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We are living in strange times. The 
COVID-19 crisis has upended the global 
economy. Europe wasn’t spared. Many 
countries recorded double-digit GDP 
drops. No less than 12 million jobs were 
lost. A tremendous economic blow, 
which prompted EU leaders to unleash 
an unprecedented stimulus package. 
In short, 2020 was a year of shock, 
volatility and change. For the world and 
Europe, and obviously an open economy 
like Belgium could not escape this.

In this context, it is encouraging to see 
that foreign direct investment (FDI) in 
Europe showed remarkable resilience 
by declining only 13 percent in 2020. 
Belgium struggled to keep up with that 
evolution, but managed to hold on to its 
fifth position among European countries 
with a 15 percent drop in FDI. And the 
results of our perception study prove 
that Belgium still holds many assets that 
are appreciated by foreign investors.

But the last thing we need is 
complacency. Belgium has to defend its 
reputation as a trade hub, which should 
be able to attract more investments.

A remarkable evolution in the 
investments that Belgium did manage to 
attract, is the rise of China as a foreign 
investor. This doesn’t really come as 
a surprise, after some high profile 
investments were announced. But this 
is happening in a context where Europa 
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Foreword

is shoring up its local economy in an 
effort to counter the increasing weight 
of China in the global economy.

Belgium should be mindful of another 
trend: while it may seem like a success 
that we still attract a lot of new 
investments, the significant drop in 
expansion projects is something to 
keep an eye on. These are investments 
by companies that are already present 
in our country, and that have first-
hand experience with some of our 
weaknesses. In this respect, the fact 
that our tax regime tops the list of risks 
for our future attractiveness is a clear 
warning sign.

Nevertheless, if we take the lessons 
from this report and use them right, 
we can create the opportunities for 
future growth. The fact that investors 
emphasize the importance of skills in 
Belgium in the field of AI and robotics, 
while at the same time pointing to 
digital economy as one of the top 
sectors to drive future Belgian growth, 
is just one example of signals that 
shouldn’t be ignored. 

Belgium holds all the levers to increase 
its attractiveness for the short and 
long term. Building on its strengths and 
tackling its weaknesses in a concerted 
effort by governments and businesses is 
key to achieving this goal.
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Executive summary

227  

FDI projects

5,098  

jobs created

Belgium holds on to 
fifth place in European 

ranking for foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in 2020

Despite the COVID-19 crisis, Belgium managed to secure 
its market share of all FDI in Europe, holding on to its fifth 
position. This translates into 227 projects and 5,098 jobs. 
That means COVID-19 pushed the number of projects down 
by 15%, which is slightly more than the European average of a 
13% drop. The decline in job creation amounted to 5.6%.

Business services remains most important sector 
for FDI, pharmaceuticals jump

22
19

Business services

Pharmaceuticals

Digital

Transportation and logistics

44

33

43

38

22

Sales & marketing

Business services

Logistics

R&D

Manufacturing

53

44

Most FDI projects were in sales & marketing 
activities



EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium June 2021 5

ey.com/be/attractiveness

Propelled by the European Green Deal, cleantech 
and renewables firmly establishes itself as the 
main sector that will contribute to the future 
growth of FDI in Belgium.

USA

France

UK

Netherlands

Germany

China

UK confirms rising trend and becomes biggest 
investor in Belgium
The UK, in a post-brexit reality, maintained its level of 
investment projects in Belgium despite the COVID-19 
crisis. Because other big investors like the USA and France 
drastically scaled back the number of projects, the country 
became Belgium’s main source of FDI. But the rise of Chinese 
investment is remarkable. The country almost doubled its 
investment projects in our country.

45
27

14

27

34

35

28

28

24

12

42

30

2020
2019

Belgium significantly lags the European average 
for the upcoming recovery
While everyone expects a recovery after the 2020 dip 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, Belgium is far behind the 
European prospects. Whereas 62% of respondents predict a 
slight to significant increase in the attractiveness of Europe, 
this number is only 35% for Belgium.

