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Introduction 

 

Since the late 1960s, the Belgian constitutional reform process has moved the State from an 

unitarian structure towards a dynamic dissolution federalism. This movement has been 

accompanied by an always-growing distance between the parties that negotiated the 

successive reforms. This distance did not express itself between parties of different 

ideological traditions (e.g. Socialists vs. Liberals or Christian democrats), but rather inside the 

national parties themselves. The movement led to linguistic splits, and thus to the coexistence 

of two mutually exclusive party systems: a Flemish one and a French-speaking one. 

Surprisingly enough, the interactions between the former wings of the unitarian parties have 

been absolutely ignored by political analysts, although these relations are of decisive 

importance in understanding the never-ending stream of constitutional reforms, and the 

current paralysis. Indeed, and contrary to what might suggest the Belgian consociational 

tradition, Belgian party leaders do not interact anymore -nor politically, nor physically- with 

their ideological cousins from the other side of the linguistic border, except in the framework 

of the shrinking federal institutions –and especially in national government. The partitions of 

the unitarian parties were each time related to a wave of constitutional reform, and caused by 

a conflict on a core-business topic of the party family. They were then followed by attempts at 

keeping formal and informal links between former wings, such as the establishment of 

coordinated internal institutions, as common manifestos and campaigns, or long cohabitation 

in the former national headquarters. But these attempts did not resist the tensions of the 

constitutional negotiations and reforms. By now, no traditional Belgian party has maintained 

other than purely formal links with its Flemish or French-speaking counterpart, thereby 

suppressing all negotiation channels. Actually, these links are not significantly tighter than 

those between members of the European party federations.  

This paper aims at investigating whether and how the absence of any formal or informal link 

between sister parties may handicap and make more complex the negotiations on further 

federalisation of the Belgian State. The main hypothesis is that the split of the party families 

dissolved the contact opportunities between sister parties. And that it thereby destroyed the 

integrative function of the parties on the linguistic conflict. This hinders the negotiation 

potential on these issues and could lead to the partition of a 177-year-old State. After having 

described the historical attempts of the parties to internalize the linguistic cleavage, we will 

adopt the famous trilogy of Katz and Mair to classify these potential links between sister 

 3



parties. Thus, we will describe three domains of potential relation between sister parties: in 

central office (directly between party machineries), in public office (in Parliament or in 

Government), and on the ground (with a content analysis of electoral manifestos).  

 

Liminary considerations on the Belgian Party System 

 

Making the following discussion clearer needs a short historical flashback on the Belgian 

political families.   

The oldest party in Belgium is the Liberal one. Officially born on the 14 June 1846, it is one 

of the oldest European political formations. Its heir was called, at the time of the split of 1972, 

the PLP-PVV (Parti pour la Liberté et le Progrès-Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang). The 

French-speaking liberals then launched the PRL (Parti réformateur liberal-1979), which 

became, while absorbing the FDF (the French-speaking regionalists of Brussels), the 

Mouvement réformateur (MR) in 2002. The Flemish PVV became in 1992 the VLD (Vrij 

Liberale Democraten). From the late nineteenth Century till the 1980s, the Liberal party was 

the smallest of the three traditional formations. It was thus a crucial coalition partner for the 

two government-seeking giants. Depending on the prevalent topics of the time, the Belgian 

Liberals successively narrowed the Socialists in anticlerical governments (esp. 1947-1949 and 

1954-1958) or the Christian Democrats in classical right coalitions.  

Although being in competition with the Liberal party during the whole nineteenth century, the 

Catholics only founded their party during the 1880s. The Parti catholique and its heirs (Bloc 

Catholique-Katholieke Volkspartij in 1936, Parti Social Chrétien-Christelijke Volkspartij in 

1945, and the sisters PSC and CVP since the 1968 split) have continuously been in the 

Belgian governments. Actually, between 1884 and 1999, the Belgian Christian Democrats 

have only been out of the ruling coalitions for six years (1947-1949 and 1950-1954). And 

they were, from 1936 till 1999, Belgium’s most powerful electoral force. Not surprisingly, 

their relegation to federal and regional oppositions in 1999 has been a trauma. The CVP 

became the CD&V (Christen, Demokratisch en Vlaams) in 2001, and formed a cartel with 

the right-wing Flemish nationalists of the NV-A in 2003. The French-speaking Christian 

Democrats of the PSC changed their name too. They even formally dropped the Christian 

reference while turning into the Centre démocrate humaniste (CDH) in 2002.               

The Parti Ouvrier belge-Belgische Werklieden Partij was launched in 1885. It immediately 

gained a huge working-class support, especially in the industrialized and secularized 
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Wallonia. Its relative moderateness, together with its constitutive anticlericalism made it an 

admissible (but yet potential) coalition partner for the Liberals during the Catholic reign 

before WWI. By then, the Socialists were-and still are- an interesting partner for the left wing 

of the Christian Democratic parties. The POB-BWP became the PSB-BSP (Parti socialiste 

belge-Belgische socialistische partij) after WWII. The split occurred in 1978-1979, the two 

sister-successor-parties immediately dropping the ‘B’ of their name. The Flemish SP changed 

its name into SP-A in 2001, and constituted a cartel with the progressive Flemish nationalists 

of Spirit in 2003. At the moment of the last federal elections of June 2007, the Belgian 

socialists had been in office at the federal level since 1988, a record for them.  

