
Introduction
For over thirty years, questions related to cultural and religious diversity, in rela-
tion to the issue of integration and living together in broad terms, have become 
increasingly important in the public debates of Belgium. This growing attention 
became particularly evident during the last decade or so, through the establish-
ment of two government commissions charged with examining ways of envisag-
ing social cohesion in the context of an increasingly pluralistic Belgium, and 
formulating concrete recommendations in this regard. The first part of this chapter 
addresses the Commission du Dialogue Interculturel (Commission for Intercultural 
Dialogue/CID) that existed between 2004 and 2005, which gave way just three 
years later to Les Assises de l’interculturalité (The Round Tables on 
Interculturalism/RTI), whose work took place between 2009 and 2010 and is the 
subject of the second part of this chapter.1

The context of questions of cultural and religious diversity and of their inte-
gration into the political agenda actually started back in 1989, through the 
establishment of the Royal Commissariat for Immigrants.2 Its creation specifi-
cally represented a response to the growing power of the extreme right-wing 
during the elections since the 1980s, in particular in Flanders with the national-
ist party Vlaams Belang and the xenophobic discussions that it engendered.3 
The mission of this Commissariat consisted of analysing and defining a real 
policy for immigrants in Belgium, in relation to employment, education and 
housing matters. The perspective chosen to address integration issues was thus 
primarily socioeconomic: the two successive reports submitted by the 
Commissariat do not address multiculturalism or interculturalism, but mainly 
focus on the integration of ‘immigrants’, ‘foreigners’ or ‘strangers’ from an 
essentially material point of view.4 The Commissariat also considered the defi-
nition of core values and common standards for citizens of Belgium, as well as 
the establishment of a policy against discrimination, as support for socioeco-
nomic integration policies.5

Beginning in the 2000s, particularly in the context of a more sensitive social 
climate following the attacks of 11 September 2001, the focus moved to cultural 

7 Debating intercultural 
integration in Belgium
from the Commission for Intercultural 
Dialogue to the Round Tables on 
Interculturalism

Karel J. Leyva and Léopold Vanbellingen



Debating intercultural integration in Belgium  121

and religious dimensions of the challenges linked to integration and diversity, at 
the expense of socioeconomic aspects. This ‘paradigm shift’6 began in December 
2002 through the organization of a Round Table by Guy Verhofstadt, the Prime 
Minister at the time, and Laurette Onkelinx, then Deputy Minister in charge of 
equal Opportunity. They were aiming ‘for mutual respect and “better living 
together”’,7 and for the reuniting – in addition to socioeconomic and civil society 
actors – of various representatives of religious and philosophical communities 
from around the country. This new approach would also influence the processes 
of the two commissions later established by the federal government, the 
Commission for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and the Round Tables on 
Interculturalism (RTI).

Furthermore, it is important to emphasize that the manner in which issues of 
diversity have been treated in Belgian public debates, and addressed by public 
authorities of the country, is strongly linked to the institutional and sociopolitical 
evolution of the Belgian state over the last few decades. The specificity of the 
Belgian context can be considered on three levels.

First, the process of federalization that was initiated in the 1970s has been 
particularly defined by the transfer of a number of areas of expertise related to 
policies that fight discrimination, that relate to integration and that promote 
diversity within various federated entities of the nation – the Flemish Region, 
Wallonia and Brussels, as well as the flemish, french-speaking and German-
speaking communities. Consequently, one can note the gradual emergence of a 
dichotomy in how the respective authorities from the two larger linguistic 
communities (Flemish and French-speaking) envision and carry out their poli-
cies.8 Since 2003, for example, we have observed the existence of a compulsory 
integration program in Flanders that includes citizenship and language courses 
for newcomers, in contrast to the optional nature of the integration process in the 
region of Brussels and, until recently, the utter lack of such a process in 
Wallonia.

Second, the sociopolitical evolution of Belgium has resulted in the affirmation of 
Belgium as a ‘consociational democracy’, based on the historical opposition 
between various pillars – notably linguistic and philosophical – that is, between 
Catholics and non-confessional organizations.9 This pluralism à la belge has led to 
the formal recognition of these various communities – especially linguistic – within 
the political and institutional landscape of Belgium, and to the positive intervention 
of the state in favour of an equal representation of ideological tendencies within 
society at large. This approach is particularly evident in the public financing of 
religious groups, and the organization of religious or non-confessional moral educa-
tion in public primary and secondary schools. Thus, the main challenge Belgium 
faces in this regard is to take into account this new cultural and religious diversity, 
alongside historically recognized forms of pluralism.

finally, the difficulty in defining Belgian national identity has had implications 
with regard to integration and cultural diversity. How could Belgian society be in 
a position to propose a model for integration, when the country itself has been 
unable to internalize a foundation of common values for its citizens?10 According 
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to philosopher Edouard Delruelle, the heated debates that have occurred in 
Belgium with regard to these questions of interculturalism are clearly linked to 
the identity crisis that traverses its landscape, between the French-speaking and 
Dutch-speaking communities.11 In fact, as attested to by the processes and meth-
ods adopted by the CID and the RTI described hereafter, the spirit of compromise 
and a sense of pragmatism12 – considered by many to be the veritable traits of 
Belgian identity – have greatly contributed to the debates and policy recommen-
dations within these two citizen commissions, concerning the management of 
cultural and religious diversity in Belgian society. for each of the two following 
sections focusing on the CID and the RTI, a brief introduction will present the 
context and objectives assigned to the commission in question. from there, we 
will examine the content of the commission’s report, as well as its reception in 
the Belgian public sphere. finally, we will provide an analysis of the follow-up 
and implementation of the recommendations made by the commissions.