50%

39%

34%

Tax regime (level and complexity of taxation)

Entrepreneurial culture

Cleantech and renewables

Political, regulatory and administrative instability

Domestic market size

Digital economy (IT, telecoms and media)

Cost of labor

The quality of the labor force

Business services

67%

43%

42%

56%

43%

37%

Tax regime is now the main concern for investors
The level and complexity of taxation has jumped to the top of 
the list of risks to Belgium’s attractiveness, thereby overtaking 
labor cost and the political, regulatory and administrative 
instability.

believe that Belgium's 
attractiveness will improve 
during the next three years. 35%

2022 2023 2024

Investors appreciate Belgian entrepreneurial 
culture and quality of labor force
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Reality 

1
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Foreign investment projects and job creation  
in Belgium (2020)
In a year where the global economy rallied to manage the impact of the health crisis, it may seem counter-intuitive to talk about 
FDI. But the world didn’t stop spinning completely, and neither did investors.

Belgium holds on to its fifth 
position in the European 
ranking for foreign direct 
investments (FDI)
The pandemic dampened the rhythm of investments 
significantly in 2020. This becomes clear with a 15% drop in 
the number of FDI projects in Belgium, to a total of 227. It is 
also reflected in the job creation, which took a hit of 5.6% to 
5,098. Belgium holds on to its fifth position in the European 
ranking. Our country experienced the 8th steepest fall in FDI 
within the group of the 20 largest European recipients, losing 
only slightly more than the overall European decline of 13%. 
The entire top five remains unchanged, with France leading 
the pack, followed by the UK, Germany and Spain.

New investment projects 
increase their importance 
as the main driver of FDI in 
Belgium
In last year’s climate, it was impossible for Belgium to 
match the record number of 197 new investment projects 
it saw in 2019. But these investments have proven to be 
even more important for the total performance of Belgium 
when compared to previous years. The share of this type of 
investment in the total FDI numbers grew from 66% in 2018 
to 81% in 2020.

New projectsTop 10 FDI European destination countries

Expansion projects

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

2018 2019 2020

Flanders 102 100 103

Wallonia 22 21 38

Brussels 60 76 44

Belgium 184 197 185

2018 2019 2020

Flanders 67 27 19

Wallonia 26 43 18

Brussels 1 0 5

Belgium 94 70 42

Rank

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Country

France

UK

Germany

Spain

Belgium

Poland

Turkey

Netherlands

Ireland

Portugal

2020

985

975

930

354

227

219

208

193

165

154

Market share 
 (2020)

18%

17%

17%

7%

4%

4%

4%

4%

3%

3%
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COVID-19 shakes up the 
ranking of the sectors
As in previous years, 4 key sectors accounted for more than 
half of the investment projects last year and 68% of jobs 
created. But the composition of this top-4 reflects the global 
race for cures, treatments and finally vaccines against the 
coronavirus. Pharmaceuticals jumped from the ninth position 
in 2019 to third place in 2020, accounting for 22 projects. 
With this, the pharmaceutical industry pushed the agri-food 

Projects by sector

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

2018 2019 2020

Business services & Professional Services 47 53 44

Transportation & Logistics 35 42 33

Pharmaceuticals 14 9 22

Software & IT Services 23 33 19

Chemicals, Plastics & Rubber 18 11 16

Agri-food 26 28 13

Machinery & Equipment 18 10 13

Wholesale, Retail & Distribution 12 4 13

Construction 0 1 7

Finance 8 8 7

Telecommunications 9 6 7

Metals & Minerals 5 3 6

Transportation Manufacturers & Suppliers 21 16 6

Furniture, Wood, Ceramics & Glass 1 2 5

Health & Social Work 1 0 5

Other 40 41 11

Grand total 278 267 227

business out the top list, and landed in front of the digital 
sector. When looking at job creation, pharmaceuticals even 
seize the second place with 883 jobs. In this category, though, 
transportation and logistics remains the uncontested leader 
with 1,866 new jobs. This is a 14% increase compared to the 
previous year.
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Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