The green political family is not only the youngest and the smallest in Belgium. It is also the 

only democratic family without common organisational roots. Indeed, French-speaking 

ECOLO (1980) and Flemish Agalev (1982) appeared by themselves, on each side of the 

linguistic border. Agalev became Groen! after its terrible defeat at the federal elections of 

2003. The two green parties were both part of the “rainbow” government (1999-2003), 

together with the Socialists and the Liberals.  

The extreme right political parties in Belgium can not be considered as a family. Actually, the 

Vlaams Belang and the Front National preach for absolutely opposite solutions at institutional 

level. The former vehemently promotes an Independent Republic of Flanders, while the latter 

is a belgicain and monarchist party. 
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Last June’s federal Elections showed, for the first time in Belgium’s electoral history, 

asymmetric tendencies. While the Northern Liberals lost seven of their twenty-five seats at 

the House of Representatives (partly due to the success of the Lijst Dedecker, a right-wing 

populist splinter of the VLD), the French-speaking MR became the biggest party in its 

political space (even though the MR did not significantly increase its electoral support). The 

defeat was harsh for the Socialists of each part of the linguistic border. But for the first time in 

more than a century, the Socialists were not the most popular party of Wallonia. The Flemish 

Christian Democrats of the CD&V scored a decisive victory, while CDH’s progression in 

Wallonia was modest. The ecologists were among the winners on both sides, but ECOLO’s 

victory was more impressive than Groen!’s one.  

 

Party % Seats 

CD&V-NVA 29,64% 30 

VB 18,96% 17 

VLD 18,77% 18 

SP-A-SPIRIT 16,34% 14 

Groen ! (2003)AGALEV (1982)

ECOLO (1980)

CD&V (2001) CVP (1968)

CDH (2002) PSC (1968)

PSC-CVP (1945) Parti catholique (1884)

SP.A (2001) (B)SP (1978) 

PS (1978) 

PSB-BSP (1945) POB-BWP (1885) 

MR (2002)

PRL (1979) 

VLD (1992) PVV (1972)

PLP (1972)

PLP-PVV (1961) Parti libéral (1846) 

The Belgian Political Families
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Lijst Dedecker 6,46% 5 

Groen! 6,2% 6 

Total 100 88 

 

Party %1 Seats 

MR 32.25% 23 

PS 26.84% 20 

CDH 15.45% 10 

ECOLO 15.24% 8 

FN 5.95% 1 

Total 100 62 

 

The three traditional parties were in their beginnings dominated by French-speaking elites, 

just as the Belgian Kingdom. And, moreover, patent differences existed between the Walloon 

and Flemish wings of the national parties: Liberals and Socialists were far more anticlerical in 

Wallonia than in Flanders. The Flemish Christian Democrats were more popular than their 

French-speaking co-religionists. Actually, in Flanders, the Christian Democrats managed to 

build an impressive series of sociocultural and socioeconomic institutions. These institutions 

gave the Christian Democrats a functional monopoly on the Flemish lower classes, while the 

Walloon wing of the party only attracted Catholics from the higher classes. Such genetic 

differences must be kept in mind while analyzing the current tendencies and strains in Belgian 

federal politics. 

 

Parties before explosion: trying to stay apart together 

 

The struggle for franchise extension and the democratization of the Belgian State has 

historically been coupled with the fight for the recognition of the Flemish language. As the 

French-speaking bourgeoisie was ruling the State, the three old parties, and especially the 

Liberal and Catholic ones, were not surprisingly dominated by a French-speaking elite. Even 

in Flanders –and not only in the Liberal and Catholic Parties, but also in the Parti Ouvrier 

belge- the political elites did not speak Flemish, and especially not in public life. However, an 

influent cultural movement developed, aiming at the promotion of the Flemish Volksgeist. 

                                                 
1 These are the percentages won for the Senate in the Collège electoral français. 
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This movement was primarily exclusively cultural. But it quickly influenced the political 

sphere. Curiously, it is within the Liberal party, the most overwhelmingly fransquillon of the 

traditional parties, that a pro-Flemish cultural organisation first achieved recognition: the 

Willemsfond established in 1851, and became an exclusively liberal association in the 1860s. 

But even if the Willemsfond, and later the Vlaamsche Liberale Vereniging (1867) tried to 

exert some influence within the party, the Liberals have not suffered from linguistic 

centrifugal tensions: the French-speaking majority was too heavy within Belgian liberalism.  

At least until the constitution of the Liberaal Vlaams Verbond (1913).     

