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1997‐2017: An assessment 
of two decades of immigration 
in Belgium 

SOPHIE VAUSE1 

Résumé 
Aujourd’hui plus qu’hier, présenter des chiffres clairs sur l’immigration constitue une 
nécessité, mais également un défi. Cet article tente de démêler quelques chiffres‐
clés pour apporter un éclairage sur les flux récents d’immigration et d’asile en Bel‐
gique. Ces dernières années,  le nombre d’entrées d’étrangers a atteint un niveau 
historiquement élevé. En 2017, près de 140 000 immigrations internationales ont été 
enregistrées. Les citoyens de l’UE représentent plus de la moitié de ces immigrations. 
Derrière une tendance migratoire globalement en hausse depuis la fin des années 
1990,  des  logiques migratoires  assez  contrastées  peuvent  être  dégagées.  Depuis 
2014 par exemple, les Français se font devancer par les Roumains dans les immigra‐
tions étrangères vers la Belgique, depuis lors en tête de classement. Depuis plus de 
cinquante ans l’immigration marocaine figure parmi les principaux flux d’immigra‐
tion, mais cette migration ancienne est freinée récemment par un regroupement fa‐
milial rendu plus difficile. Les immigrations de Syriens enregistrées en Belgique ont 
par contre fortement augmenté, plaçant la Syrie dans le top cinq des pays d’origine 
des immigrants en 2016 et 2017. 

Mots‐clés 
Immigrations, nationalité, origine des migrants, tendances migratoires, asile. 

Abstract 
Today more than yesterday, presenting clear immigration Figures is a necessity, but 
also a challenge. This article aims to unravel some key Figures to shed light on recent 
immigration and asylum flows in Belgium. In recent years, the number of entries of 
foreigners in Belgium has reached a historically high level. In 2017, nearly 140’000 
international immigrants were registered. EU citizens accounted for more than half 
of these immigrants. Behind a migration trend that has been on the rise since the 
end of the 1990s, contrasting migratory patterns can be identified. Since 2014, for 
example, the French have been more numerous than Romanians among foreign im‐
migrants to Belgium and have been at the top of the list ever since. For more than 
fifty years Moroccan immigration has been one of the main immigration flows, but 

                                                            
1. Myria, Brussels, Belgium. 
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this long‐standing migration has recently been slowed down by family reunification, 
which has become more difficult. Registered Syrian immigration to Belgium has risen 
sharply, placing Syria in the top five countries of origin of immigrants in 2016 and 
2017. 

Keywords 
Immigration, nationality, origin of migrants, migration trends, asylum. 

In 2017, nearly 140’000 foreign immigrants were registered in Belgium 
(source: Statbel2). According to available national statistics, this figure 
has more than doubled in the space of twenty years. Emigration is also on 
the rise, reflecting an overall increase in mobility. How can these trends 
be interpreted in the long-term context of international migration in Bel-
gium? 

From the end of the 19th century until the First World War, the number 
of foreign immigrants in Belgium increased considerably, with a prepon-
derance of border migration. They were joined by by migrants from other 
European countries as well as from the Maghreb during the interwar pe-
riod and after the Second World War. Italians, and later Moroccans and 
Turks, were important in the migration flows for this period. Until the 
1970s, this migration was encouraged by the Belgian state, which organ-
ised it on the basis of recruitment campaigns and through bilateral agree-
ments with non-European countries. Migrant workers were welcome, alt-
hough their presence in Belgium was considered temporary (Eggerickx, 
Hermia, 2005; Eggerickx, 2006). 

After the oil shock in the 1970s and the economic recession experienced 
in most European countries, the Belgian state decided to put an end to 
labour immigration as early as 1973 (Morelli, 2004). This decision led to 
a decrease in the number of foreign immigrants and even a negative net 
migration for the foreign population in 1982 and 1983. However, from 
1984 onwards, inflows increased again, exceeding outflows and rebalanc-
ing net migration flows (Myria, 2013). This resumption of entry into Bel-
gium was primarily the result of family reunification authorised by the 
Belgian government. Given the difficult living conditions in countries of 
origin, migrant workers in Belgium seek to settle there more perma-
nently, and a large proportion of them use family reunification to bring in 
their spouses and children. As a result, the migrant profile is diversifying: 
the foreign population is gradually getting older and its female propor-
tion is increasing (Eggerickx, 2006). 

                                                            
2. Belgian Statistical Office, https://statbel.fgov.be/en. 
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This resumption of overall immigration in the 1980s also corresponded 
to a resumption of immigration of Europeans, which had been affected by 
the energy crisis of the 1970s and the Cold War (Van Mol, de Valk, 2016). 
A third major phenomenon then came into play: a spectacular increase in 
the number of asylum applications from East European countries from 
1989 after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Until recently migration for political 
as well as economic and humanitarian reasons was increasing, partly due 
to the growing socio-economic gap between countries in the Global South 
and the Global North (Lafleur et	al., 2015). 

Belgium shares a relatively common migration history with its neigh-
bouring countries: most European countries have indeed gone through 
the same periods described above. This is particularly the case for France, 
Germany and the United Kingdom, which, together with Belgium, were 
among the European countries with the largest immigrant populations in 
the 1950s (Van Mol, de Valk, 2016). At the same time, the decolonisation 
process of the 1960s led to considerable migration flows to the former 
European colonial powers: from the Democratic Republic of Congo to Bel-
gium, from North Africa to France, from Indonesia to the Netherlands, and 
from Kenya, India and Malaysia to the United Kingdom. 

The 1973-1974 oil crisis had a considerable impact on the European eco-
nomic and migration landscape, with most countries affected. Switzer-
land (in 1970) and Sweden (1972) were among the first European coun-
tries to halt foreign immigration. They were followed by Germany (1973), 
then Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg and France (1974). In all 
these countries, however, these migration policies have contributed to 
transforming the migration landscape rather than actually slowing or 
stopping the inflows. Family reunification policies have also been applied 
in all these countries.  

More recently, flows of asylum-seekers have emerged in most European 
countries, particularly following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the 
end of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe leading to the wars in 
the former Yugoslavia (Salt, 2011). In this respect, Germany was quickly 
established as the country receiving the most asylum applications in Eu-
rope. This German peculiarity has been maintained over time (Hatton, 
2004; EASO, 2019). From the 1980s significant increases were also ob-
served in Belgium, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom (Van Mol, de 
Valk, 2016). The nationality of asylum-seekers has gradually changed in 
most Western countries, with an increasing influx since the early 2000s 
of Afghans, Iraqis and more recently Syrians.  
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In parallel with these trends shared by the countries of Western Europe, 
other migratory patterns have developed in the countries of Southern Eu-
rope. Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain in particular have long been coun-
tries of emigration. It was only from the 1990s that migration flows were 
also increasingly directed towards these countries (Salt, 2011). This 
trend reversal for these countries is mainly explained by the combination 
of two elements: economic growth and a falling birth rate, resulting in a 
shortage in the labour market (Castles et	al., 2014). Southern European 
countries have therefore gradually become attractive for low-skilled 
workers taking up jobs with difficult working conditions.  