Job creation by sector

2018 2019 2020 jobs/project 2020

Transportation & Logistics 1,890 1,633 1,866 57

Pharmaceuticals 73 300 883 40

Business Services & Professional Services 861 147 483 11

Machinery & Equipment 270 19 245 19

Wholesale, Retail & Distribution 1,218 61 232 18

Utility Supply 12 188 222 111

Metals & Minerals 20 15 187 31

Textile, Clothing & Leather 160 148 160 80

Health & Social Work 0 0 147 29

Agri-food 485 800 139 11

Software & IT Services 175 262 121 6

Transportation Manufacturers & Suppliers 1,395 594 119 20

Construction 0 4 72 10

Chemicals, Plastics & Rubber 176 556 70 4

Finance 0 0 60 9

Other 628 674.5 92 5

Grand total 7,363 5,401.5 5,098 22
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Sales and marketing 
maintain lead in projects, 
logistics overtake 
manufacturing as main job 
engine
Three activities account for more than half of all FDI projects 
in 2020: sales and marketing (53), manufacturing (44) and 
business services (43). The number of headquarter projects 
rebounded to 15 after a drop to 5 in 2019. 

When looking at the job creation, it is worth noting that 
logistics overtook manufacturing as the biggest job engine, 
generating 1,881 jobs against,1.017 for manufacturing. This 
more than likely reflects the radical shift in the retail industry 
from physical to online shopping, and the fact that Belgium 
has been a vaccin production hub.

Projects by activity

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

2018 2019 2020

Sales & Marketing 97 105 53

Manufacturing 57 60 44

Business services - - 43

Logistics 58 51 38

Research & Development 36 33 22

Headquarters 19 5 15

Contact Centre 0 0 7

Other 11 13 5

Grand total 278 267 227

Job creation by activity

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

2018 2019 2020
jobs/

project 
2020

Logistics 2,516 1,863 1,881 50

Manufacturing 2,187 2,281 1,017 23

Research & 
Development

178 352 812 37

Business Services - - 643 15

Sales & Marketing 1,979 369.5 364 7

Contact Centre 0 0 274 39

Headquarters 323 41 60 4

Internet Data Centre 50 150 41 21

Other 130 345 6 3

Grand total 7,363 5,401.5 5,098 22
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2020 has, for obvious reasons, been a difficult year. 
But despite all the headwinds, Flanders held its ground 
fairly well in terms of attracting foreign investment, just 
like the other Belgian regions. It proved that our region 
still possesses a number of assets that score well with 
investors. Underlying trends proved resilient, despite a 
drop in overall numbers. For example, all activities linked 
to innovation and R&D have increased their importance.

In this context, Flanders has everything it needs to be 
an attractive destination for foreign direct investment 
(FDI). We dispose of a lot of know-how, concentrated in a 
compact region that lies in the heart of western Europe. 
But we have to work twice as hard to explain this to 
potential investors, especially compared to neighboring 
countries.

We at FIT are working hard to improve on this with the 
“Vlaanderen Versnelt – Flanders accelerates” strategy. 
With this, we aim to improve the international position of 
our region in five domains: life sciences & health, food, 
smart logistics, solution-driven engineering & technology 
and finally sustainable resources, materials & chemistry. 
By September 2021 we reinforce our international 
network of economic diplomacy with Science & 
Technology Offices in global innovation hotspots, 
focusing on Digital Tech, Health Tech and Climate Tech.

But we need to be mindful of the challenges. Foreign 
investors still tend to perceive our region as complex and 
expensive, both in terms of fiscality and cost of labor. We 
need to find a way to break through this, if not for the 
fact that this perception doesn’t fully correspond with 
reality. In the field of R&D, there are many incentives that 
reduce the cost of employment. On top of that, there are 
many investment projects where employment isn’t the 

main cost. Though it must be admitted: that is the case 
in many logistical projects, where we feel the competition 
from notably the Netherlands. But globally Flanders, and 
by extension Belgium, has an attractive ecosystem for 
investors, but many advantages of that ecosystem are 
harder to measure than more straightforward factors like 
corporate tax.