The Catholics were doomed to deal with bigger problems, just because of the catholic 

predominance in Flanders. A Flemish priest, Daens, created a very popular democratic and 

pro-Flemish splinter party in the 1890s. But Daensism vanished with the ecclesiastical 

disgrace of its creator. The French-speaking, aristocratic and conservative Catholics had thus 

to open themselves to the Flemish movement. They established the Boerenbond to integrate 

the Flemish peasantry, and created the Davidsfond (1875). Moreover, it is within the Catholic 

Party that linguistic strains were the most acute. Leaders such as Frans Van Cauwelaert with 

its Katholieke Vlaamse Landsbond (1919) gained an enormous influence within the party, and 

thus on government. The gap was so large in the Catholic Party between Flemish popular and 

democrats and French-speaking conservatives that they not only disagreed more than once. 

They also opposed each other in Parliament as rival parties would do: during the 1925-1926 

so-called labour government of Prosper Poullet, the Flemish democratic wing of the Catholic 

Party was in office with the Socialists while the French-speaking Catholics were in the 

opposition.  

The Socialist leaders were originally mainly French-speaking. And they used to see the 

linguistic issue as a diversion to prevent the Flemish working-class to make itself conscious of 

its economic alienation. Nevertheless, the socialist movement could not ignore the terrible 

situation of the Flemish proletariat, and leaders such as Anseele (from Ghent) or Camille 

Huysmans (from Antwerp) advocated reforms to weaken then French-speaking domination 

over the Belgian State. But the specific input of the POB to the linguistic issue in Belgium 

before WWI does not come from Flanders. One of POB’s most famous leaders, Jules Destree, 

is indeed the first to have pleaded for administrative separation between Walloons and 

Flemish –at least from a Walloon point of view -in its notorious Lettre au Roi of 1912.  

The interwar saw the two big parties organize better and better, due to the 

modernization of politics and to the surge of a radical extreme right Flemish movement. Thus, 

while the institutionalisation of these parties progressed, their adaptation to the linguistic 
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strains followed the same path. When the Catholic Party became the Bloc catholique in 1936, 

it established two federative wings, the Katholieke Vlaamse Volkspartij and the Parti 

catholique social. These wings could hold their own meetings, and adopt their own strategies. 

In Flanders, the KVV even signed a pact with the VNV, the Flemish separatist extreme right 

party. This pact vanished a few weeks later, after an intervention of the Bishops. Anyway, the 

formal dualism of the Bloc Catholique, between KVV and PCS did nothing else than make 

official the former regional divisions between French-speaking and Flemish Catholics2. And 

History did not let much time to this organisation to prove its usefulness. The Socialist party 

was not so divided. Yet, as early as in 1937, the Walloon and the Flemish socialist local 

federations hold separated meetings. And the Walloon socialists persisted, holding congresses 

in 1938 and 1939. The weak organisation of the Liberals, and the strong French-speaking 

predominance within their ranks prevented them to draw this kind of institutional 

arrangements. Yet, the Entente liberale wallonne established in 1937 to counter-balance the 

(weak) power of the Liberaal Vlaams Verbond within the party. Still, these two organisations 

remained unrecognised by the national authorities. 

After WWII, the Belgian parties intensified their organisational efforts. Thus, they 

always more institutionalised the linguistic division. The PSC-CVP increased the federal 

organisation of its predecessor, reinforcing the autonomy of its two regional wings. The party 

presidents had to come alternately from either side of the linguistic border. Yet this dualism 

was not official: it was only introduced in the statutes in 1965, with the recognition of the 

exclusive competence of each wing on cultural issues.  

As before, the Socialist Party remained based on its local federations. But its 

transformation from POB-BWP to PSB-BSP implied an official recognition of the linguistic 

divide. This recognition appears in the designation process of the party’s presidency : the 

Federations had to put forward a ticket of two candidates. If the Presidential candidate was 

French-speaking, its Vice-President had to be Flemish, and vice versa (PSB-BSP Statutes, 

1945, article 43). Actually, alternation was applied, just because the Federations put forward 

tickets established at the national level by party’s authorities. Alternation had been applied 

until the 1970s. Then, as the Socialists were in the last national party, another arrangement 

was taken, although it was not written in the statutes. For the last years before its split, the 

PSB-BSP has been under the authority of teams of two co-presidents of equal –yet 

asymmetric- power and influence.  
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 The Liberals really organized their party after WWII. They introduced the linguistic 

alternation of the presidency, but this measure remained informal. The transformation of the 

old Parti libéral in the Parti pour la Liberté et le Progrès-Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang 

put the internalization of the linguistic cleavage one step forward. The Liberaal Vlaams 

Verbond and the Entente Libérale Wallonne were then officially considered as components of 

the new party, and linguistic alternation of the presidency is then statutory. But this 

recognition was temporary. While Omer Vanaudenhove, founder and President of the PLP-

PVV imposed a strict unitarist line, he also changed the statutes. The PLP-PVV new statutes 

of 1966 don’t mention anymore the LVV or the ELW. Thus, the Liberal openness to federalist 

claims has been limited. This increased the frustrations among the Flemish Liberals. After the 

disappointing results of the 1968 elections (and its vehement pro-belgican campaign filled in 

by PLP-PVV’s Flemish president), the LVV expressed its discontent. The LVV congress –

unauthorized by the national Party- of May 1968 saw the Flemish wing of the PLP-PVV 

explicitly throwing up the belgicanisme of its national authorities, while still remaining in the 

national PLP-PVV frame.   

