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Abstract
In the final full year ahead of the 2024 general elections, tensions within the Belgian federal government were as intense as they were since its inception. If the De Croo I large coalition had been able to present a united front in the face of the need to respond to the pandemic and the energy crisis in its first years, its fragile character emerged in 2023, but yet without breaking. No large reform was implemented as if the coalition parties were already more preoccupied with positioning themselves for the 2024 elections than achieving a pension, tax or institutional reform. After years of relative stability in terms of party leaders, several Belgian political parties held leadership elections in 2023 or decided to postpone them until after the general elections.
Introduction
The De Croo I Cabinet had to deal, in 2023, with major issues related to national events (nuclear power plant, inflation, social crisis and community problems). The varied character of the coalition meant that the government's development of policies generated many tensions, especially in this pre‐election year. In addition, the composition of the government in terms of ministers had to be altered for various reasons, but chiefly as a consequence of the vigorous opposition of the two main parties in Parliament (Flemish Interest/Vlaams Belang, VB, and New Flemish Alliance/Nieuwe‐Vlaamse Alliantie, N‐VA).
Cabinet report
De Croo I Cabinet's journey in 2023 was no walk in the park. Both internal and external pressures put the Cabinet cohesion at risk. Opposition parties played, of course, their role, primarily MPs from the largest Flemish party N‐VA, pressuring especially the three Flemish parties, which were heavily declining at the polls. However, the critiques were perhaps even harsher from within the coalition government, showcasing a not‐so‐cohesive team. Foreign affairs unusually caused dissent within the Cabinet. In June, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Hadja Lahbib, and Prime Minister De Croo, both from liberal parties, got into trouble because of a lack of clarity (some even argued, lies) on responsibilities in the so‐called Irangate, involving visas given to some members of an Iranian delegation against the advice of the federal intelligence service (OCAM/OCAD). The conflict resulted in the resignation of a minister in the Brussels regional government, but the De Croo I Cabinet remained unchanged despite virulent critiques, including those from their coalition partners, mostly on the left side of the government. The Irangate issue echoes the release, in late May, of a Belgian NGO worker unfairly detained in Iranian jails for 15 months, which, on the contrary, allowed the federal government to shine in public opinion's eyes thanks to the success of their diplomatic efforts and the large mediatisation of the case, both in Flanders, in Francophone Belgium and abroad. In autumn, the Israel–Palestine conflict clearly divided the Cabinet's right and left wings.
Two ministers had to step down in 2023, while some others were also on the edge of resigning. In late April, Ecolo Secretary of State Sarah Schlitz (for Gender Equality, Equal Opportunities and Diversity) resigned after weeks of pressure because her personal logo was used, apparently in exchange for public subsidies, in some public communications of organisations promoting gender issues. Although the fault was established and recognised, some pointed to a persecution by the main opposition party, N‐VA, triggered by the causes defended by the Secretary of State. Her party, Ecolo, replaced her with Marie‐Colline Leroy, a federal MP fulfilling her first term in Parliament, already known for her engagement in gender issues.
The second minister to resign was Vincent Van Quickenborne (Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats—Open Vld), who eventually fell on the case of the 16 October Brussels shooting (an Islamist terrorist attack on Swedish fans supporting their national team in a football match against the Belgian team), where the minister took responsibility for his Ministry's neglecting the extradition request of the killer. This came after months of personal turmoil because of the so‐called ‘pipigate’ (lies about a private party organised by the Minister), which had already sparked many unsuccessful requests for resignation and engendered (sardonic) international media attention. His successor was his former Deputy Chief of Staff, Paul Van Tigchelt, formerly not involved in front‐stage politics, who became the second Chief of Staff‐appointed Minister in this Cabinet, after Nicole de Moor replaced Sammy Mahdi in 2022.
Changes in the De Croo I Cabinet are shown in Table 1.
Table1Cabinet composition of De Croo I in Belgium in 2023
	Duration of Cabinet
	Inception
	1 October 2020
	Dissolution
	Still in office at the end of the year

	Period covered by table
	From
	1 January 2023
	Until
	31 December 2023

	Type of Cabinet
	Oversized coalition
	

	
	
	Seats in Cabinet
	Seats held by women
	Seats in Parliament

	A.
	Party/gender composition on 1 January 2023
	N
	%
	N
	% of party
	N
	%

	
	Socialist Party
	Parti socialiste
	(PS)
	4
	20.0%
	2
	50.0%
	19
	12.6%

	
	Reformist Movement
	Mouvement réformateur
	(MR)
	3
	15.0%
	1
	33.3%
	14
	9.3%

	
	Ecology Party
	Écologistes confédérés pour l'organisation de luttes originales
	(Ecolo)
	3
	15.0%
	2
	66.6%
	13
	8.6%