More recently, the successive accessions of new states into the European 
Union have contributed to the creation of an increasingly large area of 
intra-European mobility. In this respect, the role of Brussels as the capital 
of Europe should be noted: the presence of European institutions in Bel-
gium has contributed to the European foreign presence there (Eggerickx, 
2006). By contrast, migration from non-EU countries to the Schengen 
Area has become more restricted, or at least admission has become more 
restrictive (Van Mol, de Valk, 2016). 

Ultimately, the growth in immigration in Belgium is accompanied by an 
unprecedented diversification of immigrant profiles (Martiniello et	al., 
2010). While the history of migration in Belgium is relatively well docu-
mented, the more recent period is less studied. However, recent legisla-
tive, political and societal changes as well as international migration 
events justify an examination of the last twenty years. This article aims to 
draw a portrait of the last two decades of migration in Belgium and high-
light the main changes3. The first section deals with the definitions and 
data used and their methodological specificities. The second section pre-
sents recent trends in migration flows in Belgium. The various compo-
nents of immigration flows are detailed, making it possible to highlight 
two particular categories: persons recognised as refugees and regular-
ised persons. An analysis of migration dynamics by immigrant origin is 
also presented. The third section deals with migration patterns. Behind 
the major recent trends, it is important to also draw attention to changes 
in terms of migrant profiles. To this end, the paper focuses on four nation-
alities that can be considered emblematic of the diversity of migration 
over these two decades in Belgium. A fourth and final section provides 
some conclusions. 

                                                            
3. This article is partly based on several publications produced for Myria (the Bel-
gian Federal Migration Centre). 
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Definitions, data and methods 

The National Register 

In Belgium, the National Register (NR) is the main source of information 
for understanding migration. From this source, Statbel produces and dis-
seminates reliable, official and relevant figures, including demographic 
data. This article is based primarily on a descriptive analysis of data on 
migration flows (Box 1). 

Every individual staying in Belgium for more than three months is re-
quired to register with his or her commune of residence4. Similarly, any-
one leaving the country for a period of more than three months is re-
quired to declare his or her departure. This information is centrally 
stored in the NR, which makes it possible to record entries into and exits 
from Belgian territory (Box 2). The reliability of this information depends 
on people declaring their comings and goings as they enter and/or leave 
Belgian territory. For this reason, caution is called for in the analysis of 
migration statistics, especially in terms of short-term stays and emigra-
tion, which are comparatively less well reported.  

BOX 1  Migration flows versus migrant stocks 

The various data available generally make it possible to approach the phenome‐
non of international migration from two different angles: through migration flows 
or  in  terms of migrant  stocks  (Myria, 2015).  These concepts can be defined as 
such:  
Migration flows refer to all entries (immigrations) and exits (emigrations) of indi‐
viduals into and out of a country over one year. This type of data requires contin‐
uous recording and has the advantage of providing a comprehensive view of the 
migration phenomenon, allowing general trends to be observed over varying pe‐
riods of time.  
Migrant stocks or presence of migrants5 refers to the number of immigrants pre‐
sent in a country on a specific date. In other words, it is a snapshot of the immi‐
grant population at a given time. From this type of data, it is also possible to derive 

                                                            
4. Article 1 of the Act of 19 July 1991 on population registers, identity cards, alien 
cards and residence documents. 

5. It is also possible to produce other statistics on the stock of foreigners or persons 
of foreign origin, but under the criterion of nationality or citizenship at birth, rather than 
country of birth. In this chapter, we will essentially address the question from the angle 
of migration flows. 
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changes from one date to another, but the information then consists more of an 
estimate of migration flows at different points in time. 

BOX 2  The National Registry 

The data in the National Register are provided and updated by municipalities, dip‐
lomatic and consular posts and the Aliens Office. The National Register includes 
the data of persons registered in the following registers: 
–  The Population Register, in which are registered Belgian persons residing in Bel‐
gium, established foreigners, third‐country nationals who have obtained long‐
term resident status in Belgium and EU citizens and their family members who 
have permanent residence.  

–  The Aliens Register, in which are registered all aliens with a stay of more than 
three months, whether for a definite or indefinite period, but who are neither 
established nor  long‐term residents. EU citizens or  their  family members are 
also  included in this register until they have obtained the right of permanent 
residence.  

–  The Waiting Register  (since 1995),  in which asylum‐seekers are  registered as 
well as European citizens awaiting registration in another register. Asylum‐seek‐
ers remain in this register until they leave the territory or are entered in another 
register. 

As far as legal entry is concerned, it is in the interest of foreigners to com-
ply with the obligation to register with the NR because it facilitates a num-
ber of everyday procedures (opening a bank account, social security, etc.). 
As a result, non-declarations are rare for migrants who are considering a 
long-term stay. On the other hand, the reliability of emigration statistics 
is more questionable. Declaring one’s departure can be burdensome or 
can, in some cases, be intentionally avoided by those who wish to retain 
certain benefits linked to registration (right to social security, right of res-
idence, etc.) or who fear losing them. Individuals whose departure has 
been ascertained in one way or another by the authorities, or whose res-
idence permit has expired, are struck off the NR6. They are then counted 
under the category of «de-registered» and are added to reported emigra-
tion figures to reflect international emigration (Box 3). While the method 
has the merit of attempting to correct non-reporting problems, these re-
movals sometimes occur late. In practice, not all individuals who leave 

                                                            
6. For certain categories of migrants (e.g. Erasmus students), the Act provides for 
the possibility of leaving for more than three months and keeping their home, which ena-
bles them to maintain their rights to family allowances, for example. 
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the municipality are systematically deregistered, and not all de-regis-
tered persons have necessarily left the municipality in which they re-
sided. Between 1988 and 2006, Statbel considered that when people 
were de-registered and then re-registered in the NR, the deregistration 
was undue. Statbel therefore advocated that they should not be taken into 
account in international immigration but rather excluded from emigra-
tion figures. However, this method was abandoned in 20077, when Stat-
bel decided to consider these re-registrations as international immigra-
tion. Since then, «re-enrolments of de-registered immigrants» have been 
added to declared immigrants, which has had the effect of increasing not 
only inflows but also outflows. These methodological changes, which are 
not without consequences for the estimation of migration flows, aim to 
calculate the components of the flows in such a way as to reflect the ad-
ministrative reality as closely as possible. It should be noted, however, 
that a (probably significant) proportion of these de-registrations and re-
registrations does not refer to real population movements but rather re-
flects the administrative background of some migrants. A foreigner may, 
for example, lose their right of residence and be struck off the NR, only to 
be regularised and re-registered some time later. 

In addition to these reporting problems, other adjustments to the data 
have been made to account for a particular population: that of asylum-
seekers. Until 1995, all asylum-seekers were registered in the municipal 
registers, as were all foreigners. However, since the creation of the Wait-
ing Register on 1 February 1995, they have been registered separately in 
this new register, and only moved to municipal registers when they ob-
tain resident status. Their migratory movement is therefore only rec-
orded at the time of recognition of resident status. In other words, these 
immigrations are recorded with a time lag reflecting the lag between their 
physical entry into Belgium and their inclusion in the statistics. While this 
methodology does not completely hide the share of asylum-seekers in im-
migration statistics, it is clear that it does not fully reflect the reality of 
migration. 
   

                                                            
7. This old method posed a number of problems, including the fact that the emigra-
tion of certain nationalities was becoming negative. This could be the case for nationalities 
whose declared emigration was relatively low, but for which there was a higher number 
of undue deregistrations. 