The Commission for Intercultural Dialogue (CID)
The CID was launched on 23 february 2004 as an initiative of the federal 
Minister of Social Integration, equal Opportunity and Interculturalism – Maria 
Arena, whose successor, Christian Dupont, would ultimately receive the final 
report. In a polemic context marked by the assassination of film director Theo 
Van Gogh in the Netherlands, the controversy around religious signs and symbols 
in France, and the ‘Rik Remmery’ affair,13 the commission represented a reaction 
to increasing racism, anti-Semitism and xenophobia. It was therefore important 
to propose an attitude of dialogue, rather than endorse the position taken by those 
who advocated banning the wearing of religious symbols in schools, particularly 
the Islamic veil.14

It should also be noted that one month prior to the launch of the CID, in 
January 2004, a Commission des Sages had been instituted at the behest of 
Antoine Duquesne, President of the liberal francophone party, Mouvement 
Réformateur (Reformist Movement), in order to examine the content of the 
democratic values that serve to connect Belgian society. The work of this 
committee would ultimately be incorporated with that of the CID, as was the case 
for the five members who composed it, including its president, political scientist 
and journalist Jacques Riflet. furthermore, the work of the Stasi Commission in 
france, as well as the report it published in December 2003, were equally impor-
tant in nourishing the debate on these issues in Belgium some months earlier.15

The commission, chaired by Honorary President of the Senate, Roger 
Lallemand, and Deputy of the european Parliament, Annemie Neyts, was initially 
composed of twenty-two members, but would grow to twenty-seven after the 
integration of the members of the Commission des Sages. It therefore came to 
include political representatives, senior officials in the field of education, academ-
ics and representatives of associations with experience in the domain of intercul-
tural dialogue. The selection of the members rigorously respected the linguistic 
parity between the Dutch and the french. Roger Lallemand and Annemie Neyts, 
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both Ministres d’État (State Ministers), co-chaired the commission, while 
édouard Delruelle, Professor of Political Philosophy at the University of Liège, 
and Rik Torfs, Professor of Canon Law at the Catholic University of Leuven, 
oversaw the drafting of the commission’s findings, Delruelle ultimately assuming 
the larger share of the work. Note also the major role played by the Centre for 
Equal Opportunity, an independent public organization, throughout the work of 
the CID.

The primary goal was to facilitate dialogue with institutional representatives, 
representatives of religious and philosophical movements, field workers and 
experts in order to assess the intercultural relationships existing in Belgium.16 
A secondary objective of this endeavour was to identify concrete recommenda-
tions to promote living together, in the context of contemporary Belgian society 
and all its diversity. In the interest of receiving the maximum number of testimo-
nials from field workers as well as observers faced with the issue of intercultural-
ism, the CID devoted a large part of its mandate – perhaps too large in the eyes 
of some17 – to conducting 100 hearings. four working groups were involved in 
the 33 plenary sessions that were held after the official establishment of the CID. 
They respectively worked on the following topics: a) the basic principles of the 
operation of public services (equality, non-discrimination and neutrality) and 
their implementation in an intercultural context; b) citizenship as a remedy for the 
fear of the Other and isolationism; c) equality between men and women as an 
emancipatory value; and d) space for and recognition of the expression of reli-
gious affiliation. The CID had also committed to providing a comparative dimen-
sion to its work by organizing an analytical session to critique the experiences 
and models of integration of several neighbouring countries.18 Throughout these 
sessions, 68 reference figures were interviewed, 24 working group meetings and 
round tables were organized, and 31 specific interviews were conducted. The 
aforementioned primary data was also complemented by 100 memoranda, orien-
tation notes and the creation of a website whose purpose was to gather the opin-
ions of citizens.19 An interim report was submitted to Minister Christian Dupont 
on 8 December 2004 and the final report was published in May 2005.

Content of the CID report

The final report of the CID explicitly subscribes to a pluralist viewpoint that 
places co-operation, tolerance and the sharing of fundamental values from the 
Declaration of Human Rights above all else.20 It affirms the multicultural charac-
ter of Belgian society (p. 5), while founding its discourse on respect for cultural 
diversity and adopting a perspective that emphasizes the need to avoid reducing 
culture to religion, religion to Islam, and Islam to the headscarf issue (p. 7). This 
valorization of cultural diversity, understood in a broad sense, implies not only 
the acceptance of different cultural groups as part of Belgian society, but also 
their effective recognition.

At the heart of this position, we find a concept of culture as the basis of the 
personality of an individual. Culture is constitutive of the human personality, as 
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it produces the normative, intellectual and imaginary framework that conditions 
us to think, dream and act. It is therefore not something superficial that can be 
discarded. The recognition of cultural diversity thus requires understanding the 
extraordinarily complex nature of culture that exists via singular cultures and 
which is only incarnated in individuals. It would, however, be an error to assume 
fixed cultural identities, since these are the result of a combination of factors 
including, obviously, the personal background of the individual. The authors of 
the report affirm that the plural identities of many Belgian citizens deserve to be 
valorized (p. 29).