 

On core-business: How did Belgian parties split? 

 

These modest attempts to internalize the linguistic divide were doomed to be insufficient. The 

growing tensions on linguistic and cultural topics reached their political climax during the 

sixties. The withdrawal of the linguistic questions on the decennial census after Flemish 

pressures, and the lois linguistiques which organized the use of languages in several domains 

of the State activities were negotiated between and inside national parties. But the next –and 

decisive- step towards Constitutional federalism was actually to be done after the split of the 

most important Belgian Party. Indeed, while the negotiations about the first Reform of the 

State were underway, a vindictive movement blew up in Louvain to throw out of the City the 

French-speaking students of the Université Catholique de Louvain. In the pilarized Belgium, 

the UCL-KUL was a chasse gardée, as well as it was the unique scholar path for the Christian 

Democratic intelligentsia. The national party could not handle such a tension. The UCL 

moved to Louvain-la-Neuve, while in february 1968 there were two distinct Christian 

democratic parties: the Parti social chrétien in Wallonia and in Brussels, and the Christelijke 

Volkspartij in Flanders. They made their distanciement official by holding separated –and, in 

a way, constitutive- Congresses in April (CVP) and May (PSC) 1969. 
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Nevertheless, the two remaining parties and the two sister parties managed to negotiate the 

first Reform of the State of 1970. This first wave of constitutional reform established 

sociocultural autonomous institutions. These were long-lasting demands of the Flemish 

movements. But two other crucial topics were ignored by the reform of 1970: the so-called 

socioeconomic federalisation, and the statute of Brussels. The former was a Walloon claim 

promoted by the powerful socialist trade-union -and thus by most Walloon socialists-, and the 

latter was concerning the chasse gardée of the Liberals, considering that the Capital City was  

the cradle so as the citadel of Belgian liberalism. These two problems were to be (partly..) 

solved in 1980 (establishment of the Walloon and Flemish Regions, with socioeconomic 

competences) and 1989 (establishment of the region de Bruxelles-Capitale). Meanwhile, the 

two other national parties had split.  

The Liberal unity did not resist the 1970 vote of the first Constitutional reform at the Senate, 

in which the Flemish liberals did approve the limitation of the Region of Brussels to the 

nineteen boroughs (the current limits of the Region). The split was official in May 1972, 

while three distinct Liberal parties did hold their constitutive meeting: the Flemish PVV, the 

Walloon PLP, and the French-speaking PLP de la Région Bruxelloise, which did officially not 

merge with its Walloon coreligionist until 1979. 

The second wave of Constitutional reform, which ended in 1980 with the constitution of the 

two Regions, was to be fateful to Socialist unity. A first attempt to Constitutional agreement - 

named the pacte d’Egmont- failed because –according to the French-speaking wing of the 

BSP-PSB- of the Flemish Socialists, who preferred to defend a pro-Flemish instead of a pro-

Socialist position. The SP held its constitutive congress on the 15 October 1978, and the PS 

did so on the 15 November of the same year.  

Thus, by the end of the seventies, Belgium does not have national parties anymore. Yet, sister 

parties will try to –and proclaim that they- keep strong links. We will look after these links, 

and see if they still make political families discerning actors in Belgian politics in the next 

sections.  

 

Sister Parties in Central Office: Statutory/Organic/Digital links?  

        

After their splits, the new parties often proclaimed their attachment to their sister parties. 

We’ll see in this section if current statutes mention this sister party, and/or if such mentions 

have existed in the ancient statutes of the parties considered. Then, we’ll check if these 

 11



dispositions have been actually applied. In other words, we will see if splinter parties planned 

to share common institutions, and if they fulfilled these possible projects. We’ll adopt the 

opposite angle to describe the organic relations between the Belgian Green parties, given that 

these parties have followed a different path than the others.  

When the two Christian Democratic parties split, they formed a permanent 

consultation council. This council was supposed to coordinate the action and programmes of 

the two parties. It was nevertheless not instituted in the statutes of the new parties. This 

council had a revealing fate. From 1968 to 1972 the two sister parties bargained to establish 

this council’s composition, and its competences. In October 1972, the PSC and the CVP 

reached finally an agreement, and officially installed a President. A month later, this new 

president had quit, arguing –legitimately- that the comité permanent de concertation politique 

had no actual power, and was thus subjugated by the PSC and the CVP. The comité 

permanent de concertation politique then disappeared. Yet, another informal coordinative 

institution tried to replace the comité, the Praesidium, which included the two Parties 

presidents, their ministers and their parliamentary leaders. Once again, this institution 

properly vanished: in 1975, the Belgian Christian Democrats did not have any common 

executive institution. Yet, they still shared two common loci. First of all, they stayed in the 

same building until 1997. That meant that the central officers of the two parties were liable to 

meet each others every day in the corridors of the venerable house of the rue des Deux-