1997-2017: An assessment of two decades of immigration in Belgium 
 

68	

BOX 3  Calculations of international emigration from and immigration to Belgium 

International immigration and emigration are respectively the sum of three com‐
ponents (according to the methodology followed by Statbel): 

Immigration = reported immigration + reinstatements 
of deregistered immigrants + changes in register 
–  Reported  immigration  is  all  entries  into  the  territory  for  stays  of more  than 
three months reported by  individuals during the year under study. This  is, of 
course, the main component of immigration (in 2017, declared immigration ac‐
counted for 81% of international immigration as calculated by Statbel).  

–  Reinstatements of de‐registered immigrants are persons who have been wrong‐
ly removed from the register (for example, because they were found to be miss‐
ing) and who have been reinstated in the register. They account for just under 
8% of all immigrants in 2017. 

–  Changes in the register reflect persons who have been moved from the Waiting 
Register to another register because they have been recognised as refugees or 
regularised on another basis. They account for just over 11% of all immigrants 
in 2017. 

Emigration = reported emigration + automatic de‐registrations + register changes 
–  Reported emigration is all exits from the territory for more than three months 
reported by individuals during the year under study. In 2017, declared emigra‐
tion accounted for 49% of international emigration as calculated by Statbel.  

–  Automatic de‐registrations are persons whose departure has been recorded by 
the authorities or whose residence permit has expired. It is therefore by means 
of a  statistical adjustment  that  these exits are accounted  for as emigrations. 
They account for 50% of emigration in 2017. This means that slightly more peo‐
ple have been delisted than those who report leaving the country.  

–  Register changes refers to persons moved from a register (the Population Reg‐
ister or Aliens Register) to the Waiting Register. This component accounted for 
less than 1% of emigration in 2017. 

Finally, since 2010, two new changes have been applied by Statbel in the 
estimation of migration flows: 
– Firstly, two categories have been created with regard to register changes: on the 

one hand, shifts  from the Waiting Register to another population register are 
recorded in immigration movements; on the other, shifts from another popula‐
tion register to the Waiting Register are recorded in emigration movements. The 
former are the most frequent cases, since they involve asylum‐seekers who are 
recognised or authorised to stay on another basis, while the latter represent in‐
dividuals recorded in the Aliens Register and who, for one reason or another, 
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submit an asylum application at the end of a legal stay in Belgium8. Prior to 2010, 
only the balance of these two categories was posted for consideration as immi‐
grants. 

– Another amendment revolves around the definition of persons de-registered 
or reinstated. Only persons who are de-registered over the course of the year 
and not re-registered the same year are considered to be automatically de-
registered. They are therefore accounted for as emigrants. Similarly, only 
persons who were struck off in previous years and re-enrolled in the refer-
ence year are included in re-enrolments and are therefore added to the im-
migrant count. The purpose of this change is to avoid artificially inflating 
these categories by not counting persons who were deregistered and re-reg-
istered in the same year. This methodological change, which was effective 
from 2010, is reflected in recent developments in these categories9. 

The first residence permits 

In order to better understand the profiles of the migrants, it is interesting 
to know the reasons why these people arrived in Belgium. In this respect, 
the Aliens Office provides statistics on first residence permits. This infor-
mation is contained in the NR for both EU and non-EU citizens. It should 
be noted, however, that the study of migration patterns is a complex un-
dertaking. Foreigners entering the territory must declare their arrival at 
their commune of residence and are issued a residence permit on the ba-
sis of the type of visa they have. That said, the reasons that drive individ-
uals to migrate can be manifold, and may not fit easily into any of the es-
tablished administrative categories. This database therefore makes it 
possible to study the legal reasons for migration but not the personal 
ones in all their nuances. Let us point out some of the limitations of these 
data. As is the case in immigration flow statistics, asylum‐seekers are not 
recorded as such in the figures on first residence permits. They are in-
cluded in the statistics only when they are recognised as refugees or are 
granted subsidiary protection, or if they obtain a first residence permit 
on another basis. Moreover, persons who are granted a first residence 
permit for family reasons are not exclusively beneficiaries of family reu-
nification from abroad, but all persons whose first residence permit is ob-
tained for family reasons. Among these are the several thousand children	
                                                            
8. An example might be a student legally resident in Belgium who, at the end of 
their studies and therefore the validity of their residence permit, cannot return to their 
country of origin because of political conditions there. They may then be required to sub-
mit an application for international protection.  

9. For more details on the effects of methodological changes on immigration and 
emigration curves, see Myria (2013). 
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born	in	Belgium	every year who are granted a first residence permit be-
cause of their parents’ status. In 2016, 15’888 of the 50’928 first resi-
dence permits (31%) were issued to descendants born in Belgium.  

Ultimately, the statistics on first residence permits make it possible to 
study in some respects the legal reasons for migration. However, they do 
not fully cover immigration flows, since some categories of individuals 
receive a first residence permit even though they did not migrate (i.e., 
they are children born in Belgium) or they arrived earlier (i.e., beneficiar-
ies of international protection). 

BOX 4  Refugee status and subsidiary protection 

– Once an alien has submitted an asylum application, the Belgian authorities in 
charge examine his or her file to decide whether he or she can be granted refu‐
gee status. If he or she meets the criteria for recognition, he or she will be con‐
sidered as a recognised refugee and will be granted a right of residence for a 
limited period of time, which becomes unlimited only five years after the appli‐
cation for asylum was lodged. Under the Geneva Convention (1951), a refugee 
is a person who «has a well‐founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion» and who «is outside the country of his nationality and  is unable or, 
owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that coun‐
try». 

–  Since 2006, if a person who applies for asylum does not meet the conditions for 
recognition as a  refugee but  faces  real  risk  if he or  she  returns  to his or her 
country (death penalty, inhumane or degrading treatment, risk to life in case of 
indiscriminate violence during armed conflicts), he or she can be granted an‐
other form of international protection: subsidiary protection. This form of pro‐
tection is not as extensive. 

Trends in migration flows in Belgium: 1997‐2017 

The end of the 1990s, marked by increasing foreign immigration 

In recent years, the number foreigners entering the country reached a 
historically high level (Figure 1). In 2010, 2011 and 2017, nearly 140’000 
international immigrants were registered annually. Although some re-
cent years have seen lower inflows, these «spikes» in immigration far ex-
ceed previous peaks in the 1950s and 1960s. To provide a point of com-
parison, one must consider the number of reported immigrants, without 



Sophie Vause 71	

accounting for changes of register and re-registered persons who had 
been removed from the register10. In the more distant past, two major 
peaks (in 1948 and 1964) of just over 83,000 legal	immigrants had been 
recorded11, compared with about 110’000 in recent years12. Moreover, 
the context in which these immigrations have taken place has changed 
considerably. Indeed, during the post-war period as well as in the 1960s, 
foreign immigration was favoured by the Belgian state, and the peaks ob-
served during this period of «labour recruitment» can be considered as 
cyclical13. Conversely, the increase observed over the last twenty years 
appears more structural than cyclical. Moreover, it is taking place in a 
context that is much less favourable to the opening of borders. 