In the same way that the report advocates identity recognition of minority 
groups, it denounces all forms of cultural relativism that challenge the standards 
defining a democratic constitutional State. A cultural practice is not necessarily 
acceptable outright, and its valorization is conditional upon its full compliance 
with certain principles such as the equality of men and women, freedom of 
expression or the principle of progress through critical thinking and knowledge. 
Recognizing cultural diversity does not therefore signify having to accept the 
excesses of a community that confines individuals within its cultural particulari-
ties. While all individuals maintain the right to belong to a community, they also 
have the right to leave it if they so desire.

According to the CID, contemporary Belgian society has been tasked with the 
integration of this cultural pluralism, or:

transforming the cultural diversity that has issued from waves of immigra-
tion into active pluralism; creating an institutional policy framework, but also 
establishing a social climate that allows those whose culture of origin is non-
European to live as full citizens, while allowing Belgians of European origin 
to understand them and accept them as such.

(p. 27)

It is not a simple matter of being tolerant and open towards diversity; it is not 
the mere juxtaposition of valorized identities in the public sphere that permits 
their full integration into Belgian society. Successful integration entails engaging 
in a process that favours interaction, in which each person can be open to the 
other, in which encounters and dialogue between cultures are encouraged. It is 
specifically dialogue, interaction, cultural and social mixing, and knowledge and 
recognition of the other that defines the intercultural concept found in the report. 
The discourse of the CID rests on the capacity to accommodate the most diverse 
beliefs without, however, renouncing the democratic values that have made this 
dialogue possible. In order for this coalescence to occur, it is necessary to high-
light the factors that serve to unite rather than those that are in opposition, to leave 
behind the model of assimilation implicitly present in certain integration policies 
and to be oriented towards a model that respects the singularity of each individ-
ual. for this reason, the recognition of members of cultural groups with a view to 
their social integration must necessarily be accompanied by the implementation 
of affirmative action policies in the areas of employment, public services and 
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social housing. These policies allow the passage from a legal approach based 
exclusively on formal equality to another, more just, model that takes substantive 
equality into account.21 Thus, the precariousness of certain minority groups22 
calls for not only their cultural recognition, but also for an awareness of their 
economic realities.

This combination of identity recognition and the implementation of affirma-
tive action policies promoting social and economic integration of cultural minori-
ties, as well as joint respect for minorities but also for the values central to 
Belgian democratic culture, are at the heart of the recommendations proposed by 
the CID to the Belgian government. It is from this perspective that the commis-
sion proposes that the policies of integration (at the federal, community and 
regional levels) be re-examined on the basis of the logic of recognition promoted 
by the report. It recommends that an interpretative framework based on gender 
be implemented in all fields in order to assess the construction sequences of 
policy decisions regarding the equality of men and women; that sufficient public 
funding be provided to encourage the learning of national languages; and that 
discrimination, xenophobia and racism be vigorously opposed on both the 
repressive plane (in the application of laws) and on the preventive plane (in the 
battle against stereotypes and prejudice). The report also recommends that tax 
incentives be put in place to encourage the economic integration of cultural 
groups; that an inter-university observatory for the analysis of migration and 
cultural minorities, an interfaith institution and a Belgian institute of Islam be 
created; and that courses on the great religious and secular traditions, as well as 
an introduction to philosophical reasoning and civic education, be offered in the 
secondary education system.

With regard to the wearing of religious symbols at school, the commission 
maintained throughout the entire course of the hearings that the issue of the head-
scarf represented neither one of the most important nor one of the most recurrent 
concerns from the perspective of daily life.23 Most of the members of the 
commission decided that they did not want to embark on the same path taken by 
France, especially since Belgium represents a different nation entirely – institu-
tionally, constitutionally and historically.24 Concerning the wearing of religious 
symbols by officials of the State, three positions emerged within the CID. The 
first advocates banning all religious symbols for all officials working in the civil 
service. The second proposes banning all religious symbols for officials in a rela-
tionship of power or authority over the public. The third recommends the 
complete absence of restrictions with regard to the wearing of religious symbols 
by public officials. The report goes on to express its ‘desire for evaluating the 
potential effects of the prohibition of any religious sign on the integration of 
women, especially in the public employment market’ (p. 56).

The CID also recommends ‘studying the possibility of choices for holidays’ 
(p. 77), emphasizing that holidays are important to individuals on a psychological 
and symbolic level. even though some requests came from federal entities 
(communities and regions) to integrate certain holidays within the calendar, it 
was also deemed justifiable for cultural groups to demand some flexibility on the 
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part of the federal government in order to recognize public holidays they consider 
important. The report advocates that, wherever possible, significant days from the 
point of view of non-historical cultural groups be taken into account, whether at 
school or at work; and the CID finds it equally reasonable that cultural groups be 
able to request more flexibility. It nonetheless refrains from recommending the 
integration of these festivals in the official calendar of holidays:

With no desire to interfere in the revision of the schedule of these mandatory 
days of rest that today contribute to the management of collective leisure 
time, or to enter into the debate about whether to expand the number of legal 
holidays, the commission nonetheless advocates that, inasmuch as possible, 
the holidays of cultural groups other than Northern European be taken into 
account during the organization of the annual schedule (be it at school or in 
the workplace). 

