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ATLAS JUDGMENT

Belgium matters far beyond its size. Brussels hosts the principal institutions of the European Union and
NATO, while Antwerp-Bruges is a strategic port and industrial complex at the center of northwestern
European trade. The country is wealthy, highly connected and institutionally resilient. Its persistent
weakness is divided authority: linguistic federalism, coalition bargaining and large regional economic gaps
slow reform, while high debt and deficits restrict room for defense, aging and climate investment. Belgium is
not unstable, but its influence increasingly depends on whether a complex state can execute policy at the
speed demanded by its strategic position.
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Executive Assessment

Belgium combines three forms of strategic weight. It is a founding state of the European Union, NATO and Benelux;
Brussels is a permanent diplomatic and regulatory center; and the port, chemical, pharmaceutical and logistics complex
around Antwerp connects continental industry to global markets. Dense rail, road, pipeline, inland-waterway and
electricity networks make the country an essential transit space between France, Germany, the Netherlands and the

North Sea.

The federal model protects linguistic communities and gives regions substantial control over economic development,
transport, environment and employment. It also disperses responsibility across the federal state, three regions and three
communities. The De Wever government, in office since February 2025, is pursuing labor-market, pension, tax, migration
and defense reforms, but implementation requires coalition discipline and coordination with governments that have

different political majorities and economic conditions.

The economy remains productive and diversified, yet growth slowed sharply in 2026. High automatic wage indexation
supports household purchasing power but can transmit inflation into labor costs. Public debt reached 109.1% of GDP in
the first quarter of 2026, and the budget deficit remains above 5% of GDP. The immediate threat is not financing failure; it
is the steady loss of policy flexibility as interest, pension, health and defense costs rise together.

Key Facts
Capital
Population

Area

Government

Legislature

Languages

Currency

International position

Economic signal

Labor and prices

Brussels
11,867,634 (1 January 2026, Statbel)
30,689 km?

Federal parliamentary constitutional monarchy; King Philippe;
Prime Minister Bart De Wever

Federal Parliament: Chamber of Representatives, 150 members;
Senate, 60 members

Dutch, French and German are official languages
Euro (EUR)

EU, euro area, Schengen, NATO, Benelux, OECD, WTO and UN;
Brussels hosts core EU and NATO institutions

Real GDP was unchanged in Q2 2026; NBB projects 0.6% growth
for 2026

Employment rate 72.8% and unemployment 6.1% in Q2 2026;
national CPI inflation 3.97% in August
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Strategic Geography

Belgium occupies a compact position on the North European Plain between France, Luxembourg, Germany, the
Netherlands and the North Sea. Most of the population and economic activity sit inside the dense urban-industrial arc
linking Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent, Leuven, Liege and Charleroi. The lower Scheldt basin and the short coastline provide
access to one of Europe’s most productive maritime gateways; the Meuse-Sambre corridor connects Wallonia to the Rhine
and continental markets.

The terrain is divided broadly between low, intensively urbanized Flanders; the central plateau; and the higher, more
forested Ardennes in the southeast. There are no major natural barriers at the northern and central approaches. This
openness encouraged commerce but also exposed the country to repeated invasion, producing a durable preference for
collective defense, European integration and strong relations with neighboring states.

Strategic Terrain

* Antwerp-Bruges: a major global container, vehicle, energy and chemical hub; 2025 maritime throughput was 266.5
million tonnes.

* Brussels: national capital and seat of the European Commission, European Council, Council of the EU and NATO
headquarters, creating exceptional diplomatic concentration.

 Transit corridors: dense rail, motorway, pipeline, inland-waterway and power connections support European
commerce and military mobility.

» Physical exposure: coastal lowlands, heavily developed river basins and dense settlements increase the consequences
of flood, heat and infrastructure failure.

Historical and Constitutional Context

Belgium became independent in 1830 and adopted a constitutional monarchy with a liberal parliamentary order. Its
neutrality failed to prevent German invasion in both world wars. After 1945, Belgium became a founding member of
NATO and the European integration project, placing multilateral institutions at the center of national strategy.

