
1.1 Why choose Belgium?

So, why choose Belgium? Let’s be honest, it’s probably not the first country that comes

to mind when you think of a grand life abroad. But scratch beneath the grey skies and

complex politics, and you’ll find one of Europe’s most stable, nuanced, and quietly

powerful places to live. It doesn’t scream opportunity, it murmurs it, in three languages,

with a glass of Trappist beer in hand.

Belgium’s economy runs like a well-hidden engine. You won’t feel the roar, but you’ll

see the efficiency, especially in services, logistics, pharmaceuticals, and the political

machinery of the EU itself. With Brussels as the de facto capital of Europe, institutions

like the European Commission and NATO are not just diplomatic symbols; they’re

massive employers. If you’ve got language skills and a sharp CV, these are doors worth

knocking on.

The unemployment rate here remains moderate, especially in Flanders, which often

boasts some of the lowest figures in the EU. Inflation, like elsewhere, has flirted with

instability post-COVID and amid global shifts, but Belgium’s safety net and fiscal

policies keep the swings manageable. It’s a country built more for predictability than

volatility, and that’s a good thing if you’re planting roots.

Let’s talk sectors, because if you’re not an EU bureaucrat, you’re not out of luck. IT is

booming, especially with cybersecurity and fintech roles across Flanders and Brussels.

Healthcare is always recruiting, particularly for French- and Dutch-speaking

professionals. Construction thrives with both public and private investments, and the

hospitality industry, though hit hard in recent years, is clawing its way back in major

urban centers. The jobs are there. The trick is navigating the language labyrinth.

Foreign investors have a curious relationship with Belgium: they grumble about taxes

but praise the workforce. Yes, it’s one of the most heavily taxed countries in Europe,

but you do get functioning systems in return. A multilingual population, good education

standards, and relatively high political stability make it a solid, if unspectacular, bet. It’s

the Volvo of investment destinations: safe, not flashy.
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Cost of living? That’s where the regional contrast starts to matter. Brussels is steep, rent

for a one-bedroom can swallow over a third of your salary. Antwerp, with its fashion

flair and port-side pulse, isn’t far behind. Liège and other Walloon cities are cheaper,

but you might sacrifice some job opportunities or public services. Rural towns can feel

like a financial relief… until you need to find a specialist doctor or fast internet. Know

what matters to you before choosing your base.

Work-life balance in Belgium is quietly enviable. The legal full-time week is 38 hours,

with ten public holidays scattered across the year. There’s a real push, at least on paper,

for a right to disconnect. Whether that translates into actual balance depends on your

field. Government jobs tend to respect time. Start-ups and international companies…

less so. But the law’s on your side if your boss gets too clingy after hours.

On the global stage, Belgium ranks impressively, not that Belgians themselves would

boast about it. Healthcare is among the best in Europe. Education is solid, particularly

in international schools. Press freedom is strong. Personal safety? High, though

pickpocketing in Brussels can be an Olympic sport. You’ll feel secure here, but don’t get

sloppy with your bag on public transport.

Now, climate, this is where you’ll need to adjust your expectations. Belgium won’t win

any weather awards. It’s damp, it’s grey, and the sun has commitment issues. Winters

are mild, but so are the summers. If you come from the Mediterranean or the tropics,

expect an emotional dip around January… and maybe again in March… and probably

November too. The air quality, though, is better than many major European cities,

especially outside traffic-heavy hubs.

Transport is a mixed bag, but mostly in your favour. The train network is extensive,

with decent connections between major cities and even into neighbouring countries.

Public transport varies by region, Brussels has a solid system, Flanders is efficient,

Wallonia… well, it tries. Traffic around Brussels and Antwerp is soul-crushing during

rush hour, so if you’re driving, bring snacks and existential podcasts.
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Finally, immigration policy. Belgium doesn’t use a point system like Canada or Australia,

but there are regional quotas and permit types that might make your head spin at first.

The Blue Card is your friend if you’re highly qualified, and family reunification is

possible, though tightly regulated. The good news? Once you’re in, you’re in, and the

longer you stay, the easier it gets.

