
Setting Up A Business In Belgium:
Key Issues To Consider

CURRENT BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

• Currency: Euro.
• Economic and Political centre of Europe hosting the headquarters of the European Union in Brussels 

and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 
• Part of Euronext, the first pan-European stock exchange and Nasdaq Europe, the stock market 

dedicated to high technology. 
• Belgium’s geographical positioning makes it one of the most accessible countries in Europe to the 

continent’s largest markets. In total Belgium enjoys five international airports. Brussels Airport is the 
5th largest cargo airport in Europe. Belgium further has four major seaports, all within 80 miles of each 
other. This is complemented by extensive railway networks and seven international motorways. 

• Belgium is known for its business friendly taxation system. In 2005 the Belgian government created 
additional investor friendly tax measures including the innovative “notional interest” measure and a 
new general ruling practice. 

• The Belgian government offers extensive incentives for foreign investments.  
• Technologically advanced infrastructure throughout the country. Belgium is Europe’s frontrunner in 

Broadband Internet use. 
• Belgium’s workforce is renowned for it productivity, ranking among the top 10 for labour productivity 

(ILO). Most inhabitants multilingual with the countries three official languages of French, Dutch and 
German.  

• Strong and growing economy. 
• Useful websites:  www.investinbelgium.be 
                               www.invest.belgium.be 

BUSINESS ENTITIES

• Companies can either decide to operate through a branch or a subsidiary. The usual corporate 
structures used under the subsidiary are the public limited company (Naamlooze Vennootschap/
société anonyme), the private limited company (Besloten vennootschap met beperkte 
aansprakelijkheid/société privée à responsabilité limitée) and the cooperative company. 

• Incorporation process is the fastest in Europe lasting only three days with the ‘e-depot’ system of 
notaries. This system will do all the necessary procedures of signing the authentic act, sending the file 
to the registry, Crossroads Bank for Enterprises and the Belgian Official Gazette.  

• Other structure legal forms used include limited partnerships, trading associations, and economic 
interest groupings. 
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TAXATION

• The Central Administration of Direct Contributions (Ministère des Finances/Ministerie van Financien) 
deals with all tax matters through local tax offices including income tax (corporate), intercompany 
dividends, individual income tax, non resident income tax, taxation of expatriates, VAT, inheritance and 
gift tax and local taxes. 

• Corporate income tax is applied on worldwide income for both Belgian resident companies and 
Belgian branches of foreign companies. The Standard Corporate Income Tax Rate is 

 33.99% (2007). 
• All business expenses for earning or safeguarding income are deductible (unless specific provisions 

limit the deductibility), including interest on capital borrowed for business purposes. 
• Intercompany dividends are exempt to both Belgian resident and non-resident companies with respect 

to dividends attributable to Belgian permanent establishments. 
• In 2005 the Belgian government introduced an innovative tax measure to encourage foreign 

investment by reducing the discrimination between equity capital and loan capital resulting in 
considerable tax savings. 

• New general ‘ruling’ practice allows investors to be informed about future tax implications before the 
start of operations.  

• Extensive network of double taxation treaties providing reduced withholding tax rates. 
• The straight-line method or the declining depreciation method is used for the depreciation of assets. 

EMPLOYMENT

• Citizens of the EU/EEA/EFTA do not need visas for business, personal visits or tourism purposes. For 
non-EU citizens work permits are necessary if employment is undertaken and can be obtained before 
entry to the country via a local Belgian consulate. 

• Employees are categorised under law as manual workers (blue collar workers) and non-manual workers 
(white collar workers).  

• The relationship between employee and employer is governed by both legal regulations and collective 
labour agreements. 

• Employment contracts for an indefinite period can be verbal. However, fixed-term contracts must be in 
writing. Termination of contracts by notice, either by recorded delivery or writ. Generally for blue-collar 
workers, notice by employer is 28 days. Notice for white-collar workers varies according to salary and 
seniority. 

• Flexible working hours. In general a maximum of 38hours a week, however exceptions exist. Working 
on Sundays and public holidays prohibited (unless exceptions under law). 

