conflict dimensions. 
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Parliamentary groups can also sanction members ' attendance of committee and 
plenary voting sess ions. Finally, the parliamentary groups are collectively respon
sible to the party. In most parties, group leaders have to communicate to the par
ty executive a report on the collective parliamentary activities of the grou p , and 
of their individual members, with regard to absenteeism, questions , private mem
ber bills , etc. Concerning absenteeism and other abuses , the national party can 
decide to communicate these to his constituency party and suggest to deselect 
him. 

D. Parliamentary reforms 

1. The end of symmetrical bicameralism 

Four major constitutional reforms (1970, 1980, 1988, 1993) have transformed 
Belgium from an unitary state into a genuine federal state. The creation of fu lly 
autonomous regional/community executives and legislative assemblies, with spe
cific competences, has had a profound and positive effect on the functioning of 
the federal executive. By transferring competences to the regions/communities 
which had become too conflictual and difficult to solve within the national go
vernment, decision-making at this level has become potentially less conflictual 
in regional/community terms. 

This long process eventually put an end to the symmetrical and isofunctional 
bicameralism. 53 The 1993 reforms the Senate into a Chamber of regional repre
sentation and reflection . While the new Senate has lost several of its old compe
tences (in the future , only the House can invest or dissolve a government, vote 
the budget and allow interpellations of ministers), the Senate is with the House 
equally competent for constitutional reforms, community matters , ratification of 
treaties and the organisation of the judiciary. Bills adopted by the House will only 
be transferred to the Senate if 15 senators ask so. Yet, the House has the final 
word for all bills , also those stemming from senatorial initiative . Hence , the tire
some navette system without stopping rules has finally been abolished. 

2. Other parliamentary reforms 

First there is the modernisation of the budgetary process. Under the old sys
tem, budget bills were often introduced at the last moment, and rushed through 
the Chambers by the government and its majority. In many cases, most of the mo
ney was already spent before the budget was approved. Since the 1989 reforms, 
a much more strict timing is imposed , which allows for - at least in procedural 
terms - a more scrupulous budget control. Second, from 1995 on, a position of 
minister and that of member of the House or the Senate will be incompatible , 
which should reinforce the principle of separation of powers and increase 
parliament 's autonomy vis-à-vis the executive. Up until then, ministers voted with 
the majority, and therefore were at the same time party and judge when it con-

53 The new Senate is composed of 71 members , of whom 40 wil! be directly elected. 
The Flemish Council and the Francophone Community Council each delegate ten mem
bers, and the Council of the German-speaking Community one. These can be considered 
as the representatives of the Communities to the federal parliament. The other ten sena
tors will be co-opted by the first two categories of senators. 
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cerned the evaluation of government initiatives and actions (De Winter, 1991a). 
Third, in order to reduce the amount of business conducted by the plenary as
sembly, more and more interpellations and oral questions towards ministers take 
place within committee meetings, that are gradually opening up to the public. 

V. The role of the bureaucracy in a partitocracy 

The impact of politica! parties on the functioning of the bureaucracy has an 
quantitative and qualitative element. As far as the size of the bureaucracy is con
cerned , politica! parties have contributed directly and indirectly to the very large 
size of public employment in Belgium. First, most of the historica! "pacts" be
tween the main politica! parties and pillars (like the "Schoolpact" and the "Cul
ture Pact") have boosted public employment in the concerned sectors , as each of 
the conflicting pillars was given sufficient funding to organise education, cultu
re , health care , etc. within its own pillar, at the expense of the federal govern
me nt. This practice of solving <leep societal conflicts by granting large subsidies 
to each of the conflicting camps evidently boosted public employment. This for 
instance explains why the number of secondary school teachers per capita in Bel
gium is the highest of the twelve EC member-states (Matthijs , 1994). Second, gro
wing electoral volatility and slacking private employment boosted the width and 
debt of politica! patronage over government employment. Hence , during the hey
days of particratie, the proportion of public employment in the overall employ
ment rose spectacularly, from 12 .7% in the 1960-67 period to 19 .9% in the 1980-
1990 period (Matthijs , 1994) . This rise in public employment in the 1970s is one 
of the main causes of the giant public debt (Bohets, 1996). On the other hand , 
the oversized civil service is not paid well and their salaries have been the first to 
be frozen when the governments in the 1980s finally tried to control the budge
tary crisis. 