So no, Belgium won’t seduce you with flash. But if you’re looking for a place that

functions, evolves slowly, and lets you build a stable life with a side of fries and

existential reflection, well, you might find yourself staying longer than planned.
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1.2 What to expect in practice

Reality Check: What You’re Actually Signing Up For

Let’s get real, moving to Belgium isn’t a cinematic arrival scene with tulip fields and

cheerful bureaucrats handing you your residence card. It’s more like landing in a mildly

chaotic board game where the rules change depending on the language you speak and

the commune you pick. You’re not just moving to a country, you’re moving into a

matrix of micro-states with shared beer and separate procedures.

First stop: the visa and residency maze. If you’re coming on a Type D visa, brace

yourself. Processing can take anywhere from three to twelve weeks, depending on how

many files are already clogging the consulate’s desk, and no, being polite won’t speed

things up, but being thorough might. Once you land, you’ll need to register at the local

commune (that’s the town hall, not a hippie farm), where they’ll smile, nod, and ask you

to wait… possibly for another few weeks. Residence cards come in various mysterious

letters, F, A, B, each with its own rules, duration, and renewal rituals. Oh, and don’t

forget your health registration, because without it, you’re one accident away from a very

expensive reality check.

Now, housing. If you’re targeting Brussels, get ready to compete with diplomats,

interns, digital nomads, and half of France. The market moves fast, and good deals

vanish even faster. Wallonia is easier, cheaper, more relaxed, but don’t expect everyone

to speak English, or anything to happen quickly. Flanders is dynamic, more expensive in

the cities, but also more structured. Just remember: wherever you go, the housing ads

will rarely tell the full truth, and landlords will always find a way to make you feel like

you’re auditioning for the role of “ideal tenant.”

Then there’s the bureaucracy. Ah, Belgium’s national sport. Appointments are

mandatory for nearly everything: residence registration, getting your ID, declaring your

dog, maybe even breathing in some communes. And they fill up fast, some communes

have two-month waiting lists just to ask a question. Add to that the joys of official

translations (only accepted from certified professionals, of course), and the fact that

every commune has its own charming version of paperwork hell. Think you’ve got the

right documents? Think again. There’s always something missing, and it usually needs to

be stamped, signed, and translated in triplicate.
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Budget-wise, daily expenses can hit hard if you’re not prepared. For a solo expat in

Brussels, rent can easily reach €1,000/month for a modest place. Add €100 for basic

health insurance (more if you want dental, vision, or a room that doesn’t look like a

storage closet), €49 for a public transport pass, and around €300 for groceries. For a

family, you can basically triple those numbers. Belgium’s social system is generous, but

entry doesn’t come cheap.

And don’t expect everything to flow smoothly just because you’ve “followed the steps.”

Friction points are built into the system. Paperwork moves slowly, departments don’t

talk to each other, and what’s true in Wallonia may be false in Flanders, or just not

applicable on Wednesdays. There’s a kind of Kafkaesque charm to it once you stop

crying. Oh, and don’t be surprised if your file disappears, reappears, or gets “sent to

another department” with no further explanation.

Speaking of surprises, let’s talk hidden costs. That rental ad you saw? It didn’t mention

the three-month security deposit, or the compulsory rental insurance (because yes, even

your coffee table needs a policy). Some communes charge a fee just to register your

address, €50, €100, sometimes more if you blink wrong. You’ll need to open a bank

account just to pay those fees, which may itself require a residence card that you don’t

yet have. Welcome to the loop.

Then there’s the most underestimated challenge: integration. You think you’re social?

Belgium will test that. Locals are polite but reserved, and while people will speak

English in Brussels, don’t count on it elsewhere. French dominates Wallonia, Dutch

rules in Flanders, and you’ll feel like an intruder in both if you don’t make the effort.

Breaking into local circles takes time, consistency, and usually some shared misery

(language classes help). Until then, get used to awkward small talk at the bakery and

being the quiet one at community events.

Belgium doesn’t open its arms wide, but it doesn’t close the door either. It just leaves it

slightly ajar, with a polite sign saying “ring first, then wait.” If you’re patient, prepared,

and just a bit stubborn, you’ll adapt. Not overnight, but eventually, this complex little

country starts to make sense in its own chaotic rhythm. You’ll learn the right questions

to ask, the real meaning behind “ça va aller,” and when to bring chocolate as a peace

offering.
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1.3 Quick cultural overview

Culture in Belgium: Read the Room Before You Speak

If you’re expecting loud declarations, firm handshakes, and a welcome parade, you’ve

landed in the wrong country. Belgium doesn’t do flamboyant warmth. It does quiet

codes, layered signals, and a culture that prefers subtlety to spectacle. But once tu

commences à lire entre les lignes, a different kind of richness unfolds. One that values

stability over shine, and community over charisma.