After the first oil shock, the decision taken by the Belgian state in 1974 to 
put an end to labour immigration clearly led to a decrease in the number 
of foreign immigrants. However, labour immigration did not cease, and 
from 1984 onwards, inflows began to increase again, though for reasons 
other than labour. First, the increase reflects the growth of what is gener-
ically referred to as «family reunification»14. These are, on the one hand, 
foreigners already established in Belgium whose family members who 
have remained in the country decide to immigrate and, on the other hand, 
foreigners and Belgians established in Belgium who marry foreigners 
who thereby obtain the right to enter Belgium. This resurgence of immi-
gration in the 1980s also corresponds to a resumption of immigration of 
European citizens, which had been affected by the crisis of the 1970s (Mo-
relli, 2004). From the 1980s onwards, the accession to the EU of Greece 
(1981), followed by Spain and Portugal (1986), stimulated intra-Euro-
pean migratory exchanges.  

                                                            
10. As a reminder, these last two categories are not available for years prior to 1988 
for those re-registered who had been de-registered, and prior to 1995 for changes of reg-
ister. It is important to detail these different categories in order to compare figures that 
are comparable over time, i.e., that would refer to the same definition for different peri-
ods. 

11. The exact figures are 83’741 in 1948 and 84’490 in 1964. 

12. The exact figures are 113’582 in 2010, 117’948 in 2011 and 113’211 in 2017. 

13. It should be noted that bilateral agreements between Belgium and non-Euro-
pean countries were not necessarily the result of active recruitment by the Belgian state, 
but they did provide a framework for proactive approaches on the part of interested 
workers (Martens, 1976). 

14. This notion has evolved considerably over time, but its beginnings were already 
discernible. 
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FIGURE 1  Immigrant flows of foreigners into Belgium, 1950‐2017 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 

The beginning of the 1990s saw an increase in the number of new arrivals 
due to family reunification and European immigration, but a third major 
phenomenon also came into play: the significant increase in asylum ap-
plications from 1989 onwards. A drop in asylum applications from 1994 
to 1997 led to a temporary reduction in entries, a reduction amplified by 
the exclusion of asylum-seekers from immigration statistics from 1995, 
when the Waiting Register was created (Box 2) (the reduction in entries 
was therefore rather artificial from 1995 to 1998). Nevertheless, inflows 
began to rise sharply again in 1998, peaking in 2001 and 2002; almost 
46’000 people lodged a first asylum application in 2000 (see below). 

The end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s marked a real accel-
eration in migratory exchanges to and from Belgium. That said, the inflow 
curve is not linear, and behind this global trend lie highly diverse migra-
tion dynamics.  
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A largely positive migratory balance 

The mobility of foreigners is two-way: they enter Belgian territory and 
they leave Belgian territory. Some settle permanently while others con-
tinue on to other destinations or return to their country of origin. Alt-
hough Belgium is now primarily a country of immigration, emigration has 
also risen sharply, particularly since the early 2000s. This trend reflects 
a general increase in mobility. 

FIGURE 2  Trends in immigration and emigration flows of foreigners 
and in net migration, 1997‐2017 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 

For the reasons mentioned above, statistics on emigration are not as good 
as those on immigration. However, they give an idea of the magnitude of 
departures of foreigners. In general, emigration of foreigners is much 
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lower than immigration, resulting in a positive and increasing net migra-
tion15 over the period 1997-2010. In recent years (2011-2017), immigra-
tion growth has slowed while emigration has continued to grow, result-
ing in lower net migration (Figure 2). 

The impact of regularisations and asylum on immigration flows 

International immigration of foreigners to Belgium is the result of three 
components: declared	entries,	re‐enrolments	of	persons	who	were	struck	
off	the	register,	and changes	in	register (transfer from the Waiting Regis-
ter to another register) (Box 3).Figure 3 details the respective importance 
of these components over the past 20 years. Changes in register account 
for about 10% of all immigrants. This is particularly interesting because 
it allows inclusion in the statistics of migrants who, because of their sta-
tus, are not included in the reported entries into Belgium. These are 
mainly illegal residents, or asylum-seekers not yet recognised as refugees 
who have had their residence status regularised, or asylum-seekers who 
have been recognised as refugees or granted subsidiary protection at the 
end of their asylum procedure.  

The evolution of the number of register changes is shown in Figure 4 
showing four peaks over the last two decades: 2001, 2005, 2010 and 
2016. The first three peaks essentially correspond to regularisation	oper‐
ations while the last is more a reflection of an increase in recognition	of	
international	protection. 

                                                            
15. Net migration is defined as the difference between immigration and emigration 
over a defined period. A positive net migration balance therefore indicates that the num-
ber of entries during this period is greater than the number of exits, and vice versa in the 
case of a negative balance.  
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FIGURE 3  Components of immigration flows 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 

FIGURE 4  Register changes (from Waiting Register to another register) 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations) 
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FIGURE 5  Variations in the number of register changes 
and of regularisation approvals16 

 
Data sources: National Register, Statbel and Office for Foreigners, author’s calculations. 

The 1999 and 2009 regularisations 

Although applications for residence permits must be, in principle, sub-
mitted from abroad, the Aliens Act of 15 December 1980 nevertheless 
provides for the possibility of submitting such an application while in Bel-
gium under «exceptional circumstances». These include humanitarian	or	
medical reasons. The Act does not specify what qualifies as exceptional 
circumstances, except by excluding certain circumstances. The minister 
has broad discretionary powers to issue permits. In addition to the Act of 
15 December 1980, two other specific acts were enacted in Belgium in 
1999 and 2009. 

                                                            
16. Both curves show that in some years (2007 and 2010) there are more regular-
ised persons (respectively 11’335 and 24’199) than changes in register (respectively 
10’468 and 22’406). This is probably due to the fact that the change of residence status is 
entered in the register with a delay in relation to the decision taken by the Immigration 
Office, a phenomenon that is all the more evident following a large number of regularisa-
tions.  
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FIGURE 6  Variations in the number of register changes and in the number 
of persons recognised as refugees or benefiting 
from subsidiary protection 

 
Data sources:  National Register, Statbel and the Office of the Commissioner General for Refugees 

and Stateless Persons, author’s calculations. 

The 1999 Act 

The purpose of the Act of 22 December 1999 on the regularisation of the 
residence status of certain categories of foreigners was to grant residence 
permits – in principle of unlimited duration – to persons who were in a 
precarious or irregular situation on Belgian territory at that time. During 
this regularisation campaign, more than 32’000 applications, involving 
approximately 50’000 people, were submitted to the Regularisation Com-
mission, which was set up on a temporary basis. In addition to these 
cases, the pending applications of some 3’000 people who had already 
submitted a regularisation request to the Aliens Office before the cam-
paign were transferred to the Regularisation Commission for processing 
(according to the criteria of the Act of 22 December 1999). This politically 
independent commission was tasked with studying the applications and 
then submitting an opinion to the Minister of the Interior, who then took 
the decision on whether or not to regularise these persons. This Act es-
tablished a temporary procedure based on four clear criteria: (1) having 



1997-2017: An assessment of two decades of immigration in Belgium 
 

78	

been the subject of a long-term asylum procedure, (2) being unable to re-
turn to their country of origin for reasons beyond their control, (3) being 
the victim of a serious illness, or (4) being able to demonstrate humani-
tarian circumstances and having developed lasting social ties in Belgium. 
This was a temporary operation, and the applications were to be intro-
duced during the month of January. Although the Act set into motion a 
massive regularisation operation because the criteria were aimed at a 
large number of illegal immigrants, it was not a collective procedure, 
since the applications were dealt with individually (Directorate-General 
for Employment, the Labour Market, 2003). 

