07/01/2008

Industrial investments in Belgium reached record heights in 2007 (+13 %).  This represents the strongest increase since 1989.  According to the National Bank of Belgium, almost all sectors of the economy have grown, including services.  Peaks can be seen in the chemical and the metals processing industry.  Continued growth is to be expected for 2008.
07/01/2008

Ion Beam Applications (IBA), a company located in Wallonia that specializes in high precision solutions for the diagnosis and treatment of cancer, has been chosen to build 4 new centers for protontherapy, 2 in the US and 2 in Europe.  Protontherapy is a radiation treatment for cancer. Several institutes have already been equipped with protontherapy systems from IBA.  Recently, IBA has signed a contract with Hampton University in Virginia (USA) for the installation of a protontherapy system.  In this emerging market, IBA holds a market share of over 50 %.  The Louvain-la-Neuve based company is considered the world leader in the design, assembly, sale and installation of this type of product.
08/01/2008

Belgium is the world’s most globalized country, according to the KOF Index of Globalization 2008.  The KOF Index of Globalization measures the economic, social and political dimensions of globalization in more than 120 countries over a period of 35 years (1970-2005) and is calculated on the basis of 24 variables.  The economic dimension of the Index measures actual flows of trade and foreign investment, and captures the degree to which a specific country restricts capital and trade flows.  The social dimension measures the spread of ideas, information and people, while the political dimension captures the degree of cooperation between countries.
16/01/2008

The Belgian Federation for technological industry, Agoria, states that automobile construction remains highly significant in Belgium, in spite of its difficult run in 2007.  The four car assembly plants in Belgium – Audi Brussels, GM Antwerp, Volvo Cars Ghent and Ford Werke Genk – produced nearly 800,000 vehicles in 2007.

17/01/2008

In 2007, more than 70,000 new companies were created in Belgium (+ 6.5 % compared to 2006).  In Brussels in particular, the rise has been spectacular: more than 10,000 new companies were established. From 2003 to 2007, the number of new companies has risen by 45 %, whereas the number of bankruptcies has decreased.  Former State Secretary Vincent Van Quickenborne attributes this to his cuts in the red tape to establish a company.  According to World Bank figures, creating a company in Belgium only takes 4 days, down from 56 in 2003.  At this moment, no other European country does better.
18/01/2008

More than 17.8 million passengers used Brussels Airport in 2007, which is an increase of 7% compared to 2006. Short-distance scheduled flights took up 11.5 million passengers (+ 3%); chartered flights processed 4.2 million travelers (+ 6 %); long-distance carriers saw 10.5 million passengers (+ 23 %).  Freight at Brussels Airport grew by 8.9 % (783,727 tons of transported goods).
23/01/2008

Unemployment in Belgium decreased by 7 % in 2007.  In Flanders, the number of jobless dropped to 140,832 in one year (- 19,427 unemployed).  In Wallonia, it dropped to 198,231 (- 10,016) and in Brussels Capital Region to 68,411 (- 2,021).  The number of long term unemployed - i.e. those who have been on unemployment benefits for 2 years or more - decreased by 19,100 to 217,353.  There are 65,860 long-term unemployed in Flanders, 112,027 in Wallonia and 39,466 in Brussels Capital Region.  The number of unemployed aged under 25 has fallen to 57,348 (- 6,083).
23/01/2008

The « Half-Way Tree Transportation Center », a state-of-the art center for public transportation in the capital of Jamaica and its suburbs, has been entirely designed and built by Belgian companies (i.a. Euro Immo Star, Transurb Technirail, Besix, Iemants, Aelbrecht Maes, Tec Traffic Systems).  Transurb is finalizing a contract of 4 million € for the construction of roads and traffic lights around the bus terminal, for the construction of a simulator to train bus drivers, and for the finalization of an intelligent system to track buses.
30/01/2008

Having grown by 10 % in 2007, the port of Antwerp is one of the world’s largest ports today.  It has even overtaken its European competitors Rotterdam and Hamburg.  A total of 140,000 people are employed directly or indirectly in the port and 180 million tons of goods were loaded or unloaded last year.  Container traffic, which is one of the port’s major trump cards, has risen spectacularly due to the new Deurganck dock.  In addition to this, important projects are on the way: the Deurganck lock will be finished in 2013.  This lock will be the largest and deepest in the world.
05/02/2008