	
	Christian Democratic and Flemish
	Christen‐Democratisch en Vlaams
	(CD&V)
	3
	15.0%
	2
	33.3%
	12
	8.0%

	
	Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats
	Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten
	(Open VLD)
	3
	15.0%
	1
	33.3%
	12
	8.0%

	
	Forward
	Vooruit
	(Vooruit)
	2
	10.0%
	1
	50.0%
	9
	6.0%

	
	Green
	Groen
	(Groen)
	2
	10.0%
	2
	100.0%
	8
	5.3%

	
	Totals
	
	
	20
	100.0%
	11
	55.0%
	87
	57.8%

	B.
	Composition of De Croo I Cabinet on 1 January 2023
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	See previous editions of the Political Data Yearbook for Belgium or http://politicaldatayearbook.com
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	C.
	Changes in composition of De Croo I Cabinet during 2023
	Outgoing minister
	Outgoing date
	Incoming minister
	Comments
	
	
	
	

	
	Ministerial title
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Secretary of State of Gender Equality, Equal Opportunities, and Diversity, adjunct to the Minister of Mobility
	Sarah Schlitz
(1986, female, Ecolo)
	26 April 2023
	Marie‐Colline Leroy
(1984, female, Ecolo)
	Sarah Schlitz resigned for political reasons and was replaced on 2 May
	
	
	
	

	
	Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Justice, charged with the North Sea
	Vincent Van Quickenborne
(1973, male, Open VLD)
	22 October 2023
	Paul Van Tigchelt
(1973, male, Open VLD)
	Vincent Van Quickenborne resigned for political reasons
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Seats in Cabinet
	Seats held by women
	Seats in Parliament

	D.
	Party/gender composition on 31 December 2023
	N
	%
	N
	% of party
	N
	%

	
	Socialist Party
	Parti socialiste
	(PS)
	4
	20.0%
	2
	50.0%
	19
	12.6%

	
	Reformist Movement
	Mouvement réformateur
	(MR)
	3
	15.0%
	1
	33.3%
	14
	9.3%

	
	Ecology Party
	Écologistes confédérés pour l'organisation de luttes originales
	(Ecolo)
	3
	15.0%
	2
	66.6%
	13
	8.6%

	
	Christian Democratic and Flemish
	Christen‐Democratisch en Vlaams
	(CD&V)
	3
	15.0%
	2
	33.3%
	12
	8.0%

	
	Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats
	Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten
	(Open VLD)
	3
	15.0%
	1
	33.3%
	12
	8.0%

	
	Forward
	Vooruit
	(Vooruit)
	2
	10.0%
	1
	50.0%
	9
	6.0%

	
	Green
	Groen
	(Groen)
	2
	10.0%
	2
	100.0%
	8
	5.3%

	
	Totals
	
	
	20
	100.0%
	11
	55.0%
	87
	57.8%


Source: See main text.
Parliament report
Aq1Just a few replacements occurred in 2023 in the Chamber of Representatives (Table 2). Dries Van Langenhove (VB) resigned as MP in February 2023 because of a denial complaint, and Joris De Vriendt replaced him on 9 February 2023. Robin Bruyère (Workers’ Party of Belgium/Parti du travail de Belgique‐Partij van de arbeid van België) replaced Thierry Warmoes, who sought to return to a position in public administration.
Table2Party and gender composition of the lower house of Parliament (Chambre des Représentants/Kamer van Volksvertegenwoordigers) in Belgium in 2023
	
	1 January 2023
	31 December 2023

	
	All
	Women
	All
	Women

	Party
	N
	%
	N
	%
	N
	%
	N
	%

	New Flemish Alliance
	Nieuw‐Vlaamse Alliantie
	(N‐VA)
	24
	16.0%
	12
	50.0%
	24
	16.0%
	12
	50.0%

	Socialist Party
	Parti socialiste
	(PS)
	19
	12.7%
	7
	36.8%
	19
	12.7%
	7
	36.8%

	Flemish Interest
	Vlaams Belang
	(VB)
	18
	12.0%
	6
	33.3%
	18
	12.0%
	6
	33.3%

	Reformist Movement
	Mouvement réformateur
	(MR)
	14
	9.3%
	5
	35.7%
	14
	9.3%
	4
	28.6%

	Ecology Party
	Écologistes confédérés pour l'organisation de luttes originales
	(Ecolo)
	13
	8.7%
	6
	46.2%
	13
	8.7%
	6
	46.2%