The peak observed in 2001 on the register change curve (Figure 5) cor-
responds to the regularisation operation that took place at the beginning 
of 2000 (on the basis of the 1999 Act). This had a major impact on the 
figures for 2001, during which a large number of applications meeting the 
regularisation criteria were processed. In 2005, as part of the manage-
ment of the large backlog at the General Commission for Refugees and 
Stateless Persons (CGRA), the then Minister of the Interior pursued a pol-
icy of regularisation for cases characterised by a long asylum procedure. 
While register changes are promising as an indicator for pinning down 
the number of persons regularised, it has two important drawbacks. 
Firstly, not all regularised persons are included in these statistics: in par-
ticular, foreigners illegally in the country who have never applied for asy-
lum are not counted. Secondly, regularisation decisions do not always 
lead to the person being entered in the register (Before & After, 2008).  

For these years, annual figures on the number of people regularised are 
difficult to find. Some authors cite more than 40’000 people regularised 
between 2000 and 200517 (Before & After, 2008). In total, between 2000 
and 2005, approximately 42’700 people were moved from the Waiting 
Register to another register. Not all were actually regularised people 
(since other categories of persons are included in these statistics, such as 
recognised refugees), but a large proportion of them were in all probabil-
ity. Among these 42’700 people, the main nationalities are either from 

                                                            
17. A number of members of Parliament asked for clarification of these figures, par-
ticularly specifics by year, but no precise answer has been provided. On the one hand, 
there is no official document containing these figures for the Regularisation Commission, 
and on the other hand, the regularisations granted by the Immigration Office were not 
systematically encoded before 2005. With regard to the OE, an answer to a parliamentary 
question states: «At the beginning of 2005, the relevant office was completely reorgan-
ised. The statistical system has been developed and adapted, and since 2005 the data have 
been updated in a uniform manner. Comparable figures are therefore not available for the 
period of 2000 to 2004» (QVRA 51-120, no. 950, http://www.lachambre.be/QRVA/pdf/ 
51/51K0120.pdf). 
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Eastern European countries, such as the countries of the former Yugosla-
via (16%) and Russia (11%), or from Central African countries, mainly 
Congo (10%) and Rwanda (6%). 

The 2009 instructions 

In the summer of 2009, the Belgian Government published a long-awaited 
document on the criteria for regularisation. By means of two instructions, 
it provided for a number of permanent regularisation criteria (one of 
which, for the first time, is linked to being able to find a job) as well as a 
temporary	measure	for persons with a «sustained local anchorage» in Bel-
gium. These persons could then submit an application for regularisation 
between 15 September and 15 December 200918. In terms of statistics, 
the Aliens Office has published the number of regularisations according 
to these criteria for the years 2009, 2010 and 201119. It is likely that some 
applications were still processed on the basis of these criteria (especially 
the permanent criteria) in the years that followed, but the Aliens Office 
no longer published them from 2012. 

The peak observed in 2010 on the curve of register changes (Figure 5) is 
the consequence of this regularisation operation carried out from July 
2009, and most of the applications were processed over the course of 
2010. Of particular note is the importance of the criterion of sustained 
local anchoring, since in 2010 almost half of all regularisations were 
granted on this basis. Between 2009 and 2011, the three years mainly af-
fected by this regularisation operation, more than 50’000 register 
changes took place. As before, not all of these register changes involved 
regularised persons, but a large proportion of them probably did. The 
main nationalities affected by these registry changes were Russians 
(10%), Congolese (8%) and Armenians (7%). 

Since 2010, the number of regularised persons has been decreasing each 
year, with the exception of 2017 (1,853), which saw a higher number of 
regularisations than in 2016 (1,205). That said, the current context is 
clearly not conducive to further massive regularisations. On its website, 

                                                            
18. On 9 December 2009 – i.e., before the three-month period expired – this instruc-
tion was annulled by the Council of State. The Secretary of State in charge declared fol-
lowing this judgment that he would guarantee the legal security of the applicants by con-
tinuing to apply the criteria of the investigation – within the limits of his discretionary 
authority. For more details on the consequences of these policy decisions, see CECLR 
(2011), Annual Report, pp. 94-101. 

19. CECLR (2011), Annual Report, pp. 117-126. 
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the Aliens Office states that the Belgian Government’s instruction recog-
nises the exceptional nature of the regularisation procedure: «The	agree‐
ment	no	longer	provides	for	collective	regularisation.	This	means	that	the	
Aliens	Office	will	not	consider	any	request	for	collective	regularisations	in	
the	coming	years».20 

2000 and 2015: Years marked by asylum flows 

Since the establishment of the Waiting List in 1995, asylum-seekers are 
included in immigration flows only when they are granted some form of 
international protection (refugee status or subsidiary protection). Figure 
6 again shows the curve of register changes (from the Waiting Register to 
another register), this time with the number of persons having obtained 
international protection status. In this second curve there is a clear peak 
in 2016. This is a consequence of a major spike in asylum applications in 
2015. In 2015, approximately 39’000 people filed a first asylum applica-
tion in Belgium, three times more than the previous year (source: General 
Commission for Refugees and Stateless Persons). Many of them would re-
ceive international protection status over the following months (and thus 
the following calendar year for the most part), implying at the adminis-
trative level a change of register.	

Asylum flows in 2015, during what has been described as the «asylum 
crisis», have been regularly compared to those of 2000. In reality, how-
ever, there were more asylum applications in 2000 than in 2015. Nearly 
39’000 people made a first application for international protection in 
2015, compared to more than 46’000 in 2000. However, the curve for 
persons recognised as refugees or beneficiaries of subsidiary protection 
(Figure 6) does not show an increase around the year 2000. An important 
difference between the two years helps to explain this: recognition rates 
were much higher in 2015-2016 than in the early 2000s, resulting in 
more register changes for those recognised. In 2000, only refugee status 
could be granted to asylum-seekers. Of all the decisions taken in 2000, 
7% (i.e., around 1’200 applications) were successful at the level of the 
General Commission for Refugees and Stateless Persons (CGRA). In 2015, 
more than 8’000 applications received a favourable ruling, representing 
61% of the decisions taken on merit by the CGRA in 2015 (51% relating 
to refugee status and 10% to subsidiary protection). These recognition 
rates can be described as «cyclical», as they relate the number of positive 
decisions in a year to the totality of final decisions (positive and negative) 
                                                            
20. https://dofi.ibz.be/sites/dvzoe/fr/Pages/home.aspx. 
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made in that year. However, asylum procedures take several months, and 
can take more than a year. A significant number of people who applied 
for asylum in the late 1990s and early 2000s were subsequently regular-
ised, notably on the basis of the unreasonable length of their asylum pro-
cedure, a logical consequence of the LIFO («last in, first out») system in-
troduced in 2000. Decisions made in a given year therefore often pertain 
to applications filed in the previous year(s)21.	