In 2007, container traffic in the port of Brussels rose by 42 % and reached 17,000 tons.  Total traffic has grown to 7.4 million tons.  This is a historical record.  The port’s own traffic takes up 4.3 million tons from the total, while transit traffic takes up 3.1 million tons.  Transportation of construction materials rose by 12 %.  Its share in total transportation is 52 %, followed by transportation of petroleum products (24 %) and of agricultural products (9%).  At the moment, the port of Brussels is finalizing a contracting procedure to allot 3 new building plots to logistical companies, which would be beneficial both for transportation by river and trans-shipment of containers. 
07/02/2008

In 2006, Flemish technology companies consumed 7% less energy than their “top world counterparts”.  The Flemish policy on the rational use of energy provides for the conclusion of agreements (“Benchmarking Covenants on Energy Efficiency”) between the Flemish Government and companies located in Flanders whose annual consumption of primary energy exceeds 0.5 PJ.  The large, energy-intensive companies that sign these covenants commit themselves to matching the best in the world in terms of energy performances and keeping it at that level. The companies define the energy saving measures they will take in order to close the gap between their own consumption profile and that of the world’s best practitioners.
12/02/2008

Belgium does quite well in terms of innovation.  According to the European Innovative Scoreboard (EIS), our country scores slightly above the EU Member States average (0.47 as compared to 0.45).  The EIS annually provides a comparative assessment of the innovation performance of the EU Member States. Twenty-five innovation indicators capture the various aspects of the innovation process, from education to investment in information technology and communication, R&D expenditure, intellectual property output etc.
12/02/2008
Brussels is the 3rd richest region in Europe, according to Eurostat, the European Statistics Office.  The ranking is based on GDP per capita in 2005, and adjusted to national price levels.  GDP per capita in Brussels in terms of purchasing power is estimated at 53,876 €, which is the equivalent of 241 % of the EU average (22,400 €).  GDP per capita in terms of purchasing power is 26,903 € in Flanders (120 % of the EU average) and 19,592 € in Wallonia (87 % of the EU average).  The richest province is Antwerp (32,059 € or 143 %) and the poorest is Hainaut (17,819 € or 79 %).
12/02/2008

Last year, Belgian and foreign investors spent a record amount on non-residential real estate (offices, hotels, shops, storage facilities, factories).  According to King Sturge, the real estate specialist, the total amount that was invested went up from 4.3 to almost 4.6 billion €.  The share of industrial and logistics buildings in the total amount doubled to nearly 10 %.  The Brussels office market is the largest, with 1.82 billion €.  It also attracts many foreign investors, especially from Anglo-Saxon countries and Germany.  The share of German investors rose from 9% in 2006 to 15.2% in 2007.
14/02/2008

As a result of the favorable new Belgian tax regime on pan-European pension funds, Swiss food giant Nestlé has decided to move all its EU-based pension funds to Belgium and centralize them there.

14/02/2008

According to the annual report of the National Bank of Belgium, 2007 was a good year for the Belgian economy, with GDP growth of 2.7 %.  The Belgian economy withstood the slackening of the world economy, thanks to i.a. high private consumption, corporate investments, exports and improvement of the labor market.  Corporate investments rose by 5 % as a result of the increased use of production capacity and higher profits.  Private consumption progressed by 2.5 % in real terms, and so did purchasing power.  The savings ratio stabilized around 12.5 %.  The rise in purchasing power is mostly due to increased employment, as more than 70,000 new jobs were created, mostly in the private sector.
14/02/2008

According to the National Bank of Belgium’s annual report 2007, Belgian banks turned record profits last year (9.5 billion €).  The solvency coefficient reached 11.9 %.  The Belgian National Bank considers that the profit-making capacity and the capacity to maintain a good level of solvency are two important parameters that allow banks to face up to the worsening environment in which they operate.  Belgian credit institutions have been relatively little affected by the liquidity crisis because they mostly depend on financing from private and corporate deposits.  Moreover, the quality of their portfolio is good.  Bank credits to companies rose to record levels.  This spectacular rise is due to an increase in investments, mergers and takeovers, a renewed demand for credit after a long period of very slow growth and the difficulty to emit bonds as a result of the financial turmoil.  At the end of September 2007, financial investments of private persons had reached an amount of 855 billion €.
14/02/2008

According to Morgan Stanley, investors’ interest in Belgium is on the rise.  The iShares MSCI Belgium Index Fund grew to 311 million $ in 2007, which represents a 30 % increase. Trackers are investment funds traded on stock exchanges around the world that track specific indices, offering new ways to get broad exposure to single-country markets. 