Linguistic and economic conflict drove successive state reforms from 1970 onward. Authority shifted from a unitary state
to a federation built around three territorial Regions and three language-based Communities. These entities are legally
equal to the federal level within their assigned competences. The arrangement reduced the risk of direct communal
domination, but it also created overlapping institutions and recurring disputes over finance, language, territory and
responsibility.
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People Society and Governance

Belgium is densely populated, urban and diverse. Dutch-speaking Flanders contains the majority of the population;
French predominates in Wallonia; the German-speaking Community is concentrated in the east; and the Brussels-Capital
Region is officially bilingual and highly international. Immigration has broadened the social and linguistic mix, especially
in Brussels and Antwerp. National identity coexists with strong regional and local affiliations.

The population reached 11.87 million at the beginning of 2026, and one person in five was at least 65. Aging raises
pension, health and care costs. Labor outcomes remain sharply regional: Flanders combines high employment with labor
shortages, while Brussels and Wallonia record lower participation and higher unemployment. Education, language,
housing and access to work shape persistent inequalities for young people and residents of migrant origin.

Governance Structure

King

Federal government

Chamber of Representatives

Senate

Regions

Communities

Local government

Political Operating Environment

Head of state. Ministers assume political responsibility; the
monarch has formal constitutional duties and a consultative role
during government formation.

Led by the prime minister; responsible for defense, justice, social
security, major taxation, national debt and important aspects of
health and internal security.

Directly elected lower house and principal federal legislative
chamber; controls the government and passes the budget.

Sixty members, mainly designated by Community and Regional
parliaments; focuses on federal structure and constitutional
matters.

Flemish, Walloon and Brussels-Capital Regions manage territory-
linked fields including economy, environment, housing and much
transport policy.

Flemish, French and German-speaking Communities manage
language-linked fields such as education, culture and person-
related services.

Ten provinces outside Brussels and 565 municipalities provide
local administration and services.

Coalition government is normal and compromise is an institutional skill. The risk is delay rather than abrupt breakdown.
Federal elections produce separate Dutch- and French-language party systems, so a workable majority must bridge both.
Governments can remain in caretaker status for long periods, while the professional civil service and devolved

authorities continue essential functions.
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Economy Trade and Public Finance

Belgium is a high-income, export-intensive economy integrated into the industrial core of the European Union. Services
dominate output, but advanced manufacturing remains important in pharmaceuticals, chemicals, food processing,
machinery, materials and transport equipment. Logistics, finance, research, European institutions and international
business services strengthen Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent and Leuven. The port-industrial complex is both a national asset
and a concentration risk.

Growth weakened in 2026 under softer consumption, trade uncertainty and an energy-price shock. Real GDP was
unchanged in the second quarter, and the National Bank projects only 0.6% growth for the year. National CPI inflation
reached 3.97% in August and harmonized inflation 4.2%. Automatic indexation protects income but raises costs with a
lag, making productivity and wage competitiveness central to the outlook.

Core Economic Strengths

* Central access to the EU single market, dense infrastructure and proximity to the Netherlands, Germany, France and
the United Kingdom.

* World-class pharmaceutical, chemical, life-sciences, food, logistics and specialized manufacturing clusters.

* Highly educated workforce, strong research institutions and the regulatory and diplomatic ecosystem surrounding the
EU and NATO.

Structural Constraints

* Low employment among older, low-skilled and some migrant-origin groups, combined with severe regional disparities
and shortages in Flanders.

* High taxes on labor, complex regulation and divided responsibility for employment, training, mobility and industrial
policy.

* Energy-intensive industry faces costly transition, imported fuel exposure and competition from lower-cost regions.

