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Introduction

Belgium’s Personal and Household Services (PHS) system is among the most well-developed
in the European Union. Belgium, which generally exhibits characteristics of a Continental
Welfare state, has a strong focus on developing instruments to provide and subsidise non-
care PHS activities to all people living in the country. This notable interest in strengthening
broad-based non-care PHS also aligns with Nordic countries. The best-known PHS instrument
in Belgium is the Service Voucher System (SVS), which is widely regarded as a forerunner
among PHS programmes and has been identified as a model for other countries looking to
strengthen their PHS programmes.

838 Factors supporting the growth and
& development of the field of PHS

Current demographic changes in Belgium support the growing demands for PHS. Despite low
fertility rates, Belgium’s population continues to grow, largely due to immigration and
extended life expectancy. Migration, which accounts for 80% of population growth,?
contributes not only to the demand for PHS, but also to the potential supply of PHS workers.
Life expectancy, which reached 78.5 for males and 83.8 for females in 2018,2 in parallel with
reduced fertility rates, results in the overall ageing of the Belgian population. The proportion
of people aged 67 and over is expected to increase from 16% in 2018 to 23% in 2070.3 By
2030, people over the age of 66 are expected to account for a larger share of the population
than youth under age 18.* The EU-wide priority of helping older people stay in their own
homes longer has helped develop non-care PHS alongside care services as a necessary service
to help manage the needs of an ageing society.

The changing needs of families with children are also contributing to PHS demand. There has
been a growth in the number of single-parent families (10% of all households)® as well as an
increase in the number of women in the labour force, from 56.4% in 2000 to 62.9% in 2016.°
Interestingly, despite a decrease in the participation rate of men in recent years, the increased
participation among women raised the overall participation rate across the country by 2.5%
to 67.6% in 2016.” However, labour market participation in Belgium remains below the EU15
average of 73.9%.8 Work-life balance and challenges reconciling demands in one’s personal
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3 Bureau fédéral du Plan et Statbel (2019).
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and professional lives have long been important topics in Belgium. In 2016, 58% of Belgians
declared that it was not uncommon to come home from work too tired to do household jobs
and 41% expressed their frequent difficulty to fulfil family responsibilities because of time
spent at work. This latter figure is slightly above the EU average (38%).°

Another factor in Belgian society that supports the demand for a developed PHS system is the
high percentage of Belgian women (40%) who work part-time. By contrast, less than 10% of
men work part-time.° Belgium has a particularly high inactivity trap, meaning that the implicit
tax on returning to work after a period of inactivity, such as parental leave or caring for a sick
relative, is high enough to dis-incentivise some women from re-entering the workforce. This
is compounded by a high tax burden on second earners.!* While PHS instruments cannot
change the impacts of a tax burden, they can help unburden women in particular from unpaid
housework and family responsibilities, enabling more women to take up or return to full-time
work if they so choose. For example, as of 2016, 14% of Belgians (compared to the European
average of 9%) declared that they care for sick relatives or relatives with disabilities under 75
years old at least several days a week.? Extended services for childcare and support of older
or vulnerable populations could help women participate more in the labour market.

On the supply side, PHS could provide opportunities for populations that have challenges
finding work, such as immigrants, workers with lower qualifications, and long-term
unemployed people. Nearly 20% of Belgian labour market participants was born outside of
Belgium and does not hold Belgian citizenship. There is also a large first-generation Belgian
population. Both groups experience additional challenges in integrating and participating in
the labour market.’® Across the general population the unemployment rate among people
with lower qualifications was 14.5% in 2016, compared to the OECD average of 11.7%.4 The
rate of long-term unemployment was higher than the OECD average.’® Belgium’s
employment statistics for intermediate and high-skilled workers, by contrast, were on
average equal to or better than OECD averages,'® indicating that the Belgian labour market
has an oversupply of job seekers with low or mismatched qualifications for the available jobs
and not enough low-skilled jobs for this portion of the population.