Eglises. But the CVP decided to move to new headquarters rue de la Loi. The PSC had thus to 

buy up the shares of its sister party in the old common home. Second, PSC and CVP kept a 

common study, archive and formation centre until 2000. The CEPESS (Centre d’études 

politiques, économiques et sociales), established in 1960, was ruled since the split of 1968 by 

a board designated by the two parties. It was also located rue des Deux-Eglises. But in 2000 

the CVP created the Dinamo, its own study and formation centre, and left the board of the old 

common seraglio. Not surprisingly, given that even the fleeting coordinative institutions were 

not statutory, the current statutes of the two parties don’t mention their sister party. Still, the 

statutes of the CDH mention its German-speaking tiny counterpart of the CSP (art.1 and 

art.149). Conversely, the statutes of the CD&V mention its membership of the international 

Christian Democratic groupings (the Christian Democrat International, the European Union of 

Christian Democrats and the European People’s Party –article 8), but not a hypothetic 

convergence with the southern coreligionists. The websites of these parties do not offer a link 

to their sister party. Actually, there is no other link than those directly related to the 
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associations linked with the party (e.g. CEPESS on www.lecdh.be, or Dinamo on 

www.cdenv.be). 

Maintaining the Liberal unity has neither been possible. Yet, between 1970 (when the 

split became effective) and 1972 (when the splits became official), a formal national PLP-

PVV was still existing. Liberals even fought the October 1971 general elections with the 

national acronym PLP-PVV, while the parties (the Walloon, the Flemish, and the one from 

Brussels) were actually already autonomous. The Liberal parties did not try to keep official 

links with each other, mainly because of the former animosity between Flemish and French-

speaking Liberals from Brussels. Thus, the Flemish PVV statutes -and those of its successor- 

have immediately abandoned any mention of the sister parties from above the linguistic 

border. Conversely, the statutes of the Walloon PLP, and those of the PRLW and of the PRL 

have always –in their first article- proclaimed the party’s vague willingness to cooperate with 

its Flemish (and foreign) counterparts. From 1972 to 2002, the first article of the statutes has 

been : Le parti coopère avec les formations politiques belges, européennes et internationales 

qui se réclament de l’idéal libéral, démocratique et réformateur. Yet, its general formulation 

has not driven to a material coordinative institution. Moreover, this leitmotiv has disappeared 

since the establishment of the Mouvement réformateur in 2002. The Flemish Liberals of the 

PVV left the common building of the rue de Naples as soon as the national party split. Yet the 

two sister parties still formally shared the Liberal national archive and formation centre, the 

Centre Paul Hymans. But given that this Centre was since the eighties in state of abandon, 

this link was rather virtual. In 2005 the VLD let its shares in the Centre Paul Hymans to the 

MR, which constituted a new study centre, the Centre Jean Gol. On their websites, MR and 

VLD do not mention each other as sister parties. There’s a link to every Flemish democratic 

party on www.mr.be. And www.openvld.be does not refer to websites of any other party. Yet 

there’s a link for the website of the Centre Jean Gol. 

The traditional internationalism of the socialist movement could make us expect 

systematic coordination between Socialists sister parties. It is only partly the case. Indeed, the 

two splinter parties officially established a Comité de concertation des socialistes belges on 

the 31 October 1978 (before the constitutive Congresses of the PS and the BSP). This 

institution becomes statutory in the constitutions of the new parties. In the first statutes of the 

socialist parties, the comité is supposed to be periodically convened (article 3-Section 2 PS, 

article 59 SP). Actually, this comité had never been convened, and thus the successive 

versions of the statutes became slightly different. In 1987, the claim for periodicity disappears 

from the statutes of the PS (article 3-Section 2). And the statutes of 1995 of the SP don’t 
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mention the Comité de conertation anymore. Their article 61 only evokes a vague appeal to 

promote, together with the Parti socialiste, the socialist solidarity on the Belgian as well as on 

the European and international levels. This article is still on the current SP.A statutes (article 

58). Yet, the current statutes of the PS still mention this comité de concertation des socialistes 

belges. The current statutes of the PS describe the compoistion of the Comité (art.85) and its 

competences (art.86), but the other constitutive party of this Comité does not recognize it for 

more than a decade... While the SP and the PS stayed in the same building until 1997, their 

old common study and archive centre, the Institut Emile Vandervelde has been immediately 

split in 1978. A look at the links provided on the websites of these parties reveals a lot on the 

formal relations between sister parties in Belgium: while www.ps.be does not give any link to 

another party, www.s-p-a.be does provide a link to its sister party. But this link is referenced 

under the foreign left links heading, where Belgium is the first country in top of the page only 

because the countries are alphabetically classified3... 

The Green sister parties did not have the problems of the older parties. They did not 

meet problems of common buildings and institutions. Actually, they followed an opposite 

path, given that they did not mention their Flemish or French-speaking counterparts in the 

first versions of their statutes, while by now the Green family is the one with the most 

frequent, explicit and operative links in Belgium. Mentions of their sister parties appeared in 

the statutes in the end of the 1980s. By now these mentions mainly concern two institutions or 

arrangements. The first one is rather symbolic: the so-called Federal organs. These organs 

(Federal congress and federal bureau) are bringing together the members of ECOLO (art.122 

and 123 of the statutes of ECOLO) and Groen! (art.10.1). Yet these have never been 

convened in the history of the two parties. The second arrangement is a little more operative. 