14/02/2008

Belgian companies made record profits in 2007.  According to the National Bank of Belgium, earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization reached 79 billion €.  This is a 5.5 % increase compared to 2006. The rise is partly due to an increase in sales, at home and abroad.  Profit margins are equally on the rise.  The NBB also notes that companies have benefited from notional interest deductions.  These have triggered capital growth (28.3 billion € during the first 9 months of 2007).  If this trend is continued, the impact of this fiscal measure will be even bigger in 2008.  In part because of notional interest deductions, corporate investments rose by 5.1 %.
14/02/2008

The Autonomous Port of Liège reports that it realized its best performance ever, thanks to the transportation of 15 million tons of goods over water (+ 10% compared to 2006).  Global traffic accounted for over 21 million tons of goods (+ 6 %).  Construction materials, petroleum products, ore and fuel topped the list of goods handled.  When blast-furnace n° 6 in Seraing will be operational again, the results of the Port of Liège will probably be even better.  The closure of this blast-furnace represented an annual loss of 600,000 tons.  Thanks to last year’s excellent performances, the Port of Liège remains the Belgium’s first and Europe’s 3rd most important inland harbor.  The Port employs around 12,000 people and its activities generate about 16,000 additional jobs in the Liège region.  Therefore, from an economic perspective the Port of Liège is very important to the region.
21/02/2008

It4ip (“Ion Technology for Innovative Products”), a Belgian company which is a spin-off of the “Université Catholique de Louvain” (UCL), won first prize for bio-nanotechnological innovation at the “Nanotech Exhibition” in Tokyo, Japan.  The Nanotech fair is one of the world’s most important exhibitions for nanotechnology, together with the Boston exhibition.  It4ip was created in 2006.  It develops, manufactures and sells unique porous templates and membranes based on polymer track etching technology.  Applications of these polymer membranes are used in healthcare (cancer diagnostic, cell culture …), energy (fuel cells), nano- and microfiltration, and in food, pharmaceutical and cosmetics industries for bacteria detection.  It4ip’s clients are pharmaceutical and biotechnological companies, manufacturers of fuel cells, subcontractors of the food industry etc.  It4ip exports the larger part of what it produces.  The organizers of the Tokyo Exhibition have chosen it4ip for its innovating applications.

22/02/2008

Flanders and Wallonia rank at the top of the “2008 European Cities and Regions of the Future”, which is published by fDI Magazine every year.  The ranking is based on indicators of locations’ attractiveness for investment and potential for economic development.  Questionnaires were sent to more than 1,000 cities and regions across Europe.  Answers to these questions were put before an independent panel of judges.  Flanders and Wallonia rank 2nd and 5th of the Regions of the Future shortlist.   In fDI’s top 50 Cities of the Future, Brussels is 9th and Antwerp 42nd.  Brussels scores 5th for infrastructure, 9th for quality of life and human resources.  According to the Minister for Economic Affairs of Wallonia, Jean-Claude Marcourt, Wallonia’s excellent performance is partly due to Google’s investment in Ghlin for the development of an important data center.
22/02/2008

The National Bank of Belgium conducts a monthly economic survey of businesses, which provides an important and quick indicator of economic trends. The February survey indicates that business confidence picks up, in spit of the downward adjustment of international growth forecasts.  In February, the National Bank of Belgium’s gross overall outlook improved for the second month in a row.  Business climate strengthened in the building industry and, less markedly, in the manufacturing industry.
26/02/2008
The Belgian Government has decided to grant an additional fiscal benefit to R&D centers and to companies that take on researchers. From July 1st 2008 onwards, all institutions and universities that bring in researchers will benefit from a 65 % deduction of advance levy on professional income.  At this moment, the tax benefit varies from one category of employer to another.  Scientific institutions benefit from a deduction of 50 to 65 % of advance levy on professional income, whereas a company that takes on an engineer benefits from a deduction of only 25 to 65 %.  The new measure introduces a uniform system and allows companies to keep the tax saved.
26/02/2008