Let’s start with what Belgians tend to hold dear. Social equality isn’t just a buzzword

here, it’s embedded in the tax system, in public services, in the very way daily life is

structured. The idea is that no one should stick out too much. Flash your wealth or

status too obviously, and you’ll be met with silent judgment. Solidarity is expressed

through community funding: you pay taxes, and in return, the system is meant to take

care of everyone. It’s not perfect, far from it, but the intention is baked into the national

DNA.

Discretion is a virtue. Don’t overshare in your first week. Don’t assume your colleagues

want to hear your life story at lunch. You’ll quickly notice that pragmatism beats

idealism in most conversations, and when in doubt, follow the rules. Belgians don’t like

improvisation in administrative settings, and while they may bend a process quietly for

themselves, they’ll expect you to bring the right paperwork, in the right order, with the

right signature. Always.

Now, communication. This is where things get interesting, and potentially confusing.

Belgian communication is indirect, diplomatic, and often wrapped in a layer of polite

ambiguity. You’ll hear “we’ll see” (on verra, we zullen zien) a lot. It doesn’t mean yes. It

means “probably no, but I’d rather not say it directly.” If you come from a blunt

culture, you’ll need to recalibrate your radar. Don’t take vagueness personally, it’s a

national art form.

And yet, even within this delicacy, there’s contrast. French-speaking Belgians (Wallonia,

Brussels) tend to be more expressive, gestures, emotions, even the occasional complaint

will come more freely. Dutch-speaking Flemings, by contrast, prefer minimalism in

tone. You’ll get a calm nod instead of applause, a “not bad” instead of praise. If a

Flemish colleague says your work is “in orde,” you’re doing great. Don’t expect

fireworks
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On gender and family matters, Belgium is quietly progressive. Same-sex marriage has

been legal since 2003, one of the first countries to do so. Public childcare is strong,

subsidised, and widely used. Most parents return to work fairly quickly, and paternal

leave is increasingly normalised. Gender equality is enshrined in law, even if the day-to-

day still has some catching up to do, especially in older or rural communities. But

overall, you won’t feel like you’ve time-travelled to the 1950s.

Speaking of rural, let’s talk geography and values. Brussels is a different planet.

Cosmopolitan, multilingual, slightly chaotic, and politically charged. You’ll find vegan

cafés next to Congolese churches, EU technocrats rubbing shoulders with Moroccan

grandmothers, and more acronyms than you can digest in one lifetime. But head into

West Flanders or deep into Luxembourg province, and the vibe shifts. Catholic

traditions still shape local customs. Conservatism lingers in quiet expectations:

punctuality, modesty, conformity. Not hostile, just less inclined to embrace difference

without explanation.

Then there’s the matter of national identity, complex, fragmented, and proudly so.

Belgians often define themselves more by their region than their country. Ask someone

if they feel Belgian, and you might get a shrug. But talk about beer, and eyes will light

up. Belgium has more than a thousand types, and they’re not just drinks, they’re history

in a glass. Festivals, too, are serious affairs: Binche Carnival, the medieval Ommegang,

or the chaotic joy of Doudou in Mons. They’re not for tourists, they’re living rituals.

Cycling is sacred. Not as a hipster choice, but as a real means of transport, sport, and

childhood rite of passage. Sundays are for Lycra and hill climbs. And Tintin, yes, the

cartoon, is more than a childhood memory. He’s a cultural symbol, even if his colonial

undertones raise awkward questions today.

And finally, the monarchy. Belgium has a dual monarchy structure, and while few

people get misty-eyed over the royals, the system offers a kind of neutral continuity that

Belgians secretly appreciate. It’s not about power, it’s about avoiding too much political

drama. In Belgium, moderation is survival.

So yes, the culture might feel elusive at first. But it’s not closed, just quiet. Pay attention,

lower your volume, and give it time. Here, trust is built through consistency, not

charisma. And once you're in, you're really in.
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1.4 Political environment & freedoms

Politics in Belgium: Complexity as a National Sport

If you thought a bit of paperwork was the only administrative headache in Belgium, let

me introduce you to the local political system. This country has somehow managed to

make its state structure more complex than its railway network, and yet the trains are

still often late. Welcome to a drawer-style federalism, where every decision seems to

require at least three levels of agreement, two translations, and a dash of surrealism.