In 2016, a large majority of register changes therefore resulted from the 
granting of refugee status or subsidiary protection. In that year, almost 
16’000 people moved from the Waiting Register to another register and 
were thus integrated into immigration statistics. Of these, 38% were Syr-
ian nationals, 18% Iraqi, 8% Afghan and 5% Somali. These four national-
ities were also the main nationalities of asylum-seekers in 2015.  

In the end, register changes represent only a small component of immi-
gration flows (about 10%). 

Origin of immigrants: Diversifying migration dynamics 

Several migration trends have led to these changes in the profile of immi-
grants over the past two decades. These include a growing proportion of 
immigrants from the new EU member states, a proportional decrease in 
immigrants from the EU-15 countries, a recent significant decrease in Mo-
roccan and Turkish immigrants, and an increase in immigrants from 
Western Asia. These four trends are detailed below and illustrated in Fig-
ure 8. 

A first important element to highlight from Figure 7 and Table 1 is that 
the majority of immigrants come from the EU-28 member states (58% of 
immigrants in 2017). The countries that have recently joined the EU are 
particularly represented in these flows. In 2004 and 2005, after the ac-
cession to the EU of 10 new states, the proportion of immigrants from 
these countries among all foreign immigrants was less than 10%. The 
main country of origin then was Poland, with about 4’900 immigrants in 
2005. That year Poland ranked fourth in terms of immigration flows to 
Belgium, a position it maintained until 2014. With the accession of Bul-
garia and Romania (2007) and Croatia (2013) to the EU, the proportion 
of immigrants who are from new member states gradually increased, 
                                                            
21. For more on the differences between asylum flows in 2000 and 2015, see Myria 
(2016), «Focus: Asylum-seeker influx and reception policy in Belgium: Comparison of the 
years 2000 and 2015», in the Annual Report Migration in Figures and Act 2016, pp. 126-
131. 
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reaching 24% in 2017. Particularly noteworthy is the sharp rise in Roma-
nian immigrants: they accounted for less than 1% of immigrants in 1997, 
compared with 12-13% since 2014. In absolute terms, Romanian immi-
gration has risen from a few hundred to around 18,000 in the space of 20 
years, putting them at the top of the ranking. 

FIGURE 7  Composition of immigration flows of foreigners in Belgium 
according to region of origin in 1997, 2007 and 2017) 

1997: 53,062 immigrants 

 
2007: 119,679 immigrants 
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2017: 139,815 immigrants 

 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 

Secondly, in absolute terms, immigration from the EU-15 countries has 
increased steadily over the last 20 years. On the other hand, as a propor-
tion of total foreign migration, this group has been decreasing, especially 
since the new member states joined the EU. The nationalities of the bor-
der countries (France and the Netherlands) accounted for 27% of immi-
grants in 1997, compared with 17% in 2017, with Romania taking first 
place in the ranking from 2014. 

Thirdly, the decline in the share of people from North Africa and non-EU 
Europe observed over the last decade in fact reflects two nationalities in 
particular: Moroccans and Turks, in both relative and absolute terms. Be-
tween 2010 and 2017, Moroccan immigration fell from 10’360 to 5’225 
entries (a decrease of 50%), and Turkish immigration fell from 3’914 to 
2’414 entries (a decrease of 38%). 
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TABLE 1  Main nationalities of origin of immigrants in 1997, 2007 and 2017  

Top 15 – 1997  Top 15 – 2007  Top 15 – 2017 

France  7,577  France  13,557  Romania  18,048 

The Netherlands  6,524  The Netherlands  12,134  France  13,611 

Morocco  4,356  Poland  9,986  The Netherlands  9,459 

Italy  3,301  Morocco  8,638  Italy  6,362 

Germany  3,201  Romania  6,121  Syria  5,955 

United States  3,156  Turkey  3,963  Poland  5,787 

United Kingdom  2,812  Germany  3,697  Morocco  5,225 

Portugal  1,771  Italy  3,614  Bulgaria  5,193 

Turkey  1,610  Bulgaria  3,233  Spain  5,175 

Spain  1,325  DR Congo  2,902  India  3,812 

Poland  1,098  Portugal  2,658  Portugal  3,809 

DR Congo  905  United States  2,619  Afghanistan  3,694 

Japan  804  Russia  2,608  Germany  2,954 

Greece  744  United Kingdom  2,291  Iraq  2,548 

Sweden  647  Spain  2,273  United States  2,473 

Other   13,231  Other  39,385  Other  45,710 

Total   53,06222  Total   119,679  Total   139,815 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 

Finally, while immigration from West Asia was less than 3% in 1997, it 
increased to 7% in 2007 and 14% in 2017 (Figure 7). This development 
is reflected in the emergence of Syrian, Afghan and Iraqi nationalities 
among the top 15 immigrant nationalities in 2017. Of particular note is 
the importance of Syrian migration since 2015. In 2016, more than 9’000 
Syrian immigrants were registered, putting this country of origin in 
fourth place, just behind the Romanians, French and Dutch. 
   

                                                            
22. The 1997 total of immigrants in Table 1 and Figure 7 (53’062) is different from 
that shown in Figure 2 (57’243). Up to and including 1999, Statbel does not have figures 
on register changes by nationality. 
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FIGURE 8  Evolution of immigration flows 
for some nationalities of origin, 1997‐2017 

  Immigrants from EU‐15 countries  Immigrants from North Africa (Morocco) 
   (France and the Netherlands)  and non‐EU Europe (Turkey) 

 
  Immigrants from new EU member states  Immigrants from West Asian countries 
  (Romania, Poland, Bulgaria)   (Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan) 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 

Immigrant Profiles 

EU citizens have accounted for more than half of all immigrants for sev-
eral years, ahead of other regions. In 1997, when the EU still had 15 mem-
ber states, this proportion was 56%. It remained stable in 2007 (55%) 
following the accession of 12 new states in 2004 and 2007. Most recently, 
the EU-28 (excluding Belgium) accounted for 58% of the foreign immi-
gration recorded in 2017 (Figure 7).  

Behind a migration trend that has generally been on the rise since the late 
1990s (Figure 1), fairly contrasting migration patterns can be identified, 
as illustrated in Figure 8. An examination of the main nationalities of 
origin of immigrants at an interval of 10 years (1997, 2007, and 2017) 
reveals important developments (Table 1). Some nationalities remain in 
the lead, such as the French; others have seen their place in the ranking 
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drop, such as the Moroccans; still others are gradually beginning to ap-
pear among the 15 most represented nationalities, such as the Romani-
ans since 2007 or the Syrians more recently. To examine the multiplicity 
of immigrant profiles in a little more detail, we propose to focus on four 
nationalities that are emblematic of this diversity: French, Moroccans, 
Romanians and Syrians.  

French immigrants: Significant and regular border migration to Belgium 

In 2017, about 1 out of 5 immigrants in Belgium came from one of the 
four border countries (France, the Netherlands, Germany, Luxembourg). 
This long-standing cross-border migration has remained relatively stable 
over the last two decades. In particular, France was the leading country 
of origin of immigrants for several consecutive years (1997-2001 and 
then 2004-2014). Romania took over the leading position in 2014 (see 
below). 

