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1. Primary benefits and costs of international migration for Belgium

In the recent past, the reasons for encouraging immigration into Belgium were essentially economic.  After World War II, the Belgian government called for immigration in order to fight the economic crisis (to win the “coal battle”).  The most important flow had been coming from Italy (since 1946), and the majority of the immigrants settled in Wallonia, close to the coal mines, where they were working.  But Italian immigration almost came to a halt in 1956, after a firedamp explosion in Marcinelle (8th August 1956, in Wallonia), some years before the end of the coal exploitation in the Walloon mines.

Another reason for attracting people from other countries was to counterbalance the effect of the ageing of the Belgian population.  This situation, due to a dramatic fall in the overall fertility rate in Western Europe in the 1960s, could have led to negative consequences on the Belgian pension system, which wouldn’t have been alimented by a sufficient amount of (income) tax.  For this purpose, the immigration policy, combined with the family reunification policy, targeted North Africa.  As expected, the migration flows from Maghreb and Turkey have had a positive effect till now, but the average age of the foreign population has risen sharply since the 1980s, the majority of the migrants growing old in Belgium without returning to their country of origin.  At the same time, the gap between the fertility rate of foreign women and Belgian women has fallen, reducing the benefit of this kind of immigration on the Belgian welfare system.

If previous immigration largely concerned lesser skilled workers, recent immigration concerns a very different population, consisting of highly educated people, originating from EU states, who come and live in Belgium (especially in Brussels, due to the location of the European Institutions in the “capital of Europe”), without having the clear intention of settling permanently in Belgium
.  The latter tend to move between their country of origin and their host country, a trend also observed with other populations, increasing a phenomenon of “transnationalism” earlier noticed in USA and Canada.

The current (01.01.2003) majority of EU immigrants (66.7% of all foreigners in Belgium, and 5.5% of the total Belgian population) have been a permanent feature of the immigration picture in Belgium since World War II.  But after the Treaty of Rome (1957), which imposed the free circulation of workers, the immigrant population was divided into two parts: the EU immigrants, receiving the same rights as the national workers, and the others, being discriminated against on several levels (for example with regard to legal aspects).

Therefore, the major part of the foreign population in Belgium (= EU immigrants) share the same values and the same way of life as the Belgian citizens, and that explains the relative lack of xenophobia in this country.  Nevertheless, the increasing growth in Saharan immigration in the last years (mainly from Morocco: 9.8% of the foreign population in 2003) and of Turkish immigration (5%)
 could be perceived as a threat to the Belgian population in places such as Brussels or in Flanders, where these immigration flows are concentrated.  The success of the xenophobic Flemish party “Vlaams Belang” (previously called “Vlaams Blok”) can be partially explained by the settling of large immigrant communities in Flemish towns like Antwerpen.

It is now clear that Belgium has definitely become a country to immigrate to – very attractive for both EU and non-EU immigrants.  A great number of public and private initiatives are trying to establish a fully confident relationship between the various components of the Belgian multicultural society.  What they share in common is the idea that both Belgian and non-Belgian citizens need to be complementary, not similar.  The integration process, which can be implemented in various ways, is not oriented to a homogenisation of the differences, but rather to the best use of these specific features in the public sector.

2. More extensive international cooperation: enhancing mobility among the universities

2.1. Mobility in the framework inspired by the Bologna process

The European Union started to invest very early as regards the enhancing of the cooperation between EU states on all levels of the education system.  The well known Socrates, Erasmus, Comenius exchange programmes have indeed succeeded in achieving the mobility of students as well as those of lecturers and teachers.  In other words, these programmes concretely substantiate the “common space for education” in Europe, a concept which is the cornerstone of the Bologna process.

The success of this policy inside EU space has created a growing need to extend the exchange programmes outside Europe.  The so-called “Tempus-Meda programme” provides funds for exchange partnerships between the two sides of the Mediterranean Sea.  The recently founded “Erasmus Mundus programme” allows selected non-EU students to study in recognised EU programmes with a specific grant from the EU.  In some universities or colleges of higher education, resources are devoted to the same purpose.

This success also inspires similar expectations in other areas of the world.  Recently, a meeting organised in Marseille (October 2004) between representatives from most of the French speaking universities from Europe and from the Maghreb region, agreed on the need to create a combined Maghreb & European Space for Higher Education.  In this case, the harmonisation of the higher education system (the 3-5-8 system, as decreed by the Bologna process) was recommended in order to facilitate the cooperation between European and Maghreb universities, not only to enhance the mobility of people and knowledge, but also to improve the education system in the Maghreb region, where universities are having to face a striking increase in the student population.  Rather than encouraging a massive migration of students to European countries, the Maghreb universities have chosen to tackle the problem from within, in close collaboration with their European partners.

2.2. Mobility and development

This kind of solution could inspire future partnerships between the EU states and developing countries, which are facing a considerable number of challenges, namely within the context of education policies.  In the case of the majority of these countries, facilities and equipment required for conducting research and teaching are dramatically lacking (and that makes a big difference with the Maghreb countries, which are relatively well equipped).  This situation involves supporting mobility between the university partners in question, so as to offer the best working environment for exchange students and lecturers from the South.  A large proportion of scholarships are provided by government or private bodies (ONG, universities, etc.) to achieve this aim.

In fact, the real problem is to fight the “brain-drain” inevitably linked to this kind of exchange (even if this question is more striking in America than in Europe…).  In an effort to encourage the return of scholars to their country of origin, one of the best ways is to integrate the exchange within a well-balanced partnership, ensuring a close relationship between the academics responsible for the exchange concerned.  That also implies that the exchange student or lecturer should receive, from their country of origin, the guarantee that they will be reintegrated into their home institution.  Furthermore, that involves the quality of the entire training (inside and outside) or research programme as a whole being recognized by each and every academic partner concerned.
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Within the increasingly competitive environment where the Higher Education Institutions of developed countries are integrated, there is a great temptation to exclude less developed countries from networks and exchange programmes.  Unacceptable for ethical reasons, this position could quickly become unsustainable in the context of the current globalisation, where it is unrealistic to confine people to restricted areas, and where a global sustainable development cannot be built on an unfair distribution of its resources (wealth, energy, knowledge, etc.).

The real challenge is to build a cooperation offering all partners a better advantage to work together rather than separately.  In this prospect, mobility could be the best or the worst thing (like Aesope’s tongue…).  Unbalanced, it generates pernicious effects which finally accentuate the gap between “partners”; well-balanced, it enables partners to optimize their complementarities, as with multicultural societies.

Crossing existing frontiers makes very little sense if the journey is only one way. On the other hand, it makes all the sense in the world if we can share our discovery outside with people inside.








Prof. Michel FRANCARD








Université catholique de Louvain

(Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium)

�This kind of foreigner, even if settled long term in Belgium, is not always well integrated into Belgian society.  Many of them tend to stick closely to other members of the same group (for example the European bureaucrats); whereas others really appreciate their host country, fully participating in the everyday life of society.


� In fact, the figures concerning Moroccan and Turkish immigration were much higher in the beginning of 2000 (14% for Moroccan immigration and 7.9% for Turkish immigration respectively).  However, a major reform of the Belgian Nationality Code (less restrictive than the previous Code), which occurred in the meantime (in 2000), gave a lot of foreigners the opportunity to become Belgian citizens.





