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In Belgium, the elections for the European Parliament (EP) have in the 
past always been held together with the regional elections. Because of this 
particularity, the European elections have long since been considered second-
order elections in Belgium (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; Van Aelst and Lefevere, 
2012). Because of the split in the party system since the ’70s, the regional elec-
tions in Belgium are clearly a first-order election since, for the larger part, 
there is no difference in terms of voting population and party offer between 
the regional and federal elections (Russo and Deschouwer, 2014). Federal (and 
even European) elections in Belgium are—at least from an institutional and 
organisational perspective—almost entirely regional (see the additional note 
under Table 1 for a more detailed description of the electoral system used 
for the European election). Another reason for its first-order character is the 
absence of a link between the regional elections and the federal government 
formation (Schakel and Jeffery, 2013).

The campaign

All of this holds for the period up to 2014. On May 25, however, Belgium 
went to the polls for three elections instead of two. As a result of the sixth state 
reform by the Di Rupo government, the federal, regional and European elec-
tions will from now on always be held on the same day. For this reason, the 
federal elections will be held every five years, instead of every four, to match 
the European election cycle. In case the federal government is prematurely 
toppled, new national elections can be held, but the resulting government can 
only stay on until the next European election and will then automatically have 
to resign.

Belgians thus voted not only for the European and regional parliaments 
but also for the federal one. This is an extremely important difference know-
ing that the last federal elections took place when the government fell in 2010 
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and the resulting coalition negotiations took no less than 541 days, an abso-
lute world record.

In the 2012 municipal elections, the Flemish nationalists of the New Flem-
ish Alliance (N-VA) scored big in Flanders (the northern, Dutch-speaking 
part), and the preelection polls showed that they would easily become the big-
gest party in Flanders this time around as well and even continue to grow 
bigger. The incredible rise of N-VA has raised serious concerns for the feasibil-
ity of the next federal coalition formation. It was feared that their continued 
success would test the limits of the Belgian federal construction. The entire 
campaign was thus dominated by the federal election and what would happen 
with the postelection coalition negotiations, overshadowing even the regional 
elections. The European one came third in line, and at quite a distance. Stat-
ing that the European election served as a third-rate election (Irwin, 1995) is 
not an exaggeration. Europe was almost completely absent from the run-up to 
the elections. Apart from the obligatory television debate, Europe was not an 
issue in the campaign.

This might sound strange for a country that was a founding member of the 
European Union (EU) and is the host of the Commission and the EP (for three 
quarters of the time at least). Belgium also provides the president of the Euro-
pean Council, Herman Van Rompuy, and unlike the vast majority of the EU 
member states, it also had one of the official candidates for the Commission 
presidency: former Belgian prime minister Guy Verhofstadt of the Alliance of 
Liberals and Democrats for Europe.

Yet, despite all that, Europe never surfaced as a full-fledged campaign 
item. Media mostly focused on the national issues, and when they did turn 
their eyes to the EU, it was mostly to assess the chances of Guy Verhofstadt 
becoming president of the Commission.

An additional reason for the absence of the EU in the electoral campaign 
can be found in the lack of anti-European parties. The only anti-European 
party that cleared the threshold is the extreme-right Flemish Interest (Vlaams 
Belang). They want to get rid of the EU because it infringes upon the right of 
individual countries to regulate (i.e., restrict) immigration and uphold their 
borders. They promote the idea of a confederation of nation-states as an al-
ternative for the EU, rather than moulding the EU into a more federal frame-
work. In 2009, there was another Belgian Eurosceptic party that got into the 
EP, List Dedecker (LDD). The party was only popular for a short while and the 
polls showed they would have great difficulty conquering a single seat in the 
federal or Flemish parliament this time around. The party president therefore 
decided to stand in just one province for the federal election, which was re-
garded as the best strategic choice. Its EP seat was thus vacated before the elec-
tions even took place. None of the other parties could profit from this though, 
since Belgium (and more specifically the Dutch-speaking electoral college) 
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lost one seat by default in the reshuffling because of the EU expansion and the 
new cap on the number of MEPs.

The results

As you can see from the results, there was one very clear winner. The New 
Flemish Alliance gained almost 17 percentage points and conquered one third 
of the seats in the Dutch-speaking electoral college. This is completely thanks 
to its success at the federal and regional level. N-VA’s views on Europe are 
quite blurry. On the one hand, they question whether the EU should keep 
all of the competences it currently owns, but on the other hand they claim 
that Flemish independence—their core issue—will only be possible within the 
context of a stronger EU. The EU thus only served (marginally) as an abut for 
its nationalist agenda and not as a separate campaign item. It suffices to say 
that rallying voters around a European theme does not drive their current 
success. During the campaign, they also made it clear they want to leave the 
Greens—European Free Alliance party group—but refused to say which other 
party group they would be joining after the election.

