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Historical background 

Macroeconomic imbalance in the seventies - 

Devaluation in 1982. 

 Law in 1983 and in 1989 in order to correct 

macroeconomic imbalances. 

 1991 – First Gulf War – the law is implemented in 

1993. 

 1996 – A preventive law in order to avoid the 

development of macroeconomic imbalances.   
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Definition of competitiveness 

An economy is competitive if its growth is 

equal to or higher than the growth of 

countries with a comparable level of 

development, in a sustainable way in terms 

of balance of the current account and of 

sustainability of public finances, while 

respecting the employment rate target. 
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Why adopt a broad definition of competitiveness? 

 The trade unions can only support such a process if it is 

favorable to the development of decent employment. 
 

 The effect on employment of wage control depends on the 

other factors of competitiveness. 
 

 If the markets for goods and services do not function 

properly, the trade unions must arbitrate between unequal 

pay or unequal profit. 

 

 

A wage component + a structural component 
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Involvement of the social partners 

 In the design of the legal framework 

 In the implementation: 

– The Technical report is discussed in committee with the social 

partners 

– The background notes with respect to the structural aspects of 

competitiveness are the subject of conclusions from the social 

partners 

 The Central Economic Council is an institution managed 

by the social partners 

 The government only intervenes if social partners are 

unable to agree 
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Characteristics of wage formation 

 An indexation mechanism 

 Strong coordination within trade union organizations and 

poor coordination within employer organizations 

 The most capital-intensive sector with a skilled labour force is 

used as a reference during negotiations 

 Payment of unemployment benefits organised by the trade 

unions 

 A large number of multinationals 

 Belgium has reached the technological frontier 
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New institutions 

 A legal framework in order to enable the government to 

intervene in wage formation 

 Strengthening the credibility of this framework by defining the 

criteria that will lead to government intervention 

 Reinforcing coordination between the levels at which wage 

negotiations take place, through a wage norm negotiated 

between the interprofessional social partners 

 A technical report with regard to the maximum available 

margins, which contains useful information in order to define 

the wage norm passed to the parliament, the government 

and the social partners 
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Other factors of competitiveness 

 The law requires two annual reports on the structural 

factors of competitiveness 

 These reports may be accompanied by 

recommendations and are transmitted to the 

parliament and to the government. 

 The government can invite the social partners to 

have a mutual consultation on the basis of these 

recommendations 
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Some elements for the 

European debate 
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Historical background in Europe 

Many social pacts were concluded so as to promote 

wage developments that are consistent with the 

inflation target, in order to meet the Maastricht 

criteria.  

 After the entry into EMU, the practice of social pacts 

was abandoned. 

Macroeconomic imbalances 

 A corrective system: the MIP 
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A preventive system 

 The role of the national competitiveness system must be 

adapted to the national institutions in regard to wage 

formation. 

 The system must be designed together with the social 

partners 

 The social partners must be involved in the implementation 

 

 

 

 Difficulty of defining common criteria for the organization of a 

national competitiveness system 
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With regard to the European system 

The trade unions can only accept the comparison of 

wage developments between countries if they are 

convinced that the wage developments in the other 

countries reflect an employment rate target 

 

 
 

It is necessary to understand the economic policy issues 

and the wage developments in all the EMU countries 
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With regard to the European system 

Concerning competitiveness: dichotomy in the reference 

countries 

 For the dominant economy (Germany), the United States and 

Japan serve as a reference 

 For another group of countries, the other EMU countries are 

considered as a reference 

 For still another group, the reference is also outside the EMU 

 

 

Need for ownership by the social partners of the 

consequences of these economic ties for each country and for 

the EMU as a whole 
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 Thank you for your attention 