In demographic terms, the age and gender distribution of the border mi-
grant population presents a fairly typical profile for immigrants (Figure 
9). There is an overrepresentation of young people of working age: more 
than half of French immigrants are between 20 and 34 years old when 
they arrive in Belgium. This characteristic is more pronounced for recent 
immigrants (20-34-year-olds accounted for 57% of immigrants arriving 
in 2017) than for immigrants two decades earlier (52% for 1997 immi-
grants). Older people and young children are present in the flows but not 
predominant (8% for 0-9-year-olds and 3% for those aged 65 and over in 
2017). The proportion of men to women is also fairly stable over time and 
close to parity (Figure 10). Data on the first residence permits issued to 
foreigners are a complementary source for studying immigrant profiles 
(see below, 0). Of the first 12’288 residence permits issued to French na-
tionals in 2016, less than a third were issued for family reasons and 
around a third for paid employment (salaried and self-employed work). 
A significant proportion of first permits were also issued to students 
(15%), and in 14% of cases, to migrants who could justify sufficient re-
sources. These two categories are on average proportionally more prom-
inent for French nationals than for other nationalities (Figure 11). 
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FIGURE 9  Age pyramids for French, Moroccan, Romanian 
and Syrian immigrants for two different dates 

  French  Romanians 

 
  Moroccans  Syrians 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 
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FIGURE 10  Change in the proportion of males among immigrants of French, 
Moroccan, Romanian and Syrian origin for two different dates 

  French  Romanians 

 
  Moroccans  Syrians23 

 
Data source: National Register, Statbel, author’s calculations. 

   

                                                            
23. The dotted lines indicate that the total number of Syrian immigrants was less 
than 100 in those years. 
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FIGURE 11  Distribution of first residence permits issued to French, 
Romanian and all EU citizens in 2016 

  EU citizens (N = 66,257)  French (N = 12,288) 

 
  Romanians (N = 12,564) 

 

 
Source: OE, Parliamentary Question Bulletin 135, question no. 1’278. 

Romanian immigrants: An increasingly male migration, 
strongly linked to work 

For several years, the French remained the leading immigrants to Bel-
gium. In 2014, they were overtaken by the Romanians, who have been 
among the main represented nationalities ever since. In 2017, about 
18’000 Romanian immigrants were registered in Belgium, more than five 
times more than in 2006, just before Romania’s accession to the EU. This 
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growth in immigration is combined with changes in demographics. While 
only 39% of Romanian immigrants in 1997 were men, this proportion 
gradually increased (56% in 2007) to reach 69% in 2017 (Figure 10). The 
age pyramid of Romanian immigrants in 2007 shows a gender balance, 
while a clear imbalance in favour of men is emerging in 2017 (Figure 9). 
This distribution by age and gender also indicates an overrepresentation 
of men of working age on the labour market: in 2017, men between 20 
and 39 years old represented 35% of all Romanian immigrants. 

This age structure suggests that recent Romanian immigrants are strong-
ly motivated by work. This is also revealed by the figures on first resi-
dence permits (Figure 11). Among the first 12’564 permits issued to Ro-
manians in 2016, 47% involved a paid activity. The proportion of first 
permits issued to self-employed people is particularly striking (27%), 
and well above the average for all EU nationalities combined (11%). Ro-
manians clearly stand out from other EU nationalities, as they alone ac-
count for 44% of the first permits issued in the context of self-employ-
ment. In the 2017 report Monitoring	socio‐économique (SPF-UNIA, 2017), 
detailed information is presented on the sectors of activity of the self-em-
ployed from the new EU member states. It emerges that the most com-
mon sectors of activity for this group of countries are construction for 
men and cleaning via domestic work vouchers for women.  

Moroccan immigrants: Long‐standing migration recently slowed 
by family reunification being made more difficult 

Non-European immigration to Belgium is clearly marked by immigration 
from Morocco. Moroccan immigration is long-standing for Belgium, rep-
resenting one of the main immigration flows for more than fifty years. 
Like a number of migratory flows, it was strongly affected by the end of 
labour immigration as early as the mid-1970s, gradually picking up again 
in the mid-1980s. However, in contrast to other immigrants, the end of 
the 1990s was characterised for Morocco by a significant increase in en-
tries into Belgium. Between 1997 and 2015, Morocco was by far the lead-
ing third country of origin for immigrants. In 2002 and 2003, Morocco 
even topped the overall ranking, surpassing immigrants from France and 
the Netherlands. It was only from 2016 that the situation changed: in 
2016 and 2017, Syria had pulled ahead of Morocco, with very distinct im-
migration level (see below).  

When between 1997 and 2002 the number of Moroccan immigrants dou-
bled (Figure 8). The dynamics of family reunification were the main rea-
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son for this increase. Between 2002 and 2010, the annual number of im-
migrants from Morocco fluctuated between 8’000 and 10’000, or about 
10% of all foreign immigrants to Belgium. Since 2010, however, there has 
been a sharp decline in these flows. Between 2010 and 2017, the number 
of immigrants to Belgium halved from 10’000 to around 5’000 annual im-
migrants. 

Data on the issuance of first residence permits provide some additional 
information on this trend over the last decade. In 2010, the overwhelming 
majority (75%) of the first residence permits issued to Moroccan nation-
als were for family reasons (Figure 12). In 2016, this proportion was 
lower, but still significant (68%). The drastic decrease in the number of 
first residence permits for family reasons between 2010 and 2016 is re-
markable, especially for people aged between 20 and 59 (Figure 13). 

FIGURE 12  Breakdown of first permits issued 
to Moroccans by reason in 2010 

 

 
Source: Office des Étrangers, Eurostat, author’s calculations. 
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FIGURE 13  Changes in the number of first permits issued for family reasons 
by age group for Moroccans, 2010‐2016 

 
Source: Office des Étrangers, Eurostat, author’s calculations. 

Politically, this pivotal period corresponds to important changes in the 
area of family reunification. A new Act, adopted on 8 July 2011 and com-
ing into force on 22 September of the same year, significantly modified 
the rules of access to family reunification. This Act created four different 
regimes for family reunification, depending on the nature of the residence 
permit (limited or unlimited) and the nationality of the person who is al-
ready in Belgium (Belgian, EU or non-EU). In particular, the Act imposes 
resource requirements on Belgians and non-EU nationals who wish to 
bring their spouse and excludes the possibility of bringing in the ascend-
ants of Belgians who have reached adult age. It also increases the age re-
quirement for members of the couple from 18 to 21 years for certain cat-
egories of persons24. Given the Moroccan presence in Belgium and the 
propensity of Moroccan nationals, who have sometimes become Belgians, 
to be joined by their families, these new measures particularly affect 
those of Moroccan origin. Furthermore, the Act interprets the bilateral 

                                                            
24. Cf. the Act of 15 December 1980 on access to the territory, residence, establish-
ment and removal of foreigners, Articles 10, 10bis, 40bis and 40 ter. 
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agreements concluded with certain countries (including Morocco) as ap-
plying only to families of the Moroccan nationals who reside in Belgium 
under such agreements, whereas they previously applied to all persons 
with that nationality. 