Belgium is a federal state, but not in the clean-cut sense you might know from Germany

or the US. It’s a patchwork of three regions (Flanders, Wallonia, Brussels) and three

language communities (Dutch, French, German). And no, they don’t perfectly overlap,

because why would they? This layering means that different bodies handle education,

employment, culture, health, and more, often in parallel, sometimes in contradiction.

You might register your residence with one office, get your health coverage from

another, and find out that your tax office doesn’t talk to either. It’s functional, in the

way a Rube Goldberg machine is functional.

Elections here are compulsory. Yes, you read that right, you have to vote. Or at least

show up. Abstaining without cause can technically get you fined (though enforcement is

rare). This setup was meant to encourage civic engagement, but what it’s really created

is a deeply fragmented political landscape, where a dozen parties all grab just enough

votes to make forming a government a months-long Rubik’s cube. Belgium currently

holds the world record for the longest time without an official government: 652 days.

And the country didn’t collapse. That should tell you something.

Coalition politics are the norm. No party wins alone, so everything becomes a

negotiation, which slows things down, but also forces compromise. There’s an elegance

to that, when it works. And when it doesn’t… well, you get long caretaker periods

where nothing radical changes, which many Belgians secretly prefer. It’s political inertia

disguised as stability.
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The judiciary is formally independent, and mostly respected. But justice here is not

swift, it’s more like a polite shuffle through layers of linguistic bureaucracy. Courts

operate in Dutch or French, depending on the region, and switching languages mid-

process isn’t easy. If you end up in court, be prepared for a wait, and make sure your

lawyer knows which side of the language line you’re on, because mistranslation can cost

you more than pride.

That said, civil liberties are strong. Protests happen often, not in a chaotic way, but as a

regular form of expression. Farmers, students, unions, climate activists, they all march,

block roads, and make noise. And it’s legal. The police presence is usually calm and

procedural unless something escalates, and even then, Belgium tends to lean more

towards de-escalation than brute force. Your right to speak, march, and dissent is

protected, even as a foreigner, as long as you’re not throwing bricks at riot shields

.

The media landscape is broad and regionally segmented. You’ve got French-language

papers like Le Soir, Dutch ones like De Standaard, and German coverage in the east. But

here’s the catch: they often report on different realities. A scandal in Wallonia might

barely make it into Flemish headlines, and vice versa. There’s no unified media

narrative, which is both a strength (less centralized spin) and a weakness (hard to get the

full picture unless you speak multiple languages). English-language outlets exist, but

mostly for expats, they’re not shaping the national mood.

And what about transparency? On paper, Belgium has solid anti-corruption laws,

transparency frameworks, and watchdogs. But at the local level, especially in smaller

communes, political appointments and nepotism still happen. It’s rarely explosive; more

like a low-level background hum of “my cousin knows a guy.” If you deal with local

permits, housing approvals, or business licenses, don’t be surprised if things feel a

little… cozy.

Yet despite all this complexity, Belgium somehow works. Not in a dazzling, efficient

way, but in a steady, negotiated rhythm. Things move slowly, but they usually move.

And when they stall, no one panics, they just form another committee, preferably

trilingual, and keep going. It’s governance by endurance, not spectacle.

So if you’re planning to live here, don’t expect clarity. Expect layers. Learn the

acronyms. Know that your vote matters, even if it doesn’t change much. And take

comfort in the fact that while nothing gets done quickly, very little gets ruined either.

Belgium may not inspire political passion, but it does offer a kind of weary, hard-earned

balance, and in a world of extremes, that’s not nothing.
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1.5 Social fractures & tensions

What Lies Beneath: Frictions You Can’t Ignore

Living in Belgium isn’t just about learning which beer to order or how not to get lost in

a commune office. Sooner or later, tu vas sentir les tensions sous-jacentes. Pas frontales,

pas violentes, mais bien là. Belgium may look calm on the surface, but underneath, it

carries unresolved fractures, old wounds, and silent lines you’ll do well to read before

you cross.

First up: the linguistic divide. You might think “Dutch vs French” is just about

translation. It’s not. It’s identity. Flanders, the Dutch-speaking north, and Wallonia, the

French-speaking south, don’t just speak differently, they vote differently, earn

differently, perceive the world differently. There’s an underlying friction that never quite

erupts, but never really fades either. Jokes become digs. Administrative decisions spark

debates. And if you’re in Brussels, the bilingual capital caught between both, you’ll feel

that tug-of-war in street signs, politics, even the rhythm of conversations.

