
The report on the state of poverty in Brussels 2009 

Social Barometer – Conclusions and summary 

This fifth edition of the Brussels Social Barometer describes recent changes in poverty in the Brussels Region. 

The main objective of this decision-making support tool is to contribute to the debate in the Brussels 

Parliament on combating poverty.  

 

Financial problems are the daily lot of many inhabitants of Brussels. More than one in 4 inhabitants of Brussels 

lives on an income below the poverty line (€878 a month for a single person). 

 

Poverty is more concentrated in large Belgian cities. It is therefore hardly surprising that Brussels, an urban 

region, is the region with the highest concentration of citizens living below the poverty line. Various indicators 

illustrate the greater concentration of poverty in the Brussels Region, in particular in comparison with large 

Flemish cities such as Antwerp and Ghent. It is, however, lower than in Liège and Charleroi. 

 

The greater financial vulnerability of citizens in Brussels is due to the large number of inhabitants of Brussels 

who do not have any earned income. Approximately 30 0000 households in Brussels receive the integration 

income (or equivalent) from the CPAS, while more than 90 000 inhabitants receive unemployment benefits and 

11 500 elderly people receive the guaranteed minimum income for seniors. 

 

These benefits are often too low and are insufficient to enable beneficiaries to live decently: despite recent 

efforts, a large number of these minimum income benefits are still below the poverty line. The minimum 

unemployment benefits and the integration income of CPAS have increased by 4%, but are still below the 

poverty line. Minimum pensions and guaranteed income for elderly people have been increased to just above 

the poverty line. 

 

Labour market integration remains very difficult for a large number of inhabitants of Brussels. The employment 

rate in Brussels remains below both that of Flanders and the overall employment levels for the country. It is 

also still far below European targets. Moreover, we cannot disregard the fact that having a job and being an 

income earner is not enough to protect people against the risk of poverty: approximately one in 10 inhabitants 

of Brussels in employment earns an income below the poverty line. 

 

In 2008, the unemployment rate in Brussels was twice as high as the national average. Despite a drop in the 

number of jobseekers among young people aged under 25 between 2006 and 2008, this group remains the 

most vulnerable. A third of young adults in Brussels who are on the employment market are unemployed. The 

positive indications of the previous social barometer in terms of the integration of young people into the labour 

market have been reversed by the surge in unemployment as a result of the recession. For the first time in 20 

years, unemployment in Brussels surpassed the 100 000 level in August 2009. 

 

For many people, unemployment is not temporary, but a long-term situation. Very long-term unemployment 

(5 years or more) continues to increase. The long-term unemployment rate (> 1 year) is far higher in the 

Brussels Region than in the rest of the country. In particular, in the Brussels Region, low levels of education 

remain a major barrier to integration into the labour market. Educational underachievement and the low level 

of training of young people in Brussels are therefore particularly worrying. Half of young people in secondary 

education lag at least one year behind their peers. In the 5
th

 year, almost 8 out of 10 pupils in technical 

education and almost 9 out of 10 pupils in vocational education are in this situation. The proportion of young 

people who end their schooling early (having gained at best a certificate of lower secondary education) is far 

higher in the Brussels Region than in the rest of the country. Some 44% of young unemployed people in 

Brussels are early school leavers. 

 



The proportion of people receiving an integration income of CPAS is three times higher in Brussels than in the 

rest of the country. Among the working population, among young and old alike, the number of people receiving 

integration income of CPAS once again increased between 2007 and 2008. The proportion of young people 

receiving integration income of CPAS is remarkably high in most cities (9.4% among young people in Brussels 

aged 18–19 and 7.5% in the 20–24 age group) and, moreover, increased again between 2007 and 2008. Since 

the second half of 2008, the number of beneficiaries of integration income of CPAS has increased significantly 

in all major cities and in the country as a whole. 

 

Financial vulnerability has consequences in numerous areas of everyday life. 

Approximately one in 10 inhabitants of Brussels is late in making payments for basic equipment. Some 40% of 

inhabitants cannot afford to take a week’s holiday away from home. 

The health of people living in poverty has deteriorated precociously. 

Access to the housing market is becoming increasingly problematic. Between January 2008 and January 2009, 

the number of social housing units increased by only 12 units, whereas the number of households on the 

waiting list has increased by 4,000. A single person receiving integration income of CPAS must spend more than 

half of his or her income on the private rental market for a flat without a bedroom and basic comforts. 

 

Just over a third of children and young people in Brussels grow up in a family with no working parent. In 2007, 

28% of babies in Brussels were born into a household with no working parent. These children are twice as likely 

as those in a two-income household to be still-born or to die during the first month of their life. 

 

Single parent families are particularly vulnerable: they are the most affected by unemployment (long-term): 

60% of children and young people from single-parent families grow up in a household with no working parent. 

Some 17% of babies were born in 2007 to a single mother and approximately a quarter of children and young 

people in Brussels grow up in single-parent families. 

 

Social inequalities in the Brussels Region remain very pronounced. The highest 10% of tax returns represent 

35% of total taxable income. Between the poorest municipality and the wealthiest municipality, the average 

income per return is twice as low. 

 

These observations are worrying in a period of demographic growth, increasing rejuvenation and the 

intensification of the population’s international character. 

The challenges in the field of education and training, housing, employment, family policy, social cohesion, etc. 

are continuously increasing. 

In order to try to meet these challenges it is more than ever necessary to develop and implement a cross-

cutting policy to combat poverty in the Brussels Region. 