	Christian Democratic and Flemish
	Christen‐Democratisch en Vlaams
	(CD&V)
	12
	8.0%
	5
	41.7%
	12
	8.0%
	5
	41.7%

	Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats
	Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten
	(Open VLD)
	12
	8.0%
	6
	50.0%
	12
	8.0%
	6
	50.0%

	Workers’ Party of Belgium
	Parti du travail de Belgique‐Partij van de arbeid van België
	(PTB/PVDA)
	12
	8.0%
	4
	33.3%
	12
	8.0%
	4
	33.3%

	Forward
	Vooruit
	(Vooruit)
	9
	6.0%
	6
	66.7%
	9
	6.0%
	6
	66.7%

	Green
	Groen
	(Groen)
	8
	5.3%
	4
	50.0%
	8
	5.3%
	4
	50.0%

	Humanist Democratic Centre/The Committed
	Centre démocrate humaniste/Les Engagés
	(cdH/Les Engagés))
	5
	3.3%
	2
	40.0%
	5
	3.3%
	2
	40.0%

	Democratic Federalist Independent
	Démocrate Fédéraliste Indépendant
	(DéFI)
	2
	1.3%
	1
	50.0%
	2
	1.3%
	1
	50.0%

	Independents
	
	
	2
	1.3%
	0
	0.0%
	2
	1.3%
	0
	0.0%

	Totals
	
	
	150
	100.0%
	64
	42.7%
	150
	100.0%
	63
	42.0%


Sources: Chambre des Représentants de Belgiqsue–Belgische Kamer van Volksvertegenwoordigers, Liste des membres de la Chambre et de leurs suppléants dont les pouvoirs ont été validés, 6ème session de la 55ème législature (2023, 2024) (www.lachambre.be/FLWB/PDF/55/0001/55K0001015.pdf).
Two resigning ministers made their come‐back to Parliament: first, Sarah Schlitz (Ecolo) resigned from the federal government (see Cabinet Report). Nicolas Parent, who was replacing her, gave back his seat on 26 April to the former minister. Marie‐Colline Leroy (Ecolo), took over Sarah Schlitz's position as a member of the federal government, allowing Louis Mariage to replace her as a member of Parliament.
Second, as detailed in the Cabinet Report, Vincent Van Quickenborne (Open Vld), resigned from the federal government and took back his seat from Jasper Pillen on 22 October.
Political party report
Almost all parties changed or renewed their party president in 2023 due to statutory reasons. A mandate of a party president usually lasts three or four years, and almost all the parties had changed or renewed their party president between 2019 (nine parties) and 2020 (two parties), after the 2019 general elections. Hence, mandatory replacements were statutory, although in 2023 many parties bent these rules.
First, Forward/Vooruit (formerly, Flemish Socialist party—SP.a) had to deal with party leadership issues. In November 2022, incumbent Conner Rousseau (elected in November 2019 at the age of 26) called for early leadership elections to be held in May 2023, six months before the normal end of term, in order to prevent it from overlapping with the campaigns for the June 2024 general and regional elections. However, in 2023, he created some havoc with negative remarks about migrants, housewives and the Roma community in his hometown. Regarding the latter, he told the police, in a drunken haze, that they should use their police batons more often. Unfortunately for him, all this was taped by a police bodycam and leaked to the press. The police also filed a report for racism and xenophobia. Later, Rousseau filed a legal petition in court for a publication ban regarding this matter, which was viewed by some as press censorship. He resigned as leader of Vooruit on 17 November (and was imposed psychological counselling by the court). On 18 November 2023, he was succeeded by his protégée (as interim‐president until the general elections of June 2024), the (also) young Melissa Depraetere (31 years), hitherto head of the party's parliamentary group in the House of Representatives. All this put a (temporary?) end to Rousseau's flash career. In fact, before this drama, he had managed to become Flanders’ most popular politician (Walgrave & Lefevere 2023), and his party rose in the polls from 10.8 per cent at the 2019 elections to 16.1 per cent (but declined after the scandal to 13.8 per cent).
The Flemish liberals (Open Vld), the party of PM De Croo, changed their leader due to poor scores at the polls (9.3 per cent vs. 13.1 per cent at the 2019 general elections (Walgrave & Lefevere 2023). The incumbent Egbert Lachaert stepped down in June. A general membership conference (turnout about 700 of the 40,000 members) elected as interim president (until the 2024 general elections) the relatively unknown Flemish MP and party apparatchik Tom Ongena, with 59 per cent, against Vincent Stuer (29 per cent) and Bert Schelfhout (11 per cent).
On 10 December 2023, Tom Van Grieken was re‐elected as party leader of the VB in an uncontested election, with the vote of 97.7 per cent of the approximately 2000 participating members at the presidential congress. He, thus, started his 10th year as party president.
Finally, the Party Council of the second Flemish‐nationalist party, the N‐VA, decided on 10 June 2022 to postpone the regular presidential elections scheduled for the end of 2023, until the aftermath of the June 2024 general and Flemish elections. Bart De Wever, the party's most skilled campaigner and coalition negotiator, hence entered a third decade as party leader.
Changes in political parties can be found in Table 3.
Table3Changes in political parties in Belgium in 2023
	