The traditional parties that made up the outgoing federal government—so-
cial democrats, Christian democrats and liberals—largely managed to stand 
their ground, which is quite remarkable in the current political climate. Apart 
from a small loss for the Flemish Christian democrats (CD&V), it seems it was 
mostly the extreme-right Flemish Interest (Vlaams Belang) that paid for the 
victory of N-VA. On election night, it was even unclear for a while whether 
they would still be represented in the EP at all. In the end, it turns out they 
will, but it was a close call.

Another remarkable decline is that of the French-speaking ecologists 
(ECOLO), especially when compared with the fact that their Dutch-speaking 
sister party gained almost 3 percentage points (even though this did not result 
in an extra seat). These results also mimic the federal and regional ones. Some 
have stated that a green party that scored over 22% in the 2009 EP elections 
had no way to go but down. A probable explanation could also be found in 
the fact that they—at least in part—paid for the rise of the communist left 
(PTB-go!) in Wallonia and Brussels. These allegations will have to be verified 
by other means, but it is quite clear that the answers should not be sought at 
the European level.

The single EP seat in the German-speaking electoral college (with a popu-
lation of roughly 77,000) has been held by the Christian Social Party (CSP) 
since 1994 and remains quite firmly in their possession.
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Table 1. Results of the 2014 EP elections – BELGIUM

Party EP 
Group

Votes 
(%) Seats  

Votes 
(change 

from 
2009)

Seats 
(change 

from 
2009)

Dutch-speaking electoral college

Open Flemish Liberals & Democrats 
(OPEN VLD) ALDE 20.4 3 −0.16 =

New Flemish Alliance (N-VA) G-EFA 26.67 4 16.79 +3

Flemish Christian Democrats (CD&V) EPP 19.96 2 −3.30 −1

Greens (GROEN) G-EFA 10.62 1 2.72 =

Socialist Party Different (SP.A) S&D 13.18 1 −0.05 −1

Flemish Interest (VLAAMS BELANG) NI 6.76 1 −9.11 −1

Labour Party (PVDA+) − 2.4 0 1.42 =

List Dedecker (LDD) ECR − 0 −7.28 −1

French-speaking electoral college

Socialist Party (PS) S&D 29.29 3 0.19 =

Reform Movement (MR) ALDE 27.1 3 1.05 +1

Ecologists (ECOLO) G-EFA 11.69 1 −11.19 −1

Christian Democrats & Humanists (CDH) EPP 11.36 1 −1.98 =

Popular Party (PP) − 5.98 0 5.98 =

Belgian Workers’ Party (PTB-go!) − 5.48 0 4.32 =

Others 9.11 0

German-speaking electoral college

Christian Social Party (CSP) EPP 30.34 1 −1.91 =

Ecologists (ECOLO) G-EFA 16.66 0 1.08 =

Party for Freedom & Prosperity (PFF) ALDE 16.06 0 −4.31 =

Socialist Party (SP) S&D 15.12 0 0.49 =

Pro German-speaking Community (PRO 
DG) − 13.23 0 3.15 =

Others 8.6 0

Total 100 21 −1

Turnout (%) 89.7 –0.70

Legal threshold for obtaining MEPs (%)   none        

Note: The 21 Belgian MEPs are elected in three separate electoral colleges: the Dutch-speak-
ing (12), French-speaking (8) and German-speaking (1) electoral colleges. These colleges 
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Conclusion

There have been quite some shifts at the last European elections in Belgium. 
The traditional parties making up the outgoing federal government managed 
to hold more or less steady. The bigger shifts can be found a bit more left and 
right on the ideological spectrum. Unlike for other European countries, it 
would, however, be a mistake to interpret this in the light of some anti- or pro-
European sentiments. In Belgium, the elections for the EP were never part of 
parties’ campaigns, nor were they a hot topic during any of the debates in any 
of the media. The most important cause of this is probably the coincidence of 
federal, regional and European elections. The federal and regional elections 
took precedence over the European one, which comes at no surprise given 
the recent Belgian political history. The question as to what caused these vote 
fluctuations obviously needs to be further investigated on the basis of election 
data, voter surveys,  and others, and it is possible that some part of the popu-
lation did indeed cast its vote for the EP with European motives in mind. But 
most of the answers will for sure not have to be sought at the European level. 
And if from now on the regional, federal and European elections will be held 
on the same day—as has been agreed upon—chances are the EP election will 
have a very hard time moving up from its third-rate status in Belgium.
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