The statutes of the two parties authorize every member to be on the sister’s electoral lists 

(ECOLO, art.132.2) and/or authorize their members to be member of the sister party (Groen!, 

art.2.5). These opportunities are especially employed for local elections in Brussels, where 

mainly French-speaking ECOLO lists traditionally host some Groen! Flemish candidates. Yet, 

the most interesting collaborations between ECOLO and Groen! are tangible at parliamentary 

level (infra). On the Internet, the two parties have developed noteworthy collaborations too. 

Groen! and ECOLO are not only the only parties to be linked in each other’s websites. The 

two parties have also launched common campaign websites too (such as www.200000.be, 

                                                 
3 See appendix below http://www.s-p-a.be/nationaal/linkse_links/grenzen/ 
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against the Verhofstad’s 2003-2007 government commitment to create 200.000 jobs during its 

term).       

                 

Sister Parties in Public Office: Legislative and Executive Links?   

 

A. Sister Parties in Parliament 

 

The National Parliament is one of the last institutions in which Flemish and French-speaking 

parties meet regularly. Political families remain tangible at the House of the MPs: the offices 

of Deputies and Senators of a given party are systematically located on the same floor as the 

ones of their Sister party. Yet, since the splits, sister parties do not participate together to 

parliamentary work. Actually, the only family that remains united at this level is the Green 

one. Since their arrival in Parliament, the two Green parties have always constituted a 

common parliamentary group4. Thus, the connexions between Ecolo and Groen! are 

overwhelmingly more frequent than in the other political families. No surprise that in 

November 2007, the Groen! Deputy was the only Flemish to abstain in the dramatic vote in 

the Internal Affairs Committee of the House of Representatives about the BHV constituency. 

Of course, it has consequences on parliamentary work. A look at the frequency of the 

common law proposals during the three previous terms and since July 2007 reveals some 

interesting tendencies5. First of all, MPs and parties prefer to submit law proposals alone, 

which is absolutely not surprising given that it is the most classical way to be known as a 

conscientious and creative MP. Anyway, when parties decide to submit common law 

proposals, their most frequent co-signatory is their sister party. Even their partners in 

government or in opposition are less frequent as co-signatories. That gives a little credit back 

to the thesis of the persistence of the familial links in Belgian politics.     

 

 PS-SPA MR-VLD PSC-CDH ECOLO-
GROEN 

Other 
alliances 

N 

Oct.96-
March 97 

2 0 2 9 11 100 

Sep.2001-
Feb.2002 

0 1 0 10 13 100 

March 2 1 0 0 8 100 

                                                 
4 With the exception of the  2003-2007 term, in which Groen ! did not send deputies to the House of 
representatives. 
5 A sample of 100 law proposals has been chosen  in the middle of each term in the House of Representatives.  
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2004-May 
2004 
July 2007-
March 2008 

17 6 4 64 16 691 

   

Second, the gap between the Green family and the parliamentary work of the other families is 

striking. Actually, when an Ecolo or a Groen! Deputy makes a law proposal, he traditionally 

asks for a Flemish or French-speaking co-signatory. Third, the relatively frequent 

collaboration between the Socialists parties is also tangible, and especially during the last 

crisis. Yet, the fact that French-speaking Socialists are since December in the governmental 

coalition while the Flemish SP-A stays in the opposition can make us deduce that this 

frequency will lower in the next moths. And fourth, the respective ignorance of the Christian 

Democratic parties is also striking, and revealingly since their relegation into opposition of 

1999, and their opposite behaviour about the 2001 Saint Polycarpe constitutional reform 

(infra).  

 

B. Sister Parties in government 

 

The federal government might be seen as the last effective common locus of Belgian sister 

parties. It is the only place where political leaders of the South meet their Northern 

counterparts. Political families are there more than operative, since a non-constitutional 

custom imposes as Prime Minister the leader of the most important sister party of the most 

popular political family. Indeed, even if sister parties have sometimes had harsh relations, 

they have never envisaged entering a government without their counterparts. Actually, 

asymmetrical governments have only been twice in office in Belgian political history. Once in 

1925-1926, when the Flemish (and left-minded) Catholics allied with the Socialists without 

their French-speaking (and highly conservative) co-religionists. And for the second time since 

December (supra). This prominent statute of the political families in the governments of such 

a divided country is due to the dualism between socioeconomic issues and constitutional 

topics. In Belgium, constitutional reforms have always been negotiated outside Government 

or Parliament. Typically, they were negotiated inside unobtrusive committees, composed of 

every political family. These committees aimed to gather together the largest majority 

possible. And thus, the eventual defection of one party of another was not crippling for the 

constitutional reform, given that all the others could vote the revision. The last successful 

Constitutional Reform attempt, accomplished in 2001 under Verhofstad’s rainbow coalition 
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had been negotiated with the Christian Democrats, at that time outside the government. 