This split also feeds into economic disparity. Flanders is wealthier, more industrially

dynamic, and quicker to adapt to tech and innovation. Wallonia, on the other hand, still

bears the bruises of its post-industrial collapse. The mines closed. The factories slowed.

Recovery has been uneven, and with that comes resentment, sometimes voiced,

sometimes just simmering under regional pride. You won’t be expected to pick a side,

but if you stay long enough, someone might test where your sympathies lie. Tread

gently.

Now, let’s talk multicultural tensions. Belgium loves to present itself as tolerant and

cosmopolitan. And in some ways, it is, diverse cities, integration programs, official anti-

discrimination laws. But reality is more uneven. Discrimination against North African,

Sub-Saharan, and Turkish communities is real, persistent, and largely systemic. Names

still matter when applying for jobs. Skin colour still shifts how police interact with you.

In certain neighbourhoods, the line between integration and exclusion feels thin, and it’s

not just about language. It’s about trust, or the lack of it. If tu viens d’un de ces milieux,

sois lucide : Belgium might offer legal protection, but it won’t hand you belonging on a

plate.
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The colonial legacy in the Congo is still a raw nerve, statues of Leopold II have been

defaced, defended, debated. There’s no national reckoning, just scattered

acknowledgments and public discomfort. During WWII, parts of the country

collaborated with Nazi forces. That memory, too, is split along linguistic and political

lines. And then there’s the monarchy, loved, tolerated, or mocked, depending on who

you ask. But always there, looming like an antique chandelier no one dares remove.

The point isn’t to scare you. It’s to prepare you. These fault lines aren’t always visible,

especially to outsiders. But they shape how people vote, trust, hire, protest. And they

sometimes shape how you’ll be perceived, even if you don’t notice at first.

So if you want to live here, really live here, not just hover in the expat cloud, you’ll need

to read the codes, respect the past, and avoid lazy assumptions. Belgium isn’t fragile.

But it’s layered, and a bit haunted. Treat it accordingly.
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	If you’re expecting loud declarations, firm handshakes, and a welcome parade, you’ve landed in the wrong country. Belgium doesn’t do flamboyant warmth. It does quiet codes, layered signals, and a culture that prefers subtlety to spectacle. But once tu commences à lire entre les lignes, a different kind of richness unfolds. One that values stability over shine, and community over charisma.
	Let’s start with what Belgians tend to hold dear. Social equality isn’t just a buzzword here, it’s embedded in the tax system, in public services, in the very way daily life is structured. The idea is that no one should stick out too much. Flash your wealth or status too obviously, and you’ll be met with silent judgment. Solidarity is expressed through community funding: you pay taxes, and in return, the system is meant to take care of everyone. It’s not perfect, far from it, but the intention is baked into the national DNA.
	Discretion is a virtue. Don’t overshare in your first week. Don’t assume your colleagues want to hear your life story at lunch. You’ll quickly notice that pragmatism beats idealism in most conversations, and when in doubt, follow the rules. Belgians don’t like improvisation in administrative settings, and while they may bend a process quietly for themselves, they’ll expect you to bring the right paperwork, in the right order, with the right signature. Always. Now, communication. This is where things get interesting, and potentially confusing. Belgian communication is indirect, diplomatic, and often wrapped in a layer of polite ambiguity. You’ll hear “we’ll see” (on verra, we zullen zien) a lot. It doesn’t mean yes. It means “probably no, but I’d rather not say it directly.” If you come from a blunt culture, you’ll need to recalibrate your radar. Don’t take vagueness personally, it’s a national art form.
	And yet, even within this delicacy, there’s contrast. French-speaking Belgians (Wallonia, Brussels) tend to be more expressive, gestures, emotions, even the occasional complaint will come more freely. Dutch-speaking Flemings, by contrast, prefer minimalism in tone. You’ll get a calm nod instead of applause, a “not bad” instead of praise. If a Flemish colleague says your work is “in orde,” you’re doing great. Don’t expect fireworks