But the growing grip of parties on the civil service also had some qualitative 
effects . Politica! nominations undermine the quality of civil servants. It created 
career insecurity and discouragement amongst the regularly nominated civil ser
vants , spoiled a good working atmosphere and undermined the creation of es
prit de corps. Given the politicisation of a large section of the civil service , minis
ters could not any more rely on the loyalty and politica! neutrality of their civil 
servants, and more and more they delegated the functions of policy conception 
to the ministerial cabinet, which reduced the role of the civil service to one of 
mere implementation. When a minister newly appointed to head a department 
that has been controlled for a long time by another party, he and his cabinet ten
ded to work with those civil servants that were of his own politica! tendency, and 
aften by-pass and shortcut the normal hierarchical channels within the depart
ment. This undermined the normal functioning of its services and increased the 
communication gap between ministers and higher civil servants (De Winter, 1981). 

Finally, direct interference with the operation of the civil service rendered ob
solete the use of objective cost/benefits analyses for public investments, govern
ment subsidies to industries in decline, new social security measures aimed at 
satisfying old and new needs, etc. All these have contributed to the largest public 
debt in the European Union (infra). 

Yet, also here some auto-corrections have occurred. First, party interference 
with the promotion of civil servants have been dramatically reduced since the end 
of the 1980s, at least in central civil services. In fact , the Martens VIII government 
decided to reduce partisan interference in the promotion of civil servants. In 1988, 

1 
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still 80% of the promotions were divided between coalition parties. Since 1990, 
the committee followed in 80% to 85% of the cases the advice given by the board 
of directors. 54 

Second, more and more civil servants that been by-passed for a promotion by 
a political appointee bring their case before the Council of State , and aften win 
their case . Hence, governmental parties have become more careful in pushing 
the ir protégés in the civil service. In addition, some recent laws oblige public bu
reaucracies to motivate their decisions and give concerned citizens access to their 
files in the administration . In theory, this enhanced transparency should reduce 
the number of political inter- and circumventions with the ways the bureaucracy 
handles cases of individual citizens and firms . 

Finally, steps have been taken at modernising, restructuring and rationali ing 
the civil service. In terms of personnel policies the Dehaene governments aim at 
a smaller, more flexible and mobile , but better remunerated civil service . Also at 
the level of the judiciary, several steps have been taken to deal with the problem 
of gigantic delays , political nomination and lack of training of judges, archaic 
equipment, overpopulated prisons, victim support, etc . 

VI. Main problems of governability 

A. Public debt and budget deficits 

Public debt is currently around 132% of the GNP The size of this debt increasin
gly cripples the federal governmental in budgetary terms. Around 40% of the an
nual federal budget is allocated to the payments of interests on this debt ( cur
rently 39%, with a peak of 44% in 1993). 

The payment of the current interests caused by this debt, let alone its rep ay
ment , reduces enormously the policy-making capacity of the central govern
ment. Given the fact that a large amount of the remaining 60% of the budget is 
contractually" fixed " (wages for regular civil servants, rents for public buildings, 
etc .) , economies are sought in rejecting projects necessitating new expenditu
res. Hence, little money is left for policy innovation and the meeting of new needs. 
Only if the political consequences of inadequate or lack of policy making beco
me menacing, like the breakthrough of the extreme-right at the end of the 1980s, 
money is made available (like is the case for urban renewal, fight against crimi
nality and illegal immigration, modernisation of the judiciary system). Therefo
re, the possibility of the central government to meet new societal needs has been 
severely restricted. In addition, also the capacity for meeting old needs, especial
ly with regard to infrastructure (maintenance of roads & railroad network) and 
in the social security sector, has gradually gone down. 