Fiscal Resilience

Belgium recorded a general-government deficit of 5.2% of GDP in 2025. Gross debt was 107.9% of GDP at year-end and
109.1% in the first quarter of 2026. Domestic savings, euro-area membership and a sophisticated debt-management
system support market access, but the trajectory is adverse: the National Bank projects debt near 115% by 2028. Pension,
health, interest and defense spending leave consolidation dependent on sustained employment gains and politically
difficult expenditure control.
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Energy Water and Climate

Belgium is a major energy and petrochemical transit state but remains heavily dependent on imported fossil fuels. The
Antwerp area processes and distributes oil, gas and chemical feedstocks across northwestern Europe. Electricity supply is
more diversified: offshore wind, solar, gas, interconnection and nuclear generation all contribute. Doel 4 and Tihange 3
received ten-year life extensions, while five older reactors closed, leaving security dependent on two large units, flexible
generation, demand management and cross-border trade.

The 2025 electricity market reflected that transition. Belgium was again a net importer, drawing especially from France
and the Netherlands. Rapid solar growth improves low-carbon supply but creates balancing and network requirements.
The core strategic task is to add firm and flexible capacity, reinforce the grid and preserve industrial competitiveness
while policy moves beyond the earlier full nuclear phase-out timetable.

Water and Climate Exposure

* Flooding: intense rainfall and river floods can produce high losses in the Meuse and Scheldt basins; the July 2021
disaster remains the central warning case.

* Heat and drought: hotter, drier summers threaten public health, agriculture, waterways, ecosystems and industrial
water availability.

* Coast and lowlands: sea-level rise and storm surge require sustained protection of the Flemish coast, ports and low-
lying infrastructure.

* Governance: climate, water, energy and land-use responsibilities are divided across federal and regional authorities,
increasing coordination demands.

Infrastructure and Connectivity

Belgium has one of Europe’s densest transport and communications networks. Antwerp-Bruges, Brussels Airport, Liége
Airport, the North Sea ports, high-speed rail and inland waterways support freight and passenger movement. Congested
roads, aging rail assets, port security, power-grid expansion and cross-regional project approval are persistent
constraints.

Antwerp-Bruges is the primary gateway; North Sea Port includes

Ports Ghent and cross-border facilities in the Netherlands.

Dense European corridors and high-speed links; congestion and

Rail and roads . s
maintenance reduce reliability.

Two operating nuclear reactors, offshore wind, solar, gas

Electrici . . . . . .
ty generation and strong interconnection with neighboring systems.
Digital Advanced broadband, data and research networks; Brussels and
&t major ports are high-value cyber targets.
. - Disruption at ports, rail junctions, energy nodes or European
Critical vulnerability P p J &y P

institutions would create effects well beyond Belgium.

ATLAS | BELGIUM COUNTRY PROFILE | 6



ATLAS | EUROPE COUNTRY PROFILE | BELGIUM

Foreign Policy Defence and Security

Belgian foreign policy is built around the European Union, NATO, Benelux and the United Nations. Brussels does not
merely host these institutions; Belgian officials and firms operate within their daily networks, giving the country access
and convening influence disproportionate to its population. Policy is strongly Atlanticist and European, with support for
Ukraine, collective defense, rules-based trade and multilateral diplomacy.

Belgium’s colonial history shapes relations with the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Rwanda and Burundi. These ties
provide knowledge and access but also generate political sensitivity. Elsewhere, trade, development cooperation, human
rights and EU coordination are the principal instruments. The country’s diplomatic leverage is strongest when it brokers
agreement rather than pursues a separate great-power role.

Defence Posture

Belgian Defence is rebuilding after prolonged underinvestment. The 2025 Strategic Vision commits the country to
spending at least 2% of GDP on defense from 2025 and expands readiness, munitions, air and missile defense, cyber, land
systems and maritime forces. Planned acquisitions include additional F-35 aircraft, air-defense systems, armored
vehicles, drones, helicopters and a third frigate. By 2035 the force is intended to reach 34,500 military personnel, 12,800
reservists and 8,500 civilians.

* NATO: collective defense, eastern-flank reinforcement, air policing, logistics and command support remain central
missions.