While concerns about undeclared work are an important contributing factor to supporting
PHS policies in many countries, Belgium does not have current data on the scale of the issue.!’
Illegal employment, particularly among third-country nationals, is an issue on the political
agenda and has contributed to legislation, such as the Social Criminal Code in 2010, designed
to centralise social criminal law and other measures that combat undeclared employment.*®
In 2018, Fairwork Belgium, an organisation that advocates for undocumented migrants,
ensured support to hundreds of undocumented domestic workers.*®
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% Definition and development of PHS
A= instruments

Belgium does not have a national definition of PHS. Rather the concept of PHS has evolved
through the development of various care and non-care instruments. A full overview is
provided in Annex 1.

The Service Voucher Scheme (SVS) is Belgium’s flagship PHS programme, whereby subsidised
non-care services are available for purchase to anyone living in Belgium. Each adult is eligible
to purchase up to 500 service vouchers per year, while families may purchase up to 1,000
vouchers. The first 400 vouchers (800 for families) cost €9 each, and the additional 100
vouchers (200 for families) cost €10.%°

Local employment agencies (ALE) is another non-care voucher programme. Launched in 1994
at the federal level,?! it is also open to all Belgian residents as well as Belgian legal entities.
Private households interested in taking advantage of this programme must register with their
local ALE agency, which is then responsible for selecting workers and sending them to users’
homes. The ALE system is specifically focused on employment opportunities for the long-term
unemployed and people on social assistance in hopes of supporting their transition back into
the labour market. The fact that ALE workers receive both unemployment benefits and an
income supplement based on the hours worked in the ALE programme has had some push
back, due to concerns that it might disincentivise participants from looking for more
permanent work or could be perceived as an unemployment trap, if benefits plus ALE
supplements translate into higher earnings than low-wage employment.?? Since April 1, 2015,
the ALE system has also come under the authority of the regions. Brussels and Wallonia have
kept the ALE system intact, whereas Flanders has replaced it with the Neighbourhood services
programme.

Neighbourhood services is a non-care programme specific to the Flanders region. Through it,
participants can purchase vouchers for such services as home repair, gardening and IT
support. Like ALE, services are performed by hard-to-place jobseekers. The primary users of
neighbourhood services are local organisations and schools, which purchase over 70% of
these vouchers.?3

“Employment development initiative by the social local services” (IDESS) is a smaller non-
care PHS programme available in the Wallonia region.

Care instruments also constitute an important part of the Belgian PHS offerings. Care
instruments in Belgium tend to be needs-based, catering to vulnerable populations in order
to support people in their own homes.

Home care and home help is an instrument that provides targeted care services to older
people and individuals with chronic ilinesses or disabilities. Limited non-care services are also
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provided through this instrument. Services provided under this programme are generally in-
kind. Home care and home help has been the responsibility of the regions since 2013.%4

Care Allowances (CAE) provide a cash allowance to older people, who require support to stay
in their homes. The subsidy level is means-tested against the income of the applicant and
his/her partner and, to a certain extent, their assets relative to the region in which they live.?
The maximum benefit is €571 per month,?® with the objective to reduce the non-medical
financial burdens incurred by long-term care recipients. The regions have overseen CAE since
2015.

The Care Fund was established in 2001 as part of long-term care in Flanders. It consists of a
mandatory insurance system based on solidarity with insurance for dependent persons, a
cash benefit for persons with disabilities, CAE, income-related co-payment in home care as
well as several non-PHS functions. In 2015, the Flemish government developed a new care
plan to account for the newly devolved responsibilities related to CAE, which was then
integrated into the Care Fund. Wallonia is currently developing a similar system that focuses
only on home care and in-kind care.?’

Care insurance benefit is a flat-rate allowance introduced in Flanders to cover the non-
medical costs of informal and formal care. It is granted to extremely dependent persons for
up to €130 per month. Currently, the Brussels and Wallonia Regions are discussing the
introduction of similar schemes.

Integration Allowances (IA) are similar to CAE, but they are provided through federal public
health insurance to individuals with disabilities or chronic diseases.?® They consist of yearly
non-means-tested fixed cash benefits intended to cover the costs incurred for care services.