• Minimum wage hourly for blue-collar workers and minimum wage monthly for white-collar workers is 
fixed by collective labour agreements. 

• A holiday of 20 days is guaranteed for full employment of one year. Specific regulations are laid down 
collective labour agreements. A “holiday pay” normally amounts to 90% of monthly salary for white-
collar workers and 15.38% of gross wages for blue-collar workers. 

• Sick leave entitles the employee their income up to 30 calendar days after which the employee is 
covered by social security. 
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• Payment of social security contributions is compulsory. The employer contributes an estimate of 
32,25% calculated on 

108% of the worker’s gross income covering unemployment, pension, disease and accidents. 
Employees’ contribution is estimated at 13,07%(2007). 

• Worker’s Council is mandatory for a company with more than 100 employees.  
• Trade Unions have legal status. 

PROTECTING YOUR INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

• Categories of intellectual property protected in Belgium include namely patents, trademarks, 
(industrial) designs and copyright.  
• Patents can be filed by the European Patent Office or through the Belgian Office for Intellectual 
Property. Patents are granted for 20 years. A patent can be licensed or transferred. 
• Trademark protection can be obtained as a Benelux trademark, Community trademark, or through 
international registration under the Madrid Agreement. 
• Protection of designs can be obtained as either Benelux designs or Community designs. 
• Copyright protection is granted under Copyright Act of 30 June 1994 under Directive 2001/29/EC of 
the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 May 2001. Protection arises upon creation of the work, 
no formal procedure needed. This is extended to computer programmes. 
• Claims are brought before the civil courts. 

DISPUTE RESOLUTION

• Jurisdiction in civil cases is handled by the courts, but can also be brought to an arbitration court by 
agreement of the parties in matters, where compromise settlements are possible. Against the arbitral 
award an appeal to the national courts is only possible for very limited reasons. 

• Regarding civil law, there are 3 instances for the legal process. The first instance is the “Bezirksgericht” 
(local court) or the “Landesgericht (regional court), depending on the amount in dispute. The second 
instance is the “Landesgericht” for appeals against the “Bezirksgericht”, or the “Oberlandesgericht” 
(higher regional court) for appeals against the “Landesgericht”. Third Instance is always the “Oberster 
Gerichtshof” (supreme court), which cannot be appealed in all matters.

• In Vienna, there are special courts for the first instance of commercial law (“Bezirksgericht für 
Handelssachen/Handelsgericht”) and for employment and social law (“Arbeits- und Sozialgericht”). In 
all other provinces, these matters are handled by special divisions of the regular courts. 

• In criminal law, there are always 2 instances. Depending on the gravity of the criminal offence, the 
competence is for the first instance by the “Bezirksgericht” or the “Landesgericht”, which acts through 
one judge, a senate or a jury. In the second instance, the competence for appeals is either at the 
“Landesgericht”, the “Oberlandesgericht” or the “Oberster Gerichtshof”. 
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INCENTIVES TO INVEST

• Financial incentives regulated by each region. Investment subsidies are granted either as an interest 
rebate, capital premium or a combination of the two. 
• Coordination centres benefit from various tax exemptions including exemption from real estate tax on 
real property, material and equipment used by the centre. 
• Distribution centres benefit from the ‘arms length’ standard. If profits realised by the distribution 
centre are at least 5% of its operational expenses, no intercompany pricing adjustments are made by the 
Belgian tax authorities. 
• Belgium has a special tax regime for companies operating as service centres. Service centres are taxed 
either on a “cost-plus basis”, “resale-minus” method or a combination of these. 
• Investment deductions are offered for investments in new corporeal and incorporeal goods used for 
Belgian professional activity. 
• Special tax regime for expatriates with various exemptions including passive income. 

INVESTMENT GROWTH AREAS

• Financial and administrative services.
• Agrifood.
• Biotechnology.
• Transport and logistics.
• Legal consulting.

This guide is designed to provide a summary of the subject matter. It does not purport to be comprehensive
or a substitute for specialist legal advice in individual circumstances.