(p. 78)

Ultimately, a Charter for Belgian Citizens, drafted by édouard Delruelle, is 
proposed in the conclusion of the report. This charter informs citizens about their 
rights and responsibilities, as well as the fundamental norms and values of 
Belgium, and is based on the european Convention on Human Rights and the 
Constitution, and on specific rights and laws of Belgium (the right to euthanasia, 
gay marriage, abortion, etc.). Although without legal status, these rights and free-
doms should not only be made available to newcomers, but also to all citizens of 
the country. The Charter serves as a sort of ‘symbolic social contract’ for Belgian 
society by setting out ‘the cultural DNA of Belgium’.25

Reception of the CID report

Despite the limited amount of attention it received at the political level, there is a 
consensus that the report was well received in Belgium.26 It is worth examining, 
however, some of the reviews that were sent to the commission by Felice 
Dassetto, founder of the Centre for the Study of Islam in the Contemporary World 
and Professor emeritus of the Catholic University of Louvain. To a lesser extent, 
we should also consider comments made by the lawyers Hugues Dumont and 
Xavier Delgrange, the first of whom was a member of the CID.

In a text published in 2009,27 Dassetto takes up certain criticisms that had 
already been addressed to the CID in an opinion piece, the title of which attracted 
a lot of attention: Exorcisme interculturel (Intercultural exorcism). Basically, 
Dassetto considers that the commission was in reality a ‘practice of exorcism’ set 
up by the Belgian government to chase away the so-called demons that arise in 
connection with the Arab-Muslim community, even though these questions were 
not considered ‘utterable’ by the authors of the report. The professor also criti-
cized that while the report discusses the idea of cultural dialogue generically, in 
fact it excludes certain european groups – Albanians, Spaniards, Greeks, Italians, 
Portuguese – as well as people from Latin America, Cambodia, China and 
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Pakistan. furthermore, Dassetto points out that the report ignores the ‘very diffi-
cult dialogue’ between the Flemish and French-speaking communities;28 conse-
quently, the idea of intercultural dialogue became a euphemism, a ‘denunciation 
of the shortcomings of a host society’.

With regard to the idea of ‘cultural minority’, the report was also criticized by 
Dassetto for being doubly vague: first, because in a plural society we can find 
many different types of minorities – homosexuals, artists, agnostics, Jews, 
Catholics, etc. – but also because Arab-Muslim cultural minorities are recognized 
to a greater extent in real life than the report suggests. This explains why the 
report would be quickly forgotten by public authorities, ‘because its framing, its 
wording could only make a stillborn’.29 Furthermore, if the discourse about the 
recognition of the report is ‘inflated’, it is because we find ‘echoes of a certain 
communitarian philosophy imported from America’ even while keeping in mind 
common values, and this transfer of community advocacy is simply inappropriate 
in the Belgian context.30

Dumont and Delgrange point out what they consider to be the weak points of 
the report, which can be characterized as setting a tone of ‘deliberate modesty’. 
First, the report does not denounce the inconsistencies of Belgian public law in 
relation to progressive fragmentation, institutional reforms over the past decades, 
skills required for integration, the fight against discrimination, and diversity issues 
between federal and federated entities. According to them, these inconsistencies 
are obvious ‘when we confront the federal code of nationality and the Flemish 
decree on civic integration programs for immigrants and “newcomers”’(inburgering 
can be translated as ‘civic integration’). The report would also be characterized as 
being too timid regarding the issue of monitoring cults ‘against the risks of theo-
cratic excess’. It is also criticized for underestimating the spiritual dimension of 
intercultural dialogue, when it makes presumptuous statements about religion 
classes and proposes adding, or replacing a portion of them with a course in 
philosophy and the history of religious and secular traditions. finally, the report is 
also considered to put too little emphasis on the responsibilities located within the 
Charter for Citizens that it has proposed.31 Note, however, that while the authors 
mention these weak points in the report, they do not actually analyse them.

Follow-up and implementation of the CID report

Two months after the official presentation of the report, the Charter of Citizenship 
proposed by the CID was then presented – in a slightly revised version – to the 
federal government’s Minister of Social Integration, Christian Dupont, in 2005. 
In August, the press announced that the Charter would be adopted and communi-
cated to the communities, which would then be responsible for its distribution in 
schools and in public buildings in September.32 Eight years later, however, 
Delruelle remarks that the Charter was never adopted:

The various political parties and the different entities of the nation (federal 
state, regional) will never agree on the text itself. Here is something highly 
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significant: we think we have a problem with the “other”, while each of us 
also has problems with … ourselves, since “we” are unable to agree on a 
basic set of core values. If the moral basis of our geoculture is not solid, why 
would it be a surprise that ethnocultures within it have difficulties with inte-
gration? How does one integrate into a country that is disintegrating? The 
Commission for Intercultural Dialogue was thus a failure.33

In a more general manner, there appears to be a consensus that the CID had no 
impact at the political level, since political authorities were absorbed with other 
problems at the time.34 This position seems to be at least partially supported by 
minister Maria Arena who, four years after the publication of the report, remarked 
that ‘all of the recommendations have not yet been fully integrated in the various 
policies … each level of authority [federal state, regions, communities, munici-
palities] has become aware of these recommendations and has established their 
priorities. Many things have not been accomplished, either because they were not 
prioritized, they were prioritized but lacked means, or simply because there was 
a lack of consensus.’35