Several other forms of public support are available as part of Belgium’s PHS care instruments.
For example, there is a cash benefit to assist families with children under age 21 with
disabilities. There are also need-based subsidies for lower income families employing
childminders, however, most state-supported childcare services are not provided at home.
Belgium also offers financial support when workers take full-time or part-time career breaks
to provide care services to dependent relatives.

In addition to these specific PHS Instruments, Belgium also has laws to regulate the status of
domestic workers, persons who are hired directly by households. This category of worker is
divided into two categories that roughly align with care and non-care services. The labour
regime of domestic servants is a status that was developed in 1978 for households that
directly employ individuals to perform reproductive tasks, such as cleaning. Regardless of the
employee’s legal status, they are entitled, since 2014, to the labour and social rights afforded
all other workers in Belgium.

The other possible status for directly employed domestic workers follows the regime of
domestic housekeepers, whose tasks may include such things as childcare. This category of
employee is exempt from social security registration as long as their work is limited to eight
hours or less per week. However, relatively few people are covered by these categories, with
only 972 persons registered as domestic workers as of 2012. Employees, including “domestic
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housekeepers” who work more than eight hours a week must be registered at the National
Office of Social Security and the employer households must register as well. Households
employing these two categories of domestic workers are eligible for federal tax reductions as
long as the employee was registered as unemployed for the last six months before the work
contract with the private household began.

Landscape of users

In 2016, 1,069,138 users (22% of Belgian households) purchased 128,639,000 vouchers as
part of the SVS programme.?® By contrast, in 2017, approximately 100,000 Walloon
households used the IDESS programme. Most users tended to be over age 65.3°

There were expectedly far fewer recipients of the home care and home help instrument, with
45,913 recipients in Wallonia for 2017, and 77,686 in the Flemish Community in 2016.3?

Financing of the main instruments and
0= associated prices

Non-care instruments in Belgium do not generally have a fixed budget; rather, annual
allocations are determined based on demand. SVS is subsidised by regional governments,
which contribute between €14.02 and €14.39 per voucher to the €9 to €10 per hour of work
contributed by users, bringing the total value of a voucher to €23.02 to €23.39. This amount
covers the costs of the voucher issuing company - which receives approximately €.0.85 per
voucher - and the intermediary providers, who are in turn responsible for administrative
overhead and employee salaries. Intermediaries are also expected to take their own profit
into consideration when determining expenses.3? SVS users are entitled to a 10% to 30% tax
cut depending on the region in which they live and the number of vouchers they purchase in
the course of a year.3® Overall SVS costs the Belgian government €2 billion (0.5% of GDP)
before considering earn-back effects, which are estimated to recoup approximately 50% of
costs.3*In 2016, the cost to public authorities for a FTE job was estimated at €25,354 per year.
However, each FTE job generated an additional revenue of €24,151.3°

ALE users are entitled to a regional tax reduction of 15% if they live in the Brussels Region and
30% if they live in Flanders or Wallonia. This reduction cannot exceed €1,440 per year. One
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ALE voucher equals one hour of work, and its price varies between €5.95 and €7.45 depending
on the activity provided.

Neighbourhood services users are entitled to a regional tax reduction of 30%, or up to €1,470
per year. The price paid by users is set by each municipality. Likewise, one voucher equals one
hour of work.

Licensed organisations operating within the IDESS scheme are entitled to yearly regional
subsidies to partially cover their operating costs as well as the wages of their workers. Users
pay between €12.10 and €18.15 (tax included) for each hour of work performed by an IDESS
employee. Some users may qualify for a reduced price, ranging from €8.47 to € 12.10 (tax
included). This reduction can only be applied to a limited number of hours per year.

The regional governments set the level and structure of subsidies as well as the contributions
that providers can charge for the services under the home care and home help instrument.
User contributions generally range from 15-20%, which is generally calculated according to
the user’s financial situation and needs.3® For example, in 2011, the hourly cost of home care
was €34, of which users were generally expected to contribute 4.94-14.5%.