	Party leadership changes in 2023

	Forward
	Vooruit
	Vooruit
	Conner
	Rousseau
	1992
	Male
	Step down due to negative remarks about migrants
	17 November 2023
	Melissa
	Depraetere
	1992
	Female
	Vooruit

	Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats
	Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten
	Open VLD
	Egbert
	Lachaert
	1977
	Male
	Step down due to poor scores at polls
	4 July 2023
	Tom
	Ongena
	1975
	Male
	Open VLD


Source: See main text.
Issues in national politics
The year 2023 did not offer an image of coherent government action. Although Belgium was finally emerging from the COVID‐19 pandemic, the year was marked by inflation, one of the consequences of the war in Ukraine, which disrupted domestic affairs. Moreover, it was also a pre‐election year, which is no guarantee of serenity.
For example, the decision to extend the life of two nuclear power stations (Doel 4 and Tihange 3) until 2035, despite the planned phase‐out of nuclear energy by 2025, was less a matter of carefully considered policies than a reaction to the threat of an energy crisis. This decision led the government, on 9 January 2023, to conclude an agreement with the industrial energy company Engie Electrabel, which was put into concrete form on 29 June 2023 (see Baudewyns et al. 2023).
Even more than in 2021 and 2022, the dissensions and crises within it have shown the Vivaldi coalition to be fragile. During the first two years of its existence, the need to respond to the pandemic and the energy crisis had enabled the coalition to show a unified façade fighting an emergency. But in 2023, in its third year, the government lacked cohesion. The coalition parties, as if paralysed by the prospect of the next election, seemed more interested in positioning themselves for the June 2024 elections than in developing and implementing policies from the government agreements that had not yet been achieved, such as pension reform and tax reform.
Aq2The tax reform simply could not be finalised. To be accepted by all parties of the government coalition, the reform had to be neutral from a budgetary point of view. The liberal parties (Reformist Movement/Mouvement réformateur and Open Vld) did not want it to be financed solely by tax increases. Rather than a ‘tax shift’, they wanted a ‘tax cut’, including reduced benefits and activation measures for the unemployed, accompanied by measures to create jobs, with incentives for businesses. The Francophone Socialist Party (PS), Vooruit and ecologist partners were opposed and advocated a tax cut for low‐ and middle‐income earners, financed by a (capital) tax on the wealthiest. The issue was dropped in July, and the attempt by the Socialist and Green parties to resume negotiations at the end of August failed.
By contrast, on 10 July, the Vivaldi coalition, bogged down in these arduous negotiations on tax reform, did reach an agreement on pension reform. This key issue has grown in importance. given that the European Commission had made a payment of 850 million euros from its recovery fund earmarked for Belgium conditional on this reform. While pension reform is one of the major building blocks of the Vivaldi package, it is only made up of a patchwork of small individual measures and does not represent a structural solution. Rather, it takes the form of a series of adjustments and marginal measures that should make it possible to reduce the cost of ageing by 0.5 per cent by 2070. However, the agreement was accepted by the quarrelsome coalition parties.
Aq3Still, on 9 October 2023, the federal government agreed on the 2024 budget. The budget effort amounts to 1.7 billion euros, including spending cuts of 1.2 billion to bring the federal deficit down to 3 per cent of GDP in 2024, and 500 million euros in new revenue (progressive tax on large banks, fight against fraud, etc.) to cover new policies (reception of asylum seekers and fight against drug trafficking in particular). The increase in the minimum wage, called for by the PS and Vooruit, was accepted in return for the extension of the flexi‐jobs system (flexible part‐time jobs) to new employment sectors as requested by both Flemish and Francophone liberals.
On the economic front, while growth in the eurozone was still suffering from the consequences of the previous year's rise in energy prices, the Belgian economy showed strong resilience throughout 2023, with annual GNP growth at 1.5 per cent. This was due, in particular, to private consumption supported by automatic wage indexation, and net exports. At the end of the year, Belgian growth was 5.5 per cent higher than its pre‐pandemic level at the end of 2019 (compared with 3.0 per cent in the eurozone).
The employment rate was almost 1 per cent higher than that in the previous year, while the unemployment rate remained stable at between 5.5 per cent and 6 per cent. As a percentage of GDP, public debt, which had fallen in 2022 because of higher inflation, increased in 2023.