* European role: Belgium favors interoperable procurement and close integration with Dutch, French, German and
Luxembourg partners.

¢ Maritime role: North Sea mine countermeasures, frigate cooperation with the Netherlands and protection of ports and
subsea infrastructure are priorities.

Internal Security

The principal threats are jihadist and lone-actor violence, foreign interference, cyber intrusion, organized crime and
attacks on critical infrastructure. Antwerp’s role in cocaine trafficking has intensified pressure on customs, police, courts
and local government. Brussels presents a uniquely dense protection problem because national, EU, NATO and diplomatic
targets sit inside one metropolitan area. Federal and local fragmentation can complicate intelligence sharing and
operational accountability.

Diplomatic Leverage

Belgium’s influence comes from location, institutional access, technical expertise and coalition-building. The EU and
NATO presence magnifies national relevance, but host-state obligations also expose Belgium to espionage, protest, cyber
operations and reputational consequences when domestic systems fail.
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Strengths and Vulnerabilities

Durable strengths
Manageable weaknesses
High-consequence vulnerabilities

Strategic opportunities

Structural Risk Ratings

EU and NATO centrality; strategic ports; diversified high-value
economy; dense infrastructure; strong institutions; skilled
workforce; deep integration with neighboring states.

Complex regulation; congestion; low labor participation in several
groups; linguistic segmentation; energy import dependence; slow
permitting and infrastructure delivery.

Rising public debt; coalition paralysis; major port or cyber
disruption; organized-crime penetration; severe flood; prolonged
energy shock; failure to deliver defense expansion.

European rearmament; offshore wind and grid investment;
pharmaceutical and life-sciences growth; port decarbonization;
military mobility; deeper Benelux and regional integration.

Political continuity

Fiscal sustainability

Economic competitiveness

Energy security

Internal security

External security

Climate and environment

Social cohesion

Net Assessment

Low to moderate

Elevated

Moderate

Moderate

Moderate

Low to moderate

Elevated

Moderate

The state is resilient, but coalition formation
and divided competences slow decisions and
reform.

Debt exceeds 100% of GDP and deficits remain
above 5%; aging and defense add pressure.

Strong clusters and location offset high labor
costs, low participation and regulatory
complexity.

Interconnection and diversified power help,
but imported fuels, two-reactor concentration
and grid needs remain.

Capable services face terrorism, cyber threats,
foreign interference and port-centered
organized crime.

NATO protection is strong; readiness and
force regeneration are still being rebuilt.

Flood, heat, drought and coastal exposure are
intensified by dense development.

Welfare institutions buffer stress, but
regional, linguistic and labor-market divides
remain politically durable.

Belgium is a stable but capacity-constrained strategic hub. Its principal risk is cumulative: fiscal pressure, complex
authority and slow execution can weaken infrastructure, readiness and competitiveness without producing a single

dramatic crisis.
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Strategic Outlook 2026 to 2031

Belgium will remain central to European diplomacy, regulation, logistics and collective defense. Its international position
is structurally secure because EU and NATO institutions, the North Sea gateway and cross-border industrial networks
cannot be replicated quickly elsewhere. The domestic question is whether public policy can keep the host state, transport
system, energy grid and armed forces aligned with that strategic importance.

The De Wever government’s reform program targets employment, pensions, taxation, migration and fiscal consolidation.
Success would raise participation and slow debt growth; partial implementation would leave the deficit structurally high.
The political system is capable of compromise, but regional interests and separate party systems make sustained delivery
difficult, especially as the next federal electoral cycle approaches in 2029.

Defense and energy will compete with social expenditure for scarce fiscal space. Moving to a credible 2% defense
baseline, expanding personnel and absorbing major procurement will test administration as much as finance. The energy
system must integrate offshore wind, solar, interconnectors, gas flexibility and extended nuclear generation while
protecting energy-intensive industry.

Indicators to Watch

* Execution of pension, unemployment-benefit, labor-market and tax reforms, including their effect on employment by
region.