Eventually, the Flemish CVP did oppose the reform, while the French-speaking PSC 

supported it. Even if it definitely tore apart the Christian Democratic family, the reform had 

been adopted. And the governmental coalition did not change its composition.  

On the other side, governments in Belgium were traditionally composed of smaller coalitions, 

promoting a classical centre-right or centre-left economical programme. That’s why 

negotiations for government have always been easier, even without national parties. Instead of 

having six or eight veto players, the negotiation playground was only filled with three or four. 

Thus, this configuration made cooperation between sister parties easier, even in opposition. 

That has been the case of the Belgian Liberals. As they were in the opposition, they held the 

only common electoral meeting in Belgian federal history in 1994, rallying against the tax-

increasing plan global  of Dehaene’s government. The long crisis, and the current asymmetry 

of the Belgian government has been possible because of the willingness of the CD&V to build 

up a government devoted to Constitutional Reform, coupled with the willingness of the 

Liberals to establish a classical centre-right coalition without the Socialists. It opened an 

opportunity window for a large French-speaking front inside the government, thus with the 

PS, while the Flemish SP.A did not want to join a centre-right coalition.  

Belgian political families in government also make their links visible when considering the 

composition of their ministers’ staffs. Indeed, it is a traditional pattern, when a new minister 

composes its staff, to hire political advisers from the other side of the linguistic border, and 

especially people coming from the sister party. These are the figures of the linguistic 

ventilation of the staffs of the new Belgian government6. Even after these last months, 

characterized by a yet unseen distance between sister parties, current cabinets are still rather 

mixed on the linguistic scale.               

 

Flemish Ministers’ staff-March 2008 French-speaking Ministers’ staffs 
French-speaking Flemish French-speaking Flemish 
19 105 69 13 
 

Nevertheless, we can hypothesize that ministerial staffs of the previous government were 

more mixed. Data is unfortunately still missing, and this obviously avoids any diachronic 

attempt.   

 

                                                 
6 Figures gathered on March 25, as  the compositions of the cabinets were not finished yet.    
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Sister Parties on the Ground: Electoral Manifestos 

 

Since they come from the same ideological background, nowadays sister parties should send a 

more or less common message to their electorate. Yet this is not exactly the case since the 

competitive environment of the sister parties are different. Since Belgium has been under the 

Fédéralisme de dissolution regime, two independent electoral arenas coexist. Thus, logically, 

even if the manifestos of the sister parties remain relatively close from each other, they tend to 

go off from their old relative. A content analysis7 of each party’s electoral manifestos for the 

federal elections of 1991, 1995, 1999, 2003 and 2007 confirms this hypothesis. Globally, the 

family with the most common references is the Christian democratic one (R= 0.73). It can be 

explained by the fact that PSC and CVP were allied in power until 1999, and they thus only 

really though about an ideological renewal afterwards. Conversely, the Green family is the 

most distant (0.56), not surprisingly given that they do not come from the same source. The 

Socialist (0.66) and the Liberal (0.67) families stay in the middle of the road. Anyway, the 

closest party is always the Flemish or French-speaking counterpart. But since 1991, the CDH 

and the PS went off from, respectively, the CD&V and the SP.A. Conversely, ECOLO came 

closer to Groen!, while the distance between the electoral manifestos of the Liberals remained 

stable –which is not surprising given that VLD and MR published a short common declaration 

in ten points before the 2003 elections. Interestingly enough, the manifestos of the Flemish 

parties tend to converge, while those of the French-speaking parties tend to diverge.  

 

Conclusion 

We have seen that Belgian parties nowadays do not have much relations with their sister 

parties. Actually, members of the European federations of parties are much more in contact 

with each other than Belgian sister parties in the Belgian framework. Indeed, European 

federations of parties hold annual meetings, organize several councils every year, and often 

gather national party leaders before the European summits. Even if a vague empathy remains 

in the Belgian sister parties leaders’ minds, and even if, at the governmental level (which is 

the one with the most connexions between sister parties in Belgium), asymmetrical coalitions 

are the exception, sister parties in Belgium can not organically pretend to be more cooperative 
                                                 
7 Content analysis with Pearson correlations R (N=134). See WALGRAVE (S.), DE WINTER (L.), 
NUYTEMANS (M.), Mise à l’agenda politique en Belgique (1991-2000). Le dialogue difficile entre l’opinion 
publique, les médias et le système politique, Ghent, Academia Press, 2005, and esp. DANDOY (R.), DUMONT 
(P.), RIHOUX (B.), « L’effet des médias et des programmes de partis sur le contenu des accords de 
gouvernement, 1991 : particratie ou médiacratie ? », op. cit., pp.123-148.   
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with their Belgian counterparts than with their Bulgarian or Spanish ones... Yet the data is not 

the same for each political family. The Greens are by now the most united Belgian political 

family. Socialists and Liberals are relatively close. Mostly because their main concerns are 

not institutional or linguistic. And if the Christian Democrats are the most distant sister parties 

in Belgium, it is mostly because each of them, confronted to the slowing down of the political 

relevance of Christianity, has re-oriented its identity towards a firm –and contradictory- 

institutional posture.  