	On gender and family matters, Belgium is quietly progressive. Same-sex marriage has been legal since 2003, one of the first countries to do so. Public childcare is strong, subsidised, and widely used. Most parents return to work fairly quickly, and paternal leave is increasingly normalised. Gender equality is enshrined in law, even if the day-to-day still has some catching up to do, especially in older or rural communities. But overall, you won’t feel like you’ve time-travelled to the 1950s.
	Speaking of rural, let’s talk geography and values. Brussels is a different planet. Cosmopolitan, multilingual, slightly chaotic, and politically charged. You’ll find vegan cafés next to Congolese churches, EU technocrats rubbing shoulders with Moroccan grandmothers, and more acronyms than you can digest in one lifetime. But head into West Flanders or deep into Luxembourg province, and the vibe shifts. Catholic traditions still shape local customs. Conservatism lingers in quiet expectations: punctuality, modesty, conformity. Not hostile, just less inclined to embrace difference without explanation.
	Then there’s the matter of national identity, complex, fragmented, and proudly so. Belgians often define themselves more by their region than their country. Ask someone if they feel Belgian, and you might get a shrug. But talk about beer, and eyes will light up. Belgium has more than a thousand types, and they’re not just drinks, they’re history in a glass. Festivals, too, are serious affairs: Binche Carnival, the medieval Ommegang, or the chaotic joy of Doudou in Mons. They’re not for tourists, they’re living rituals.
	Cycling is sacred. Not as a hipster choice, but as a real means of transport, sport, and childhood rite of passage. Sundays are for Lycra and hill climbs. And Tintin, yes, the cartoon, is more than a childhood memory. He’s a cultural symbol, even if his colonial undertones raise awkward questions today.
	And finally, the monarchy. Belgium has a dual monarchy structure, and while few people get misty-eyed over the royals, the system offers a kind of neutral continuity that Belgians secretly appreciate. It’s not about power, it’s about avoiding too much political drama. In Belgium, moderation is survival.
	So yes, the culture might feel elusive at first. But it’s not closed, just quiet. Pay attention, lower your volume, and give it time. Here, trust is built through consistency, not charisma. And once you're in, you're really in.
	1.4 Political environment & freedoms
	Politics in Belgium: Complexity as a National Sport
	If you thought a bit of paperwork was the only administrative headache in Belgium, let me introduce you to the local political system. This country has somehow managed to make its state structure more complex than its railway network, and yet the trains are still often late. Welcome to a drawer-style federalism, where every decision seems to require at least three levels of agreement, two translations, and a dash of surrealism.
	Belgium is a federal state, but not in the clean-cut sense you might know from Germany or the US. It’s a patchwork of three regions (Flanders, Wallonia, Brussels) and three language communities (Dutch, French, German). And no, they don’t perfectly overlap, because why would they? This layering means that different bodies handle education, employment, culture, health, and more, often in parallel, sometimes in contradiction. You might register your residence with one office, get your health coverage from another, and find out that your tax office doesn’t talk to either. It’s functional, in the way a Rube Goldberg machine is functional.
	Elections here are compulsory. Yes, you read that right, you have to vote. Or at least show up. Abstaining without cause can technically get you fined (though enforcement is rare). This setup was meant to encourage civic engagement, but what it’s really created is a deeply fragmented political landscape, where a dozen parties all grab just enough votes to make forming a government a months-long Rubik’s cube. Belgium currently holds the world record for the longest time without an official government: 652 days. And the country didn’t collapse. That should tell you something.
	Coalition politics are the norm. No party wins alone, so everything becomes a negotiation, which slows things down, but also forces compromise. There’s an elegance to that, when it works. And when it doesn’t… well, you get long caretaker periods where nothing radical changes, which many Belgians secretly prefer. It’s political inertia disguised as stability.