Given the permanent search for budget cuts and new sources of income, the 
centre-left Dehaene governments have launched a privatisation programme of pu
blic and semi-public enterprises and financial institutions. Given the budgetary 
pressure the government could not effectuate these privatisations in the best con
ditions: they did not occur at the most beneficial moments (some too early, some 
too late) ; given the time pressure, the negotiation position of the government 
vis-à-vis interested buyers was weakened; to the outside world the privatisation 

54 TEGENBOS (1988, 1991 , 1992a, b) . 
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process seemed obscure and confusing; and finally small investors and the Brus
sels stock exchange did not profit from the process at all as the privatised insti
tutions were bought by a few main holding companit:s , most of them in foreign 
hands (De Ruyter, Michielsen & Mortelmans, 1994). 

In the end, it does seem that Belgium will meet the Maastricht norm as far as 
the budget deficit norm of 3% of the GNP is concerned, but that the public debt 
of maximally 60% of the GNP remains out of reach for the next decades. 55 

B. Policy stability 

In spite of rapid growth of government expenditures in the 1960s and 1970s, 
and the alternation between centre-left and centre-right coalitions, the depart
mental pattern of expenditures has remained remarkably stable. Analyses of the 
effect of parties on governmental expenditures in Belgium (De Grauwe, 1984, 
1987a, b), reveal first that during the 1960-1983 period growth of governmental 
spending vis-à-vis GNP was higher under centre-right governments than under 
centre-left coalitions . Second, when total expenditures are disaggregated into 
'functional ' expenses (for the 1960-1982 period) , one comes to some remarka
ble findings , especially as far as the ideologically sensitive categories are con
cerned . Por instance , defence spending decreases more under a centre-right go
vernment than under a centre-left. Social security, public health and public hou
sing increase less fast under a centre-left government than under a centre-right 
one. Third, in the 1960-1983 period, under centre-right governments the tax bur
den increased on the average 3.3% annually, against 2.2% under centre-left ones. 
Finally deficit spending seems to be more a habit of centre-right governments than 
of centre-left. 

Hence, the main author in the field of research, De Grauwe (1987b, p. 281) 
concludes that "the evolution of the total governmental expenditures and its com
position nearly never reflects the ideological preferences of the consecutive go
vernments" and that "in some partial domains of governmental finances plays a 
perverse effect". Also the more sophisticated analyses of Keman (1994), exami
ning the link between on the one hand policy preferences expressed in party pro
grammes and electoral manifestos and on the other hand departmental expen
ditures point to the Jack of relationship. 

The most plausible explanation for this policy stability can be drawn from the 
conclusion of Hofferbert and Klingemann (1994) concerning the large impact of 
pivotal parties on the structure of government expenditures in Germany. The pi
votal party in Belgian coalition building is the CVP, the Flemish Christian demo
crats. They are situated in the centre of the left-right divide , and can usually choose 
between a coalition with socialists or liberals. Hence, their pivotal power gives 
thema strong say in the drafting in the governmental programme. Second, the 
CVP is not only a pivotal party, it is also the largest party. This strength allows it to 
make additional policy claims. Third, since 1958, they have always been in po
wer, which also adds to the stability of the policies pursued in that period . Fourth, 
given the party politicisation of the Belgian civil service, the CVP-PSC have also 
managed to appoint a large number (60%) of christian-democratic civil servants 

55 In the most optimistic scenario, the public debt would be at 84% of the GNP by the 
year 2010 (LAMMENS, 1993) . 
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in that period, in spite of the fact that since 1958, the CVP-PSC itself never cap
tured a majority of seats in Parliament. 56 

Evidently, this type of policy stability does not increase the policy credibility of 
the other coalitionsfähige parties, and the overall legitimacy of political parties 
in Belgium. In fact , Keman (1994, p. 238-239) concludes that "Socialist and Libe
ral programs are hardly worth reading as predictors of policy", that the Christian 
democratie electoral programme "is most useful as a signal of upcoming gover
nment action", that "general ideological positions, as measured by left-right pro
grammatic trends, are of no value in anticipating general policy directions", and 
that "elections, or at least the issues talked about at election time by the parties , 
do not seem to matter". 

Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the PIOP-ISPO survey revealed that in 
1992 a large majority of Belgian citizens believed that parties and politicians were 
not responsive to policy preferences of ordinary citizens. In fact , 50.3% of the 
respondents agreed with the statement "there is no sense in voting; the parties 
do what they want to do anyway"; 67.6% agreed with the statement "parties are 
only interested in my vote , not in my opinion", while only 18.1 % agreed with th e 
statement "if people like me let the politicians know what we think, then they 
will take our opinions into account" (ISPO-PIOP, 1995, p . 162-163). 

VII. General conclusion 

In this article we argued that in the 1970s and 1980s and as far as centra! go
vernment is concerned (cabinet, parliament, bureaucracy), Belgium constituted 
- like Italy - a very strong case of partitocracy. As far as the executive branch is 
concerned, parties have not only occupied the state in terms of nomination of 
government personnel, ranging from the cabinet until the lowest public servant, 
in terms of the definition policies to be pursued. In addition, through direct mo
nitoring and the politicisation of government bureaucracy, the implementatio n 
of these decisions and the allocation of government outputs heavily depends on 
partisan criteria. One of the main and clearest negative consequences of the deep 
and wide reach of parti es on the Belgian public sector is the explosion of the pu
blic debt to an EU record level. As 40% of the annual federal budget is allocated 
to the payments of interests on this debt, the payment of the current interest cau
sed by this debt , let alone its repayment, reduces enormously the policy making 
capacity of the centra! government. The possibility of the centra! government meet 
new societal needs, as well to maintain current levels of public service, is seve
rely restricted , and currently farces the government to precipitate the privatisa
tion of public enterprises. 

As far as the legislative branch is concerned, while most parliaments in the 
Western world are in decline, this tends to be particularly true in the Belgian p ar
ticratie . Given the limited policy role of the Belgian parliament and the perma
nent pressure on majority MPs to support the government unconditionally, most 
MPs try to circumvent this handicap by generating personal support through non
policy related representational behaviour, by increasing their efforts with regard 
to case work, pork barrel polities and symbolic representational activities. 

56 Data for 1990 indicates that six out of ten higher civil servants belo ng to the Chris
tian-democratie ticket (TEGENBOS, 1990) . 
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Still, survey research indicates that a large majority of Belgian citizens believe 
that parties and politicians are not responsive to the policy preferences of ordi
nary citizens. This public disaffection with Belgian parties has reached alarming 
degrees at the end of the 1980s, with the breakthrough of the extreme-right and 
other protest parties. Yet, while the Italian partitocrazia imploded brusquely in 
the early 1990s, the Belgianparticratie underwent a number of gradual adapta
tions, that reduced the (negative consequences of) the grip of politica! parties on 
centra! government and prevented a full collapse of the partitocratie system and 
restored - to some degree - the governability of the country. Still, even while ma
jor corrections have been made, one can wonder whether these are sufficient to 
cope with the strong outburst of public dissatisfaction with the way parties have 
run the country in the past decades . The heavy burden of the repayment of the 
gigantic public debt will remember the population for decades of the excesses of 
the Belgian partitocracy, and fora long time undermine the legitimacy of the main 
politica! parties. Their ultimate chances of survival will eventually depend on the 
scale of the mani pulite operation recently launched by the Belgian judiciary. 
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Abstract 

The grip of politica! parties of centra! government actors (cabinet, p arlia
ment, the bureaucracy, judidiary) in Belgium was most striking in the 1970s 
and 1980s. In this period Belgium, like Italy, constitutes a very strong case of 
partitocracy. Yet, white the Italian partitocrazia collapsed brusquely in the ear
ly 1990s, the Belgian particratie underwent a number of gradual modifica
tions (some imposed by external factors, others were the product of genuine vo
luntarist autocorrections), which prevented the complete collapse of the parti
tocratie system and to some degree restored the governability of the country. 

This article presents for each sector of centra! government first the main fea
tures as they were under full partitocratie rule during the 1970s and 1980s. Se
cond, it indicates which corrections were introduced, that reduced the (nega
tive consequences of) the grip of politica! parties on centra! government actors, 
structures and processes. Finally, it discusses the problem of the public debt and 
policy inertia. 
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