One major difficulty with the follow-up for and implementation of the CID 
recommendations, apart from the fact that no monitoring system was proposed by 
the committee itself, is the fact that the commission was established by the federal 
government, without consultation or prior coordination with other – federated – 
entities of the country with respect to the actual objectives assigned to the 
commission. This approach showed itself to be inadequate from the time the 
report was submitted, when, despite the organization of an interministerial 
conference that brought together authorities from different levels of administra-
tive power, no real co-operation in the choices for implementation of or follow-up 
on the CID recommendations occurred between these political entities.36

In contrast to the Round Tables on Interculturalism (as discussed below), we 
observe that the relationships between the various members of the CID remained 
largely positive throughout the course of their work, in spite of the diversity of 
mind-sets represented and the sometimes substantial disagreements, notably on 
the issue of wearing religious symbols. Henri Goldman, editor-in-chief of the 
journal Politique, considers that the ‘over-representation of minority representa-
tives’ within the CID, in addition to the discrepancy between the ideological 
trends represented in the CID and the political currents that were dominant at the 
time in Belgium, had the unquestionable effect of creating an absence of initiative 
or implementation by political authorities with respect to the recommendations 
of the CID.37

The Round Tables on Interculturalism (RTI)
In 2008, the issue of immigrants in Belgium, along with concern about the 
Islamic headscarf in schools and public services, was once again the order of the 
day.38 Following an agreement of the federal government on 18 March 2008 and 
on the initiative of Joëlle Milquet, the federal Deputy Prime Minister and 
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Minister of Employment and Equal Opportunity, another commission on diver-
sity was established,39 one explicitly designed as an extension of the CID.40 
In fact, it sought to revive the reflections of the 2005 commission that had 
resulted in few concrete outcomes. The idea was not only to improve the reada-
bility of the recommendations, but also to make them easier for political authori-
ties to apply.41

The minister proposed four objectives to the steering committee of the RTI:  
1) produce recommendations on various themes related to interculturalism;  
2) organize forums for dialogue and citizen meetings across the country;  
3) develop a communication policy at the national level to promote the success 
of integration, social mixing, richness of cultures and the development of talent, 
while trying to dispel stereotypes; and 4) enable field workers and public authori-
ties to exchange best practices developed at local or broader levels.42

The steering committee was chaired by Marie-Claire Foblets, Professor at the 
Catholic University of Leuven, and Christine Kulakowski, Director of the 
Brussels Centre for Intercultural Action. The committee was initially composed 
of thirty experts – university professors, representatives of various associations 
and religious groups, lawyers, etc. – but only twenty-two would ultimately sign 
the final report.

In fact, from the very launch of the RTI, the composition of the steering 
committee provoked several controversies.43 Some have denounced the existence 
of certain imbalances within the committee – that the CID could have avoided at 
the time – such as ‘over-representation’ of ethnic or religious minorities to the 
detriment of representatives of ‘organized secularism’ (who were subsequently 
invited into the committee) and actors of the socioeconomic world faced with 
concrete issues related to diversity management.44 Daniël Cuypers, for example, 
asserts that by neglecting to include organizations representative of workers or 
employers, the steering committee – and, consequently, the report it produced – 
failed to effectively express the power relations present within Belgian society.45 
Moreover, some tension was felt within the steering committee itself, which led 
to several resignations during the process and the inclusion of two dissenting 
notes in the final report.46

The commission worked in subcommittees on six themes linked to intercul-
tural issues: Education, Employment, Governance, Goods and Services (includ-
ing Housing and Health), Community Life and Media. The reflection process was 
to be oriented around three points: the evaluation of the follow-up of the recom-
mendations formulated by the CID; an overview of the core issues that had arisen 
since 2005 and any achievements made since then; and the formulation of recom-
mendations, whether they represented new insights or continuations of the CID.47 
A sixth subcommittee was created in May 2010 to develop proposals regarding 
police action, the duty of remembrance and housing. On the basis of the reports 
developed by these commissions, writer and journalist Tom Naegels composed a 
first synthesis of the work.48 In parallel, four research projects were ordered by 
the commission. The first was to study the status of research and public policies 
carried out since 2005 on topics of interest to the committee. The second was to 
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conduct a survey on the self-perception of cultural minorities with regard to their 
participation in Belgian society. A third group was mandated with conducting a 
study on cultural harmonization practices in the workplace. finally, the task of 
the fourth was to examine the issue of state neutrality, particularly the wearing of 
religious symbols by public officials.

The approach chosen by the steering committee was ‘bottom-up’ in that it was 
based primarily on the conclusions reached at the various hearings that took place 
over the course of the preparation of the report and its recommendations.49 This 
stated objective of citizen participation in the RTI’s processes materialized via the 
support of local associations in the organization of citizen meetings and discus-
sion forums, in the form of workshops, seminars and even cultural events across 
the country.50 On 8 November 2010, after a year of work (September 2009 to 
September 2010 – a period much longer than the five months initially planned), 
the steering committee finally submitted its report to minister Milquet.