Home care and home help is one of the few Belgian PHS instruments that has a pre-
determined, rather than open-ended budget, meaning that the number of subsidised service
hours is limited, regardless of the level of demand. The subsidies cover basic care or training
costs, and allowances for coordination, management and other purposes. In Wallonia, in 2017
the subsidies amounted to €195 million, while in Brussels they totalled €29 million.?”

In Flanders, the introduction of a mandatory care insurance scheme increased solidarity-
based annual contributions from €25 to €50 per year. A similar system exists in Brussels, but
participation is not compulsory. Wallonia is in the process of developing a similar programme.

EI% Work arrangements

Intermediary employment, in which users contract with companies in order to hire workers
for PHS, is most common for both care and non-care services. For care services, Belgium also
has programmes that allow family members to take leave from other forms of employment
to provide care for family members in need. Since in October 2019, informal family carers
have been given compensation leave when they take family leave. Domestic workers directly
employed by private households are the exception in Belgium.

36 pacolet, Josef/ De Wispelaere, Frederic (2018).
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2 Landscape of intermediaries and

o)

quality management

In the Service Voucher Scheme (SVS) intermediaries are divided between for-profit and non-
profit companies, both of which must go through a certification process before they can
operate on the voucher market. Profit margins vary across service sector companies. Overall,
the profitability of intermediary companies has decreased since the start of the SVS
programme, although for-profit companies continue to have higher profits than their non-
profit counterparts. Likely for this reason the share of for-profit companies has grown over
the years. Intermediary companies provide open-ended employment contracts to 70% of
employees, who tend to stay at a company for an average of three years, indicating some
degree of satisfaction with employment conditions. As of 2016, there were over 1,800
intermediary companies in Belgium operating within SVS.38

ALE and Neighbourhood services contract exclusively with non-profit organisations created
by municipalities or groups of municipalities.

There are some 60 organisations licensed as IDESS providers in Wallonia, 66% of which are
public social action centres, 22% are non-profit organisations and 12% are social purpose
companies.®®

Home care and home help is generally provided by private not-for-profit organisations,
although public providers and commercial firms are also active in this market. In 2017, there
were 88 home care providers in Wallonia (33 private organisations and 55 public providers)
and 7 in Brussels.?° In Flanders, there were 102 registered home care providers in 2019
expected to execute 23.9 million hours of services.*

Childminding can be organised by a service provider or through self-employed childminders.
In recent years, as a response to a growing demand from users for simple and flexible
solutions (e.g., reporting tools, payment, etc.) digital childcare platforms have emerged. Both
home care and home help as well as childminding services must also be certified by regional
authorities in order to offer services. The certification process includes a scoring system based
on various quality indicators.

,_5@ Landscape of employees and degree
o5h=  of professionalisation

In 2016, there were 140,171 SVS workers (20,169 in Brussels, 88,334 in Flanders and 31,668
in Wallonia), accounting for 3.1% of workers in Belgium (or 79,002 FTE jobs). There were an

38 Goffin, Kathy / Schooreel, Tess / Mertens, Kristof / Valsamis, Daphné / Van der Beken, Wim (2018).
39 Vanmeerbeek, Perrine (2016).

40 AVIQ (2018) & SPRB (2018).

41 Agentschap zorg & gezondheid (2019b).



additional 3,207 administrative staff working in intermediary companies as of 2015. Most SVS
employees are women, with 29% of all women in low-wage employment in Belgium working
in the sector. Most work part-time, averaging 19.6 hours a week, and they tend to have low
or medium levels of formal educational attainment. Employees in the Brussels region are
more likely than employees in other regions to have been born outside of Belgium.*?

All SVS companies must provide at least 12 hours or 1.5 days per year of training to employees
(calculated on the basis of FTE workers). This compulsory training is partly funded by the
Regional and Sectoral Training Funds. In addition, the Sectoral Training Fund covers the costs
of nine to 18 hours of training for new SVS workers.

To qualify as an ALE worker, one must be unemployed and currently receiving unemployment
benefits. These individuals can work in ALE for up to 45 hours a month while continuing to
receive full unemployment benefits as well as an income supplement of €4.10 per hour
worked.