On the social front, two conflicts deserve to be singled out for the consequences they are likely to have on Belgian labour law. On 7 March 2023, with a view to improving profitability and gaining market share, Delhaize, a Belgian supermarket chain, announced its intention to sell off its 128 stores, including its 9200 employees, to independent franchise managers. The unions denounced this as a job bloodbath and a deterioration in working conditions and pay. The workers reacted with a long strike and blockade of the depots. Management abruptly broke off the social dialogue in August, resorting to legal action to break up the picket lines in front of shops and depots. By responding unflinchingly to management's demands, the judicial system set a dangerous precedent for the right to strike, which was de facto recognised as secondary to the right to work. The Vivaldi coalition proved powerless to intervene throughout the conflict.
The Irish low‐cost airline Ryanair followed suit by expressing its intention not to comply with Belgian social and labour legislation. Pilots and cabin crew based in Belgium went on strike three times during the summer holidays for a total of 11 days, imposing negotiations between unions and management in return for a two‐month truce. The agreement reached, which includes regular pay raises, was approved on 8 December.
The crisis in the reception of asylum seekers continued this year (see Baudewyns et al. 2023). On 9 March 2023, the government agreed on a series of measures to try to resolve it. A large number of migrants were forced to live—or survive—outdoors in tents, especially in Brussels. However, the migration issue, which has been present since 2015, is far from being resolved. On 17 July 2023, the European Court of Human Rights, once again, condemned Belgium for failing to provide a reception facility for an asylum seeker, despite a court decision requiring it to do so, and blamed the ‘systemic failure of the Belgian authorities’ in this respect (Camara c Belgique, 2023). Belgium's reception policy is in fact two‐speed: While Ukrainian refugees are well treated, the same cannot be said for all other refugees.
Core substantive issues—‘communautaire’
Aq4The 2020 coalition agreement of the De Croo government contained just two pages on state reform (out of 82 pages), announcing the preparation of a comprehensive revision of the constitution, to be implemented in the next legislative term (i.e., after the 2024 general elections). However, the guiding principles of these reforms (more efficient division of competences between the federal and regional levels) can be interpreted as a classical plea for further devolution (defended by the Christian Democratic and Flemish party, Christen‐Democratisch en Vlaams), but for the six other coalition parties, it could be also be interpreted as a plea for partial recentralisation. The two main Flemish opposition parties (N‐VA and VB) advocated confederalism and separatism.
Aq5Two departmental ministers were charged with the preparation of a large constitutional reform. In the meanwhile, apart from a few small matters, the seven coalition parties did not manage to conclude a clear and substantial agreement on state reform. The only novelty was that the government launched on 25 April 2022 a ‘national brainstorm’ about a variety of institutional reforms, conceived by a careful ideologically balanced academic expert group, through a (complicated) online platform, open to all citizens (announced by classic and social media, but it could only be answered online). The official results of this national brainstorm were published on 17 February 2023 (Verlinden 2023). Only 10,152 citizens had responded. Not surprisingly, this group of self‐selected respondents did not constitute a representative sample of the entire population. Also, many questions were open and required quite some time‐consuming argumentation for answering.
The report did not write down any clear conclusions about the actual opinions of the respondents, apart from stating that most respondents believed the current state structure was too complex and opaque.
The report was discussed on 12 April in the parliamentary Commission for Constitutional Affairs and Institutional Reform, in a single afternoon session. During that debate, one of the two ministers in charge of the national brainstorm declared that: ‘I agree with the proposals made by the prime minister, that one should not exclude reforms where necessary, especially those aiming at the simplification of our institutions. But we oppose a grand marchandage institutionnel [big institutional bargaining]’ (La Chambre 2023). Thus, the national brainstorm was politically buried there for the rest of the legislative term. Clearly, the sitting coalition, which did not even control a two‐third majority necessary for a constitutional reform, did not want to engage in any more conflict about institutional reform. Hence, institutional reform and conflicts of interest between the regions/communities were only voiced by the media and the parliamentary opposition, which mainly consists of the Flemish nationalists N‐VA and VB, and thus could easily be neglected or discarded by the majority parties.
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