* Federal and regional budget paths, interest costs and whether debt stabilizes before reaching the National Bank’s 2028
projection.

¢ Coalition cohesion and relations among the federal, Flemish, Walloon and Brussels governments.

» Defense outlays, recruitment, reserve growth, procurement delivery and readiness contributions to NATO.
* Operation of Doel 4 and Tihange 3, grid investment, offshore wind buildout and industrial power prices.
 Port throughput, chemical-sector investment, export competitiveness and the security of Antwerp-Bruges.

* Organized-crime violence, drug seizures, judicial capacity and evidence of corruption or intimidation in logistics
chains.

 Flood-protection, drought and heat adaptation projects across regional boundaries.

ATLAS Bottom Line

Belgium’s strategic relevance is fixed by geography and institutions; its policy margin is not. The country has the wealth,
expertise and alliances to remain a first-rank European hub, but high debt and fragmented execution are narrowing its
choices. Through 2031, the decisive measure will be whether Belgium converts coalition agreements into higher
employment, credible defense, secure infrastructure and a more resilient energy system.
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Sources and Methodology

This profile synthesizes official Belgian statistics and government material, central-bank and EU reporting, defense and
energy publications, and institutional sources available through 28 September 2026. Current-year figures are provisional
and may be revised. Economic forecasts are identified as projections rather than outcomes. Risk ratings are analytic
judgments, not official classifications.

Primary Sources

Belgium.be, composition of the federal government: https://www.belgium.be/en/about_belgium/government/federal_authorities/
federal_government/composition_government

Belgium.be, structure of the federal state: https://www.belgium.be/en/about_belgium/government/federale_staat/structure

Belgium.be, federal parliament: https://www.belgium.be/en/about_belgium/government/federal _authorities/federal parliament

Statbel, population on 1 January 2026: https://statbel.fgov.be/en/themes/population/structure-population

Statbel, employment and unemployment: https://statbel.fgov.be/en/themes/work-training/labour-market/employment-and-unemployment
Statbel, consumer price index August 2026: https://statbel.fgov.be/en/news/inflation-amounts-397

National Bank of Belgium, Q2 2026 GDP flash estimate: https://www.nbb.be/en/statistics/latest-figures/nai-flash-estimate-2026q2

National Bank of Belgium, economic projections June 2026: https://www.nbb.be/en/publications-research/publications/all-publications/
economic-projections-belgium-june-2026

Eurostat, first-quarter 2026 government debt: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-euro-indicators/w/2-21072026-ap

European Commission, 2026 country report Belgium: https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/economic-surveillance-eu-member-states/country-
pages/country-report-belgium_en

Belgian Defence, Strategic Vision 2025: https://www.mil.be/en/about-belgian-defence/strategic-vision-defence-2025/
FPS Foreign Affairs, Belgian foreign policy: https://diplomatie.belgium.be/en

CREG, Belgian wholesale electricity market monitoring report 2025: https://www.creg.be/en/publications/study-f3197
FPS Economy, Belgian Energy Data Overview: https://energykeydata.economie.fgov.be/

Port of Antwerp-Bruges, 2025 annual results: https://newsroom.portofantwerpbruges.com/en/press-releases/port-of-antwerp-bruges-ends-2025-
with-resilience-in-a-turbulent-trading-climate

Belgian National Climate Commission, climate impacts and adaptation: https://climat.be/doc/nc8-br5.pdf

Analytic Method

Ratings are qualitative judgments of structural exposure over a three-to-five-year horizon. They consider probability,
consequence and state capacity. “Low to moderate” denotes limited systemic exposure with identifiable weaknesses.
“Moderate” denotes material but manageable risk. “Elevated” denotes a persistent exposure capable of constraining
national choices or producing substantial disruption.

Disclaimer

ATLAS country profiles are independent reference products prepared for general informational use. They do not
constitute investment, legal, security or travel advice. Political and economic conditions can change rapidly; readers
should consult current official guidance before making decisions.

ATLAS | Global Intelligence for the Informed Citizen
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