Content of the RTI report

In this section, while summarizing some key points of the RTI report, we will also 
compare it with certain aspects of the CID report. Several recommendations 
found in the RTI report match, either partially or totally, those proposed by the 
CID. As in the previous instance, the steering committee: a) highlights the situa-
tion of isolation and helplessness experienced by teachers who face difficult 
intercultural situations; and b) advocates the establishment of structural support 
as a means to help them better manage these situations (p. 34). Both also make 
recommendations promoting: the teaching of comparative religions and philoso-
phies from the perspective of social sciences and humanities (p. 40); the integra-
tion of the history of peoples, migration and cultures into school curricula and 
library collections (p. 39); or the creation of a Museum of Immigration (p. 86). 
In certain cases, the second committee goes even further. for example, the CID 
advocates that Arabic and Turkish be offered as language options at school (as 
was already the case with Spanish and Italian), since they represent the native 
language of many young foreigners living in Belgium (p. 90). However, the RTI 
proposes the teaching of the ‘standard’ language of various countries of origin 
(p. 44) along with and in the same manner as existing language courses, such as 
national languages (Dutch, french, German). In this respect, both commissions 
emphasize the importance of mastering at least one of the official Belgian 
languages for the full integration of students not only at school, but also within 
Belgian society, while at the same time stressing the relevance of learning origi-
nal languages. Both reports also concur regarding the need to promote the work 
of intercultural mediators51 and on the importance of giving attention to two 
particular groups: youth issuing from immigration and women.

One noticeable difference between the two reports can be found in the wording 
of the recommendations, which are often more distinct and more concrete in the 
case of the RTI. In fact, while the CID proposes to ‘evaluate’ the eventual effects 
of banning all religious symbols in public services, the RTI steering committee 
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‘recommends a general freedom for the wearing of religious signs, with the ban 
limited only to government officials vested with a function of authority’ (p. 117). 
The CID also considers it undesirable to ban religious signs at school, but the RTI 
proposes: ‘general freedom with regard to the wearing of religious symbols by 
pupils in the final three years of secondary education and the complete prohibi-
tion for the first three years of secondary school’ (p. 117). The CID recommends 
‘studying the possibility of a choice for holidays’, without making a concrete 
proposal, yet the RTI goes so far as to propose amending the calendar of legal 
holidays (p. 69).52 finally, whereas the CID recommends the implementation of 
‘incentive policies’ to favour the integration of certain groups into the work force, 
but without actually imposing hiring quotas (p. 65), the RTI recommends ‘that 
public authorities develop a quota system’ for the recruitment of persons belong-
ing to minorities (p. 117).

Reception of the RTI report

The publication of the RTI report in November 2009 saw a difference in the 
response of the academic world and that of the media and political spheres, to 
the conclusions and recommendations of the steering committee.53 Although 
the reception of the RTI report was of a greater magnitude than that of the 
CID, the coverage was principally focused on the most controversial recom-
mendations. The higher proportion of negative criticism in the press can be 
explained not only by the greater media coverage of the RTI, but also by 
the more definitive – and thus riskier – positions taken by the steering commit-
tee on sensitive subjects. Moreover, these somewhat superficial and partial 
analyses of the RTI’s conclusions occurred at a time of political and social 
tension. Several months before the release of the report, the press had already 
echoed the criticism of some politicians and many members of the committee – 
some of whom had resigned – of the RTI’s working practices. In addition, the 
release of the report came at a time when several governing bodies were intend-
ing to make clear decisions about the wearing of religious symbols in the public 
sphere, particularly the Islamic headscarf. It should also be noted that political 
interest in, and media impact on, the work of the RTI was much more modest 
in the flemish part of the country.

Also, as our analysis has revealed, the RTI proposed solutions more explicit 
than those of the CID; these also elicited a greater number of reactions. This issue 
was commented on before the report was actually released. We should also add 
that for the RTI, the recommendations concerning the modification of the law on 
genocide denial54 and the addition of legal holidays proved disastrous to public 
opinion. These issues, along with questions around ‘reasonable accommoda-
tions’,55 would be the focus of vivid criticism, drawing suspicion that the report 
was a plea for communitarianism (see Chapter 1).56

With regard to the academic world, we do not have enough space in this 
chapter to examine each of the articles that have been written about the RTI, a 
commission that garnered much more attention than the CID and about which a 
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large volume was published in 2013.57 Although various criticisms have been 
made about the content of the recommendations of the steering committee, the 
report is generally considered balanced. In particular, the working methodology 
behind this report is highlighted as an example of compromise. Some would even 
call it a compromise à la belge58 that serves as proof of a ‘structured and negoti-
ated pragmatism’,59 evolving ‘outside the media and political fields’, as empha-
sized in the report itself (p. 15), and in this manner it constitutes ‘the greatest 
triumph of the choices proposed by the steering committee’.60 Some authors also 
point to the need to apply this search for compromise to the implementation of 
the RTI’s recommendations.61