The volume of goods transported in Belgium has grown continuously since 2001.   Between 2005 and 2006 there was a 2.5 % increase (transportation by water, rail and road).  Transportation by sea has equally progressed. Between 1997 and 2006 loading of goods has grown with 51.3% and unloading with 25.3 %.  Between 2005 and 2006, loading has progressed by an additional 4 % and unloading by 7.7 %.
03/03/2008

According to the job index of SD Worx, a company dealing in human resources and payroll advice and administration with 30,000 clients throughout Europe, Belgian Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) stood for most of the jobs growth in 2007.  In 2007, twice as many new jobs were created as in 2006.  Structural employment in SMEs (i.e. excluding temporary jobs or student jobs) grew by 3.5 % in 2007, compared to 1.7 % in 2006.  At the regional level, Brussels based SME did even better, with a 5.1 % growth; Wallonia with 2.9 % and Flanders with 3.4 %.
07/03/2008

The port of Ghent harbors Europe’s largest integrated production site for biofuels.  With the official inauguration of the bio-energy site at the Ghent Rodenhuizedock, with biodiesel producer Bioro and bio-ethanol producer Alco Bio Fuel as the main players, Belgium actively participates in the bio-based economy, which is developing rapidly and bound to be one of the major economic growth poles of the coming decades.  Bioro is a unique bio refinery and an international pioneer because it is the largest integrated production complex for biofuels, as the whole of the process from raw material (rapeseed) to refined end product (biodiesel) is completed on-site without the need for any extra transportation.  Its annual production capacity will be 250,000 tons of biodiesel.  Alco Bio Fuel is a bio-ethanol factory which processes cereals and sugar by-products.
10/03/2008

On March 7, 2008, the Government approved a draft Royal Decree that defines the conditions under which foreign employees who work for a company located in the European Economic Space are exempt from obtaining a work permit if they are temporarily employed in Belgium.  The Royal Decree drops the old condition that the employee must have been working for the company for at least 6 months.  Also, according to the new rules the employee’s residence permit must be valid until the end of his contract, and not until 3 months after.  The changes are a result of a decree by the European Court of Justice, that found that the former legislation impeded the free movement of services.
10/03/2008

Belgium has the highest proportion of engineers and scientists in the entire European Union.  According to Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the EU, scientists and engineers accounted for 7.9 % of the work force in Belgium in 2006.  The average in the rest of the EU was 4.8 %.  Belgium is ahead of Ireland (6.8 %), Finland (6.7 %), Sweden (6.5 %) and Denmark (6 %).  The Eurostat figures also indicate that the Region of Brussels Capital ranks 5th among EU regions as far as the share of knowledge-intensive services within total employment is concerned (51.2 %).

13/03/2008

According to real estate consultant CB Richard Ellis’ Brussels Office Market View Q4 2007, the Belgian real estate market holds out, in spite of the international credit crunch.   Belgium remains a safe, stable and attractive location for international investors.
19/03/2008

The monthly consumer survey of the National Bank of Belgium indicates that the consumer confidence indicator, which had risen in February, stabilized in March.  The outlook of Belgian consumers on the economy and jobs continued to improve.

20/03/2008
A study by Capgemini among 194 banks worldwide, illustrates that bank fees in Belgium are among the lowest in the Eurozone. Belgium ranks 2nd. In 2007, a customer in Belgium paid 56 € on average to use his or her bank’s services, whereas the average in the Eurozone is 75 € and the world average 70 €.
20/03/2008
VLM Airlines, the Flemish airline, yielded a profit for the 10th consecutive year.  Net profits rose to 3.6 million €, which is 13 % higher than in 2006.  Turnover also grew by 13 % and reached 112.5 million €.  VLM Airlines transported 745,781 passengers in 2007, which is an increase by 9 % compared to 2006.  Turnover growth is mainly a result of income from charter flights.  These increased by 28 %, due to a rise in the number of passengers by 62 % (to 42,000 in total).  On scheduled flights the number of passengers increased by 6% (to 698, 000 in total).
26/03/2008

According to the National Bank of Belgium’s monthly business survey, business confidence grew in March.  The National Bank’s gross outlook improved for the third month in a row.  Business confidence strengthened mainly in the trade-related sectors.  The business climate in manufacturing picked up less.
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