This has of course huge consequences on the Belgian State’s architecture, and on the recent 

failure to reform it. As the sister parties get ever more distant, and as they evolve on an ever 

more autonomous Flemish or French-speaking environment, they can obviously not keep 

common aspirations for the Belgian future. And the neither can pre-establish a common 

position before the inevitable bargains. Thus, at least on constitutional topics, sister parties 

become enemies, and competitors become allies. No wonder constitutional negotiations in 

Belgium become ever more complicated. And the clumsy bargaining method employed until 

now by the current political leaders reinforces the messy –and subversive- feeling that the 

dialogue of the deaf we’ve listened to for nearly a year is not going to stop soon.        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 19



 

References 

BAY BRZINSKI (J.), “Changing Forms of Federalism and Party Electoral Strategies: 
Belgium and the European Union”, in: The Journal of Federalism, vol. 29, n°1, 1999, pp.45- 
70. 
DELWIT (P.), Composition, décomposition et recomposition du paysage politique en 
Belgique, Bruxelles, Labor, 2003 
DELWIT (P.), DE WAELE (J.-M.), MAGNETTE (P.), Gouverner la Belgique. Clivage et 
compromis dans une société complexe, Paris, PUF, 1999. 
DELWIT (P.), KULAHCI (E.), VAN DE WALLE (C.), Les fédérations européennes de 
partis. Organisation et influence, Bruxelles, Editions de l’ULB, 2001. 
DESCHOUWER (K.), Organiseren of bewegen ? De organisatiestructuren van de Belgische 
partijen na 1960, Bruxelles, VUB Press, 1993. 
DEWACHTER (W.), DE PAUW (S.), Bureaux de parti, bureaux du pouvoir. Cinquante ans 
d’histoire, Bruxelles, Editions de l’ULB, 2007. 
FROGNIER (A.-P.), AISH (A.-M.), Elections : la rupture ? Le comportement des Belges face 
aux élections de 1999, Bruxelles, De Boeck, 2003 
GUBIN (E.), NANDRIN (J.-P.), La Belgique libérale et bourgeoise. 1846-1878, Bruxelles, 
Complexe, 2005 
HASQUIN (H.), Le libéralisme en Belgique. Deux cents ans d’histoire, Bruxelles, Centre 
Paul Hymans-Editions Delta, 1989 
KATZ (Richard S.), MAIR (Peter), “Changing Models of Party Organization and Party 
Democracy. The emergence of the Cartel Party”, in: Party Politics, vol.1, n°1, pp.5-28. 
Les Fastes du Parti.1885-1960, Bruxelles, Institut Emile Vandervelde, s.d. 
LETON (A.), MIROIR (a.), Les conflits communautaires en Belgique, Paris, 1999. 
MABILLE (X.), Histoire politique de la Belgique, Bruxelles, CRISP, 2000. 
MABILLE (X.), « Le Parti socialiste. Evolution 1979-2005», in : Courrier Hebdomadaire du 
CRISP, n°1867-1869, 2005. 
TSEBELIS (G.), Veto Players. How Political Institutions Work, Princeton, Princeton 
University Press, 2002. 
Un parti dans l’histoire. 1945-1995. 50 ans d’action du Parti Social Chrétien, Louvain-la 
Neuve, Duculot, 1996.   
VAN GINDERACHTER (M.), Het rode vaderland. De vergeten geschiedenis van de 
communautaire spanningen in het Belgischesocialisme voor WOI, Tielt, Lannoo, 2005. 
VAN HECKE (S.), “Opposition, rénovation. Chronique de quelques similitudes et différences 
entre le PSC et le CVP », in : La revue Politique, n°1, 2001-2002, pp.39-63. 
VOIGT (S.), Explaining Constitutional Change. A Positive Economics Approach, 
Cheltenham, Edward Elgar, 1999. 
WALGRAVE (S.), DE WINTER (L.), NUYTEMANS (M.), Mise à l’agenda politique en 
Belgique (1991-2000). Le dialogue difficile entre l’opinion publique, les médias et le système 
politique, Ghent, Academia Press, 2005. 
WITTE (E.), DE GROOF (J.), TYSSENS (J.), Het scoolpact van 1958. Ontslaan, groodlijnen 
en toepassing van een Belgisch compromis, Bruxelles, VUB Press, 1999 
WITTE (E.), La construction de la Belgique, Bruxelles, Complexe, 2005 
WYNANTS (P.), « Du PSC au CDH. I. 1981-1999 », in : Courrier Hebdomadaire du CRISP, 
n°1889, 2005. 
WYNANTS (P.), « Du PSC au CDH. II.1999-2004 », in : Courrier Hebdomadaire du CRISP, 
n°1895-1896, 2005.  
 

 20
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Greffe de la Chambre des représentants de Belgique, Bruxelles. 
Institut Emile Vandervelde, Bruxelles. 
KADOC, Louvain. 
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Appendix: the foreign links on www.s-p-a.be 
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