
What is a trade union in 
Belgium?



What is a trade union in Belgium?

➢Independent organisation

➢Uniting workers and employees

➢Defending the rights of workers and employees

➢Solidarity and Social Security

➢Strenght by numbers



The recognized unions in Belgium...

Which? What colour? Membership rate?

ACV
ABVV

ACLVB



ACV
Algemeen Christelijk Vakverbond 
‘green’ 
1 500 000 members in Belgium



ABVV
Algemeen Belgisch VakVerbond
‘red’ 
1 400 000 members in Belgium



ACLVB
Algemene Centrale der Liberale Vakverbonden van België
‘blue’ 
375 000 members in Belgium



Impact of the unions
More than one hundred years ago…

Ill or unemployed
=  bad luck



Impact of the unions
More than one hundred years ago…

Hard, unhealthy work, 

child labour



Impact of the unions
today…

➢ Ill: benefit payment by the health funds

➢ consultations with a GP or specialist: right to a refund

➢unemployment: unemployment benefits

➢no more child labour

➢pension

➢ social security!



What do unions do?

➢defending the rights of workers and employees

➢ tailor-made services regarding work and unemployment (incl. 
free legal aid)

➢ information, training, creating movement in society

➢making life in and around the workplace better 

➢ advising on legislation and adjustments

➢…



On what level do unions negotiate?

➢Intertrade level: (for the entire private sector): 
agreements on minimum wages, work duration, paid 
leave…

➢Sectorial level: agreements on pay scales /wage 
brackets,extra days off, extra-legal benefits…

➢Company level: agreements on the same matters, but 
they must be more beneficial than the agreements on 
intertrade or sectorial level! 













➢ Works’ Council (“OR”)
➢ Committee for Prevention and Protection at Work (“CPBW”)
➢ Union delegation (“SD”) = negotiates key issues and individual cases with 

the employer

➢ Volunteers
➢ Social elections
➢ Via dialogue and negotiations with the employer



Gross wage
-RSZ: 13,07% social security contribution
+ Work Bonus
= taxable wage

-Withholding tax: depends on number of children and your wage
= net wage



Gross wage
-RSZ: 2,71% social security contribution
= taxable wage

-Withholding tax: depends on your wage (possible when older 
then 18)
= net wage

When you have paid withholding tax -> refund next year



You don’t have to pay taxes unless you earn more than 14.514,29 
euro/year



➢ Because you only pay 2,71% for the first 600 hours you work 
per year, there is no social security benefit

➢ When you work more than 600 hours you pay 13,07 % RSZ 
which open rights for social security

➢ “Jong ACV” has a campaign to ask for full social security for 
students (13,07 % RSZ)

➢ Would open your rights for unemployment, werkbonus (extra 
income for lower wages), holiday pay, pension,…





➢ Belgium: Gross minimum wage

➢ Sector: “paritair comité”
➢Company: zie categorieën/indelingen/onderhandelingen 



➢ You always must sign a contract
➢ Before you start working
➢ Read your contract well (ask ACV or OBSG if you don’t understand 

something)

➢ Name & address of the employer and employee
➢ The start and end date of the contract
➢ The place where you will work
➢ Your job description
➢ Your schedule
➢ Your salary and method of payment



➢ Working hours, rest breaks, days off, time and method of payment
➢ Yearly holiday
➢ Serious reasons to fire someone (no payment! -> Aggression, theft, alcohol 

or drugs while at work,…
➢ The names of the employee representatives



➢ Overtime on normal days + 50%
➢ When overtime on Sunday or public holidays + 100 %!

➢ You are covered by the agreements of your sector or company
➢ See work regulations



➢ Working on a public holiday? wage for that day + take holiday on another 
day

➢ Not working on a public holiday? Then you are entitled to payment for the 
holiday if:
➢ The holiday falls within the period of your contract
➢ You are working through an interim contract and had a contract on the 

day before and on the day after the holiday
➢ The holiday falls within 15 days of a period in which you were employed 

for at least 15 days
➢ The holiday falls within 30 days of a period in which you were employed 

for at least 30 days



➢ Students are twice as likely to be victims of workplace accidents!

➢ Younger than 18?
➢ Dangerous work is prohibited!

➢ Over 18?
➢ Can only work with the right diploma! 

➢ TIP! 
➢ Safety shoes and clothing are at the expense of the employer or the 

interim office



➢ = an accident at work or on the way to or from work

➢ Notify your employer and health insurance company immediately

➢ Your employer is required to take out work accident insurance. This 
insurance pays all medical costs and compensation for permanent injuries. 

➢ TIP!
➢ Never work in the black economy. You will not be entitled to anything 

in the event of an accident.



➢ Notify employer
➢ Inform you employer immediately
➢ Provide a doctor’s note within 48h (look into the “work regulations” of 

your company)

➢ Inform your health fund
➢ Worker: within 14 days
➢ Employee: within 28 days

➢ Wages or benefits?
➢ Worker: first 7 days  guaranteed wages, then 3 weeks 85 % after 1 

month benefits 60 %
➢ Employee: first month guaranteed wages after 1 month benefits 60%



= Without a contract

➢ No rights
➢ No insurances
➢ No voice in case of conflict
➢ Illegal so heavy fines, also for you
➢ False registration of hours and therefore less income

➢ Is this worth it to you?







➢ Interim 
➢ VDAB
➢ Websites from company
➢ School? (I will talk with the union at Ugent)
➢ Tell as many people as you can you are looking for a job



➢ Safety
➢ Contact with clients

➢ But a lot of companies will hire people who speak English



➢ Unions
➢ When you are member with us for six months you have the right on free 

legal aid related to your work
➢ You can contact us with all kinds of questions or stories related to your 

work -> we treat the information confidentially!!



➢ “Jong ACV” wanted to do a campaign on this topic, but:

➢ Schools are scared that when interns should be paid, no company would 
take interns anymore

➢ When you can’t do internship less knowledge before you enter labor 
market



➢ New campaign “Jong ACV”!
➢ Survey

➢ As an intern, you are almost never paid for your work. 
➢ However, it is possible to negotiate an expense allowance with your 

internship site. They will then reimburse your commute. 
➢ Many companies already do this. So do not hesitate to ask!



➢ We support people without papers in their struggle for a better status
➢ We should do this more
➢ I will talk with “Jong ACV” and ACV at UGent to see what we can do for 

international students
➢ All input is welcome!
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