Authors such as Jean Baubérot have been interested in comparing the method-
ology and results of the RTI’s work with that of the Stasi Report.62 For Baubérot, 
the analyses conducted in Belgium and the recommendations ‘resulted in an 
image of Belgium as having found a middle ground between British multicultur-
alism and the return to Jacobinism in france’.63 The most representative case of 
this position can be found in the Belgian steering committee’s recommendation 
to prohibit the wearing of religious symbols for the first three years of secondary 
school and to allow general freedom for the same in the final three years. This 
proposition was interpreted in a different way by Louis-Léon Christians, who 
considers it to be a technique of consensual resolution, ‘preventing any binary 
approach involving winners and losers’.64 Nadia Fadil, however, considers that 
this option seeks to reconcile two contrasting concerns among members of the 
commission: that of the group troubled about the social pressure that obliges 
Muslim girls to wear the veil and that of the group strongly defending freedom 
of religious practice.65

from a comparative perspective, Solange Lefebvre, one of the specialist 
members of the Bouchard–Taylor Commission, has provided a study of the RTI 
that examines the experiences of four societies that have produced similar reports – 
namely, Britain, france, Quebec and Australia.66 Lefebvre concludes that adapta-
tion to cultural and religious diversity in these contexts is a prerequisite sine qua 
non for social stability. Diversity must be seen as a cultural and economic asset. 
for this reason, the author salutes the path taken by the RTI: that of progressive 
work taking diversity into account, but tempered by the necessity to obtain the 
approval of all the experts united around the commission. from a multiculturalist 
perspective, Tariq Modood, an adviser for the Parekh commission, has described 
the report as reasonable and balanced. for Modood, the concepts of intercultural-
ism employed by the RTI ‘draw upon four distinct modes of integration. In so 
doing they create their own distinctive amalgam, something appropriate and 
timely for Belgium today’.67

Some authors have remarked that the RTI report did not include a well-
developed chapter to explain its theoretical framework, as did the Bouchard–
Taylor and Stasi Reports, particularly in relation to the understanding of 
interculturalism unique to the commission.68 In seeking the principles on which 
the report rests, one must therefore watch for certain indications that are provided 
throughout its pages. In so doing, we come to discover that interculturalism is 
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presented as a social project aimed at responding to the multicultural nature of 
Belgian society; it would evoke ‘interpersonal relationships, dialogue, interac-
tions that are sometimes conflicting, as part of a joint project that allies unity and 
diversity, respect for identities and collective projects’.69 Beyond this definition 
and other central principles (the equality of citizens, the fight against racism and 
xenophobia, and the equality of men and women), the report focuses more on 
concrete problems and solutions than on the definition of theoretical princi-
ples. We must remember, however, the report’s admission that the commissioners 
were deeply divided regarding preferred values. The search for a consensus 
on concrete recommendations thus prevailed over the desire to sketch a global 
vision of the values to be fostered and the foundation on which to construct 
Belgian society.70

Nevertheless, the RTI report is based on at least two fundamental rules that 
Marie-Claire Foblets summarizes as follows:

The first basic rule consists of the non-discrimination principle, which means 
maximum opportunities for participation for everyone who is a legal resident 
of the country. The second basic rule is that integration of newcomers and 
minorities into society should go hand in hand with due respect for a person’s 
religious, ethnic and/or cultural identity.71

These two rules harmonize perfectly with the philosophy driving the CID 
report.72 However, although the RTI report was specifically intended to be a 
continuation of the CID, and while the two reports have much in common, we 
observe that the theoretical frameworks that largely orient their respective 
discourses (whether such a framework has been explicitly presented or not) 
are not exactly the same. first, the RTI report insists less on the recognition of 
identities as such. It pleads for the recognition of the importance of native 
languages for students, by affirming that this represents a manner to recognize 
that these students ‘are themselves’ (p. 43). The report also recommends 
the acknowledgement of Belgium’s colonial past, so that certain populations of 
youth issuing from immigration, notably sub-Saharan, ‘can grow up in a country 
that recognizes this contentious history and expresses its regret and responsibility 
for these drastic events’ (p. 86). It pleads for recognition of the problem of Métis 
children abandoned by Belgians in Africa (p. 85) and that skills acquired abroad 
be recognized in Belgium (p. 71). While many of these issues had already been 
addressed from the point of view of recognition in the CID report (p. 73, 88), we 
can also note that the latter report insists, more or less explicitly, on the necessity 
of recognizing difference (p. 5), cultural groups (p. 7, 45), expressions of reli-
gious belonging (p. 11), youth issuing from immigration (p. 37), plural iden-
tities (p. 38), cultural minorities (pp. 43–46), diversity (p. 65), particularities and 
cultural rights (pp. 44, 73). The same is also true with regard to affirmative action 
policies, to which the CID devotes a chapter and of which an explicit formulation 
is absent in the RTI report. With regard to economic issues which are very 
present in the CID report,73 the issue is not directly treated in RTI since the 
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steering committee decided that this issue extends beyond the bounds of their 
subject (p. 23). This reason, among others, pushed one of the members, edouard 
Delruelle, rapporteur of the preceding the CID, to compose a dissenting note in 
which he deplored the sidelining of the socioeconomic dimension of intercul-
tural issues (p. 123) directly linked, according to the author, to the absence of 
actors from the socioeconomic world within the members of the RTI steering 
committee – the opposite of the CID.74

These differences are important because they suggest a clear divergence in 
theoretical choice. In effect, the approach of the RTI proves to be ‘more prag-
matic than conceptual’,75 whereas the CID seemed to be inspired by the political 
philosophy of Nancy Fraser, a philosophy that articulates recognition and 
economic distribution (and/or reorganization), without which, it claims, social 
actors are not able to interact with others as equals.76

Follow-up and implementation of the RTI report

The need for a political follow-up of the RTI’s recommendations was expressed 
with urgency by the steering committee in its report; the ultimate recommenda-
tion specifically calls for the rapid establishment of a ‘follow-up and evaluation 
mechanism … at each level of the state affected’ (p. 120). Given the almost 
complete absence of follow-up on – and thus of impact by – the recommendations 
of the CID, some insisted from the start of the RTI on the necessity of an appro-
priate follow-up of the conclusions of this new commission, as well as on the 
counterproductive effects on democracy of once again resorting to this process of 
civic reflection without a proper follow-up or implementation.77

Yet, just days after the official launch of the RTI in September 2009, Minister 
Milquet of the Humanist Party saw two other french political parties effectively 
‘short circuit’ the processes of the RTI, by launching their own set of legislative 
propositions regarding the wearing of religious symbols.