	The judiciary is formally independent, and mostly respected. But justice here is not swift, it’s more like a polite shuffle through layers of linguistic bureaucracy. Courts operate in Dutch or French, depending on the region, and switching languages mid-process isn’t easy. If you end up in court, be prepared for a wait, and make sure your lawyer knows which side of the language line you’re on, because mistranslation can cost you more than pride.
	That said, civil liberties are strong. Protests happen often, not in a chaotic way, but as a regular form of expression. Farmers, students, unions, climate activists, they all march, block roads, and make noise. And it’s legal. The police presence is usually calm and procedural unless something escalates, and even then, Belgium tends to lean more towards de-escalation than brute force. Your right to speak, march, and dissent is protected, even as a foreigner, as long as you’re not throwing bricks at riot shields . The media landscape is broad and regionally segmented. You’ve got French-language papers like Le Soir, Dutch ones like De Standaard, and German coverage in the east. But here’s the catch: they often report on different realities. A scandal in Wallonia might barely make it into Flemish headlines, and vice versa. There’s no unified media narrative, which is both a strength (less centralized spin) and a weakness (hard to get the full picture unless you speak multiple languages). English-language outlets exist, but mostly for expats, they’re not shaping the national mood.
	And what about transparency? On paper, Belgium has solid anti-corruption laws, transparency frameworks, and watchdogs. But at the local level, especially in smaller communes, political appointments and nepotism still happen. It’s rarely explosive; more like a low-level background hum of “my cousin knows a guy.” If you deal with local permits, housing approvals, or business licenses, don’t be surprised if things feel a little… cozy.
	Yet despite all this complexity, Belgium somehow works. Not in a dazzling, efficient way, but in a steady, negotiated rhythm. Things move slowly, but they usually move. And when they stall, no one panics, they just form another committee, preferably trilingual, and keep going. It’s governance by endurance, not spectacle. So if you’re planning to live here, don’t expect clarity. Expect layers. Learn the acronyms. Know that your vote matters, even if it doesn’t change much. And take comfort in the fact that while nothing gets done quickly, very little gets ruined either. Belgium may not inspire political passion, but it does offer a kind of weary, hard-earned balance, and in a world of extremes, that’s not nothing.
	1.5 Social fractures & tensions
	What Lies Beneath: Frictions You Can’t Ignore
	Living in Belgium isn’t just about learning which beer to order or how not to get lost in a commune office. Sooner or later, tu vas sentir les tensions sous-jacentes. Pas frontales, pas violentes, mais bien là. Belgium may look calm on the surface, but underneath, it carries unresolved fractures, old wounds, and silent lines you’ll do well to read before you cross.
	First up: the linguistic divide. You might think “Dutch vs French” is just about translation. It’s not. It’s identity. Flanders, the Dutch-speaking north, and Wallonia, the French-speaking south, don’t just speak differently, they vote differently, earn differently, perceive the world differently. There’s an underlying friction that never quite erupts, but never really fades either. Jokes become digs. Administrative decisions spark debates. And if you’re in Brussels, the bilingual capital caught between both, you’ll feel that tug-of-war in street signs, politics, even the rhythm of conversations.
	This split also feeds into economic disparity. Flanders is wealthier, more industrially dynamic, and quicker to adapt to tech and innovation. Wallonia, on the other hand, still bears the bruises of its post-industrial collapse. The mines closed. The factories slowed. Recovery has been uneven, and with that comes resentment, sometimes voiced, sometimes just simmering under regional pride. You won’t be expected to pick a side, but if you stay long enough, someone might test where your sympathies lie. Tread gently.
	Now, let’s talk multicultural tensions. Belgium loves to present itself as tolerant and cosmopolitan. And in some ways, it is, diverse cities, integration programs, official anti-discrimination laws. But reality is more uneven. Discrimination against North African, Sub-Saharan, and Turkish communities is real, persistent, and largely systemic. Names still matter when applying for jobs. Skin colour still shifts how police interact with you. In certain neighbourhoods, the line between integration and exclusion feels thin, and it’s not just about language. It’s about trust, or the lack of it. If tu viens d’un de ces milieux, sois lucide : Belgium might offer legal protection, but it won’t hand you belonging on a plate.


	The colonial legacy in the Congo is still a raw nerve, statues of Leopold II have been defaced, defended, debated. There’s no national reckoning, just scattered acknowledgments and public discomfort. During WWII, parts of the country collaborated with Nazi forces. That memory, too, is split along linguistic and political lines. And then there’s the monarchy, loved, tolerated, or mocked, depending on who you ask. But always there, looming like an antique chandelier no one dares remove.
	The point isn’t to scare you. It’s to prepare you. These fault lines aren’t always visible, especially to outsiders. But they shape how people vote, trust, hire, protest. And they sometimes shape how you’ll be perceived, even if you don’t notice at first. So if you want to live here, really live here, not just hover in the expat cloud, you’ll need to read the codes, respect the past, and avoid lazy assumptions. Belgium isn’t fragile. But it’s layered, and a bit haunted. Treat it accordingly.