Similarly, in the neighbourhood services programme, workers must be registered as job
seekers. They can work up to 60 hours per month and 630 hours per year, for a maximum of
12 months. In 2017, 16,372 workers were registered to the ALE and Neighbourhood services
systems - 63.3% were women.*3

There are only about 600 people employed by the IDESS programme, most of whom are
otherwise far from the labour market.**

There were 9,030 and 25,160 employees in the French and Flemish Communities,
respectively, who were employed in home care and home help. Most employees are
women.*> Home care professionals must be licensed.

In 2019, SVS employees earned a minimum gross wage between €11.04 and €11.32 per
hour,*® with an average gross monthly wage of €1,896.%” Wages are determined by collective
agreements and generally increase according to experience and seniority.*® SVS workers are
also entitled to a travel allowance.*®

Job seekers who work in neighbourhood services earn €4.10 per hour worked and are entitled
to a travel allowance, provided the distance between their home and workplace is further
than 10 km. Their income is not subject to taxes.
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Home care and home help workers have higher average gross monthly wages (€2,422) than
SVS employees, in part because they tend to work more hours. Wages and working conditions
for these care employees are determined by collective agreements.>®

Domestic workers have a set minimum wage of €9.68 per hours, which equates to €1,595.07
for a full-time employee (38 hours a week).>!

Undeclared work wages in Belgium are estimated between €8.60 and €12 per hour.>?
Estimates indicate that users are willing to pay on average €4 to €6 per hour for babysitting
services in Flanders and up to €8 in Brussels and Wallonia.>3

@ Social dialogue in the field of PHS

Joint committees (including trade unions and employers’ organisations) negotiate new
collective labour agreements every two years. Agreements cover working conditions, wages,
etc. Relevant Joint committees for PHS are:

- Joint Committee No. 110 for textile care (laundry, ironing and sewing activities; mostly
used for ironing activities outside the home).

- Joint Committee No. 145 for horticultural (gardening) services.

- Joint Committee No. 318 for family help services and help services for the elderly. This
Joint Committee is split between the Flemish (318.02) and the French (318.01)
Communities and covers the home care and home help workers.>

- Joint Committee No. 322.01 for accredited SVS agencies.

- Joint Committee No. 323 for workers under the “domestic servant regime” as well as
the sector for the management of buildings and real-estate agencies.

- Joint Committee No. 337 for the non-merchant sector (for workers under the
domestic housekeeping status as well as diplomatic domestic workers).

The Trade Unions active in PHS are: ACV Voeding en Diensten; Fédération Générale du Travail
de Belgique (FGTB); Centrale générale des syndicats libéraux de Belgique (CGSLB); and
Confédération des syndicats chrétiens de Belgique (CSC).

Employer Organisations that cover the PHS sector are: Federgon; Atout El; Plateforme ALE;
Vlaams Platform PWA/PWA-DCO; Zorggezind; Confédération des centres de coordination de
soins et de services a domicile; Fédération des Services Bruxellois d’Aide a Domicile (FSB);
Fédération wallonne de services d’aide a domicile (Fedom); Fédération des immobiliers de
Belgique (FIB); Unisoc; and FBT.
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E%] Policy Process

On January 1, 2004, SVS was launched by the Belgian federal government through a coalition
between the Socialist and Liberal Parties under the second Verhofstadt cabinet.>> The aim of
SVS was to boost job creation for the unemployed and persons with low formal qualifications,
while discouraging undeclared working arrangements. The particularly high unemployment
rate in Belgium at the turn of the millennium had led to higher than average levels of
government dependency among working age individuals. By creating subsidised vouchers,
the hope was to create well-paying low-skilled service sector jobs without creating wage
inequality for people on the lower end of the income distribution. This is particularly
important in countries like Belgium, which have compressed wages, relatively high minimum
wages and strong collective bargaining. SVS also aimed to improve users’ work-life balance,
especially among women and dual income families.>®

Since July 1, 2014, the administrative responsibility for service vouchers has been shifted to
the regions. The three regions: Wallonia, Flanders, and Brussels Capital Region can now
decide on the value of vouchers, authorized activities that may be carried out and the level
of available tax credits for users.