Nevertheless, as was the case after the work of the CID, an interministerial 
conference uniting federal and federated authorities was held on 18 March 2011, 
at which the minister requested each level of authority to ensure follow-up of the 
RTI report. This request, however, ultimately remained in the realm of wishful 
thinking since, at both the federal and federated levels, political authorities have 
been unable to pursue any real implementation of the recommendations. Three 
elements explain the failure to follow up on the RTI. The first relates to the politi-
cal context around the presentation of the report, Belgium having been immersed 
in the longest governmental crisis in its history following the anticipated federal 
elections of April 2010.78 The acting government of the time had another set of 
fundamental priorities, particularly the Belgian Presidency of the EU Council of 
Ministers. Second, according to philosopher françois De Smet, it proved particu-
larly difficult for the political representatives to take ownership of the recom-
mendations which constitute, individually and collectively, the result of a 
compromise reached between experts.79 finally, as with the CID, the processes 
of the RTI correspond to an initiative of the federal government for which no 
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effective coordination with the regions and communities had been provided, so 
the governments did not ultimately feel obligated by the results.

Conclusion
Returning to the mandates giving to the CID and RTI – i.e. to make concrete 
proposals on issues of diversity and to establish a peaceful dialogue on the 
modalities of living together in an intercultural Belgium – we can draw a mixed 
picture of the results obtained at the end of these two processes of civic reflection. 
The first contribution of the two commissions, in the context of twenty-first 
century Belgian society, is no doubt the fostering of an open and peaceful debate, 
which brought together experts and actors from the field in a setting free from 
media pressure and political influence. We should also emphasize the citizen 
dimension of the two processes, mainly assured by the participation of civil soci-
ety organizations active within the field of interculturalism or confronted with 
these issues in their work.

In contrast, the objective of achieving political and legislative recommenda-
tions proposing concrete solutions to intercultural issues does not seem to have 
been truly achieved. We could point out the accomplishment of the two commis-
sions, particularly the RTI, in generating, in a spirit of compromise between the 
different positions represented, practical recommendations on the most difficult 
issues. However, it is clear that, in their implementation, the proposals made by 
both the CID and RTI suffered from a general lack of political follow-up.

The lack of implementation of the work and conclusions of the CID and RTI 
by the policy-makers of the country finds its origin in both the content of the 
recommendations in question and in the processes through which they were 
established. first, the formulation of these proposals, be they very broad or, 
inversely, very precise, has made it difficult to exactly measure the true influence 
they have had on diversity policy, as well as their literal implementation as 
specific public measures. Second, the composition of the committees, in addition 
to the decision-making processes which led to their recommendations, do not 
necessarily reflect the political and linguistic divisions inherent in the Belgian 
political landscape that, despite the willingness to see these divides become obso-
lete, exerts a significant influence over public decisions. Additionally, the reduced 
involvement of federated entities in the CID and RTI, as well as the generally 
more limited participation of the Dutch-speaking part of Belgian society, 
prevented the ensemble of policy-makers and the different levels of authority 
from feeling connected, in one way or another, to the recommendations relating 
to their skills. The plurality of approaches that continue to exist today across both 
sides of the linguistic borders of the country, with regard to diversity policy and 
integration, reflect the difficulty authorities have in finding a common ground on 
these issues in a political system that is regularly torn between the concerns of 
both linguistic communities.80

We can also consider the types of media and political repercussions associated 
with each of the reports. In the case of the CID, the minimal reception that the 



136  Karel J. Leyva and Léopold Vanbellingen

report received in the press and among politicians was relatively positive, 
whereas the work of the RTI gave rise to a greater volume of media and political 
reactions, which were, at the same time, largely disapproving. The difference in 
the kind of treatment each report basically parallels the degree to which the 
recommendations were decided and concrete – more for the RTI and less for the 
CID. In addition, these often ideological and doctrinal positions on intercultural 
issues in the public debate contrasted with the pragmatic and consensual 
approaches that are usually adopted by people when they actually face these 
issues of diversity in their day-to-day lives.81 This discrepancy probably illus-
trates the limits of the Belgian model in its capacity to compromise in order to 
resolve issues regarding interculturalism in the face of recurring ideological divi-
sions and linguistic conflicts between the policy-makers of the country.

In any case, the resolution of issues linked to questions of cultural diversity and 
required integration, as treated in the first report by the Royal Commissariat of 
Immigrants in 1989, represents a long-term policy. Thus, the true value of these 
two exercises in civic reflection, the Commission for Intercultural Dialogue and 
the Round Tables on Interculturalism – even if they have today proved them-
selves to be undeniably limited in terms of their political consequences – lies in 
their stimulation of long-term public discussion of interculturalism in Belgium.
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