Syrian immigrants: Following the asylum flows, 
room for family reunification 

In recent years, registered Syrian immigration to Belgium has risen 
sharply, placing Syria among the five most frequent countries of origin in 
2016 and 2017. The fact that these immigrations represent 7% of the to-
tal foreign immigration to Belgium in 2016 is a clear indication that asy-
lum flows are perceptible through immigration statistics. However, not 
all of these people arrived in 2016 and 2017, nor did they all apply for 
asylum. As a reminder, only asylum-seekers who have been granted in-
ternational protection status are counted in immigration statistics once 
their status has been officially granted. Furthermore, the granting of in-
ternational protection status is sometimes followed by an application for 
family reunification with one or more family members who have re-
mained in the country of origin. Beneficiaries of family reunification with 
a refugee are therefore also included in the immigration flows (see be-
low). 

In 2016, more than 9’000 Syrian immigrants were registered in Belgium, 
twice as many as in 2015 and five times as many as in 2014. In 2016, Syria 
was therefore the fourth most important country of origin of immigrants 
in Belgium, after Romania, France and the Netherlands. This development 
is quite unprecedented, since historically the main immigration flows to 
Belgium were mainly from EU citizens, with the exception of Moroccan 
and Turkish nationals, who have always played an important role. From 
2017 immigration flows from Syria started to fall again (around 6’000), 
following the trend in asylum applications with a few months’ delay. 

The presence of Syrians in immigration flows to Belgium seems to be co-
incidental. It is not part of the migratory flows that Belgium has histori-
cally maintained with certain countries (France, Morocco), nor is it part 
of a pattern of openness and economic exchanges (Romania), but rather 
reflects a state of crisis in the country of origin and a major need for pro-
tection for this population. 
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FIGURE 14  Breakdown of the reasons for the first 
permits issued to Syrians in 2016 

 

 
Source: Aliens Office, Eurostat, author’s calculations. 

In demographic terms, there has been a rapid change in the composition 
of the Syrian population arriving in Belgium. In 2013, the year from which 
a significant number of Syrian immigrants (1’640) are observed, two-
thirds were men and half were aged between 20 and 34. Four years later, 
the distribution by age and sex has changed significantly (Figure 9). There 
is a balance between men (49%) and women (51%) and there are about 
as many young people under 18 years of age (49%) as there are over 20 
years of age. In 2013, only 21% of immigrants were under the age of 18. 
These changes in terms of age and gender structure also reflect changes 
in the type of migration. In 2013, more than 80% of Syrians who had been 
issued a first residence permit had been granted international protection 
status (refugee or subsidiary protection) following an asylum procedure 
in Belgium. For the rest, 14% had been granted this first permit for family 
reasons, and 3% for humanitarian reasons (Figure 15)25. In 2017, the ra-
tio changes: 65% are beneficiaries of international protection and 33% 
obtained their first permit for family reasons (Figure 14). It should be 
noted that among the latter category some are children born in Belgium 
(Myria, 2017). 

                                                            
25. A few Syrians have also obtained a first residence permit for reasons related to 
education or gainful employment, but these represent less than 1% and are therefore not 
visible in this Figure.  
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FIGURE 15  Changes in the number of first permits issued for family reasons 
and following the obtention of international protection 
for Syrians, 2010‐2016 

 
Source: Office of Foreigners, Eurostat, author’s calculations. 

While the majority of Syrian immigration in recent years reflects asylum 
flows, there is still a large number of Syrian immigrants who arrived by 
other routes or who were born in Belgium (and counted in the first resi-
dence permits). The various indicators presented make this clear: the in-
crease in asylum flows of Syrians takes place alongside an increase in 
family reunification. These developments are undoubtedly partly linked 
to the more favourable conditions granted to recognised refugees and 
beneficiaries of subsidiary protection during the first year of their recog-
nition for be joined by their family members (spouse and children). 

It should be noted that in the context of family reunification, the material 
conditions do not apply to recognised refugees and beneficiaries of sub-
sidiary protection who bring their spouse and/or child(ren) within one 
year of their recognition. That said, family reunification, even when facil-
itated for this category of individuals, often remains complicated. The ap-
plication for family reunification must be submitted from abroad by the 
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person who wishes to join a family member already in Belgium. In coun-
tries ravaged by war, access to a Belgian diplomatic post is often diffi-
cult26. 

Conclusion 

Since 1997, international migration in Belgium has undergone many 
changes. While emigration out of Belgium has doubled since the early 
2000s, the end of the 1990s was characterised by increasing immigration 
of foreigners into Belgium. The number of entries of foreigners has in-
deed reached a historically high level, reaching between 120’000 and 
140’000 annual immigrants between 2007 and 2017. Behind this accel-
eration in migratory exchanges to Belgium, various migration dynamics 
are at work and are studied in this article.  

A first important analysis focuses on the components of migration flows 
in Belgium. In particular, it has been shown that register changes (moving 
from the Waiting Register to another register), while representing only a 
minority of immigration flows (around 10%), illustrate specific migration 
profiles: persons benefiting from international protection (refugee status 
or subsidiary protection) as well as regularised persons. It is obviously 
important to take this population into account, even with a certain delay, 
in immigration flow statistics, but it should be noted that behind the 
scenes, all irregular migrants who do not obtain residence status are not 
included in these official statistics, and as such are not taken into account. 
Specific studies should be carried out on this population in order to cover 
migration in Belgium more comprehensively. 

The analysis of the origins of immigrants indicates first of all that the EU 
is ahead of the other world regions, accounting for more than half of all 
immigrants for several years. Alongside this strong trend, several migra-
tion dynamics are at work, giving rise to changes in the profiles of immi-
grants. These include a growing proportion of immigrants from the new 
EU member states, a proportional decrease in immigrants from the EU-
15 countries, a recent significant decrease in Moroccan and Turkish im-
migrants, and an increase in immigrants from Western Asia, particularly 
from countries at war. To illustrate these changes and this diversity of 

                                                            
26. For a detailed analysis of the difficulties encountered by beneficiaries of inter-
national protection in using family reunification to bring their family to Belgium, see 
Myria (2018). 
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profile, four nationalities were highlighted: French immigrants, a group 
characterised by a stable and numerically significant border migration; 
Romanian immigrants, reflecting an increasingly male and strongly 
work-related migration; Moroccan immigrants, illustrating a longstand-
ing but recently slowed migration due to a political tightening of family 
reunification policies; and finally, Syrian immigrants, characterised by an 
asylum migration recently mixed with family reunification.  

In short, behind an overall upward trend, several indicators suggest that 
the current context is less and less favourable to the opening of the Bel-
gian borders. Rather than a linear trend, two phases seem to emerge. In 
the first phase, between the end of the 1990s and 2010, several indicators 
reflect a certain openness to international mobility. The successive acces-
sions of new member states to the EU lead to more intensive exchanges 
with new countries, and the mobility of EU citizens largely fuels the im-
migration flows to Belgium. Two acts enacted 10 years apart led to the 
regularisation of several tens of thousands of people with precarious or 
illegal residence, and in the space of ten years, the number of immigrants 
more than doubled. 

Since 2010, however, a second phase has begun with a new migratory 
context in Belgium. The number of immigrants from abroad is fluctuating 
without really increasing. Regularisation operations such as those that 
the then Belgian governments put in place in 1999 and 2009 are no longer 
on the agenda. Migration policy on family reunification is becoming more 
stringent, with direct consequences for longstanding migration flows in 
Belgium. More recently, asylum flows have increased, allowing access to 
Belgian territory for more persons in need of protection. In spite of their 
visibility in the media, however, these streams represent only a minority 
of the total flows.  
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