& Commonalities across countries

The Belgian SVS has been a source of inspiration for the family booklet in Italy as well as for
the household service voucher system in Austria and the service voucher project piloted in
the German land of Baden-Wurttemberg.

X Previous Instruments

The introduction of SVS replaced a brief intermediary voucher programme that had been
initiated in 2001 at the regional level.>’

55 |bid.
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V& Promising practices

Belgium developed a new tax status and labour regime as of July 2018, which can be used as
a PHS instrument. The extra activities regime,”® a federal programme overseen by the
National Office of Social Security, allows pensioners, self-employed persons, or workers with
less than 80% employment to earn additional money in their free time by doing associative
work, citizen-to-citizen work, or by working as part of the collaborative economy, which
includes work contracted on online platforms. So far, 44 online platforms are recognised
under the extra activities regime.>® These platforms tend to develop their own quality
assurance mechanisms and customer ratings systems. The work carried out under the extra
activities regime must be different from the person’s primary employment. Assuming these
requirements are met, the worker can earn up to €6,250 untaxed and unrelated to social
security contributions. Individuals making use of this new category of employment have a
legal relationship that connects user and employee, but no contractual relationship.

Created in 2017, the Sectorial Training Fund — Service Vouchers aims to raise awareness on
manageable and feasible work. When a survey showed that service vouchers workers ask
for more respect, particularly concerning the provision of suitable equipment, a
communication campaign “Tous Respectueux” (“Respect your worker”) was launched in order
to respond to service vouchers workers’ concerns and raise awareness on the importance of
providing quality and ergonomic equipment. The awareness campaign mainly targeted
service vouchers users, but also providers. The campaign was promoted by humorous videos
of Belgian VIPs performing tasks without appropriate equipment, broadcasted on social
networks (YouTube, Facebook and Instagram). Service vouchers workers were involved and
encouraged to distribute leaflets to their clients, in order to spread a checklist of items
needed to ensure good working conditions in the domestic sector.

Based on the success of this first campaign, the Fonds de Soutenabilité plans further similar
projects.®°

58 Activités Complémentaires (2019).
59 Finance Federal Public Services (2019).
60 www.tousrespectueux.be (last accessed 5 November 2019).
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Appendix 1: Eligible PHS activities in each main Instruments listed above

&
&

Non-Care
Instruments

Care
Instruments

Transversal
instrument

Instruments promoting the sector

The Service Voucher Scheme (SVS)

Local employment agencies (ALE)

Neighbourhood services

Social local services employment
development initiative (IDESS)

Subsidized in-kind home care
services

Subsidised home help care services

The labour regime of domestic
servants

Extra activities regime

Eligible PHS activities

- House cleaning,

- laundry,

- ironing,

- sewing,

- meal preparation,

- transport for less mobile people.

- small gardening,

- small maintenance and repair work in private

households refused by professionals due to their low
technicality,

- help to accomplish administrative tasks,

- help with the accompaniment of sick people or
children,

- petcarein the absence of owners,
- caring for children, ill or persons with disabilities.

Each municipality defines the available activities, but
gardening, domestic services and childcare seems to be the
most sought by private households.

- minor maintenance, repair and development work
of private homes,

- landscaping and maintenance of green areas,

- social taxi, social laundry and social store (only for
people in precarious situation)

They include personal care, household help and cleaning as
well as psychosocial support.

They offer cleaning, accompaniment and home repair and
maintenance.

Workers can perform all domestic chores such as personal
care, home care, cleaning, laundry, cooking, childcare,
babysitting and elderly care as long as it does not include any
“intellectual task nor teaching”.

- childcare, out-of-school care,
- assistance to persons in need of care,
- private lessons (incl. sport lessons),

- small maintenance work at or around the private
home,

- administrative support and occasional IT assistance,
- maintenance of graves and other places of memory,

- help with small or occasional household chores
(regular housekeeping is excluded),

- help and support for the transportation of people,
- property monitoring,
- petcare.
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