And we must be honest: not all of this is perception. 
We need to build on strengths like the incentives for 
researchers and look for other fields where a tailor-made 
fiscal approach can create new opportunities for FDI. 
We also need to be mindful of the threat of one of our 
main assets: the quality of our labor force. We still enjoy 
a good reputation, but international rankings show that 
this reputation is under pressure. 

We need an increased effort to improve on the digital 
skills of our (future) workforce. We’re not lagging in 
this field, but that doesn’t mean there is no room for 
improvement. Here too, there are opportunities for tailor-
made approaches. We especially need an acceleration in 
the fields of artificial intelligence, cybersecurity and IoT 
to join the top class. A class we are already very close to.

Viewpoints External viewpoint

Claire Tillekaerts
CEO Flanders Investment & Trade (FIT)

“Foreign investors still tend 
to perceive our region as 
complex and expensive.

Time for an increased effort to 
improve our digital skills
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2020

France 1,063

United States 979

China 740

Netherlands 677

Switzerland 425

United Kingdom 302

Israel 230

Germany 168

Turkey 127

Italy 55

UK confirms rising trend
The COVID-19 crisis has obviously distorted last year’s 
numbers. Yet some underlying trends from 2019 appear to 
have persisted in 2020. The US, in 2018 the uncontested 
leader in the ranking of origin countries for FDI in Belgium, 
sees its market share drop at an accelerated pace. It now 
accounts for 27 projects in Belgium, down from 45 in the 
previous year. The UK confirms its rising trend, inching up one 
more project compared to last year, to a total of 35 projects. 
China, previously mostly known as the largest emerging 
market investor in Belgium, now ranks among the major 
investors in the country. China almost doubled its investment 
projects in Belgium. 

French investment projects 
created most jobs
France however, ranking third alongside the US in number of 
projects, leads the pack when it comes to job creation. French 
projects generated 1,063 jobs in 2020. The US (979 jobs) and 
China (740) complete the top three of this particular ranking.

2020

United Kingdom 35

France 30

Netherlands 28

United States 27

China 27

Germany 12

Switzerland 7

Italy 7

Japan 7

Spain 4

Top 10 investor countries by projects Top 10 investor countries by job creation

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021. Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.
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Flanders most resilient in 
crisis, Wallonia cannot hold 
on to last year’s record 
numbers, Brussels gets 
far more jobs out of fewer 
projects
The general drop in Belgian FDI numbers is unevenly spread 
across the regions. Flanders, which saw its numbers drop by a 
quarter in 2019, showed resilience in 2020 with 127 projects. 
That is less than a 4% drop. Wallonia celebrated record 
investments in 2019 but had to settle for 56 projects last 
year, which boils down to a 12.5% decline. Brussels, however, 
took the hardest hit with a 36% drop to 49 investment 
projects.

Projects by region Job creation by region

Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021. Source: EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), 2021.

2018 2019 2020
2019 vs 

2020

Flanders 169 127 122 -4%

Wallonia 48 64 56 -13%

Brussels 61 76 49 -36%

Belgium 278 267 227 -15%

2018 2019 2020
jobs/project 

2020 

Flanders 5,366 3,514 3,404 28

Wallonia 1,890 1,856 1,242 22

Brussels 107 31.5 452 9

Belgium 7,363 5,401.5 5,098 22

The story becomes more nuanced when we look at the job 
creation. Brussels sees an interesting evolution: despite the 
significant drop in the number of FDI projects, the region 
recorded a strong job creation from the remaining projects: 
452 jobs were created, up from 32 in 2019. In Flanders the 
decline in job creation was on par with the evolution of the 
number of projects, dropping slightly over 3% to 3,404. In 
Wallonia the drop in job creation was more outspoken at 33% 
to 1,242.
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Viewpoints
External viewpoint

Pascale Delcomminette
CEO Wallonia Foreign Trade and 
Investment Agency (AWEX)

“Companies like Google did 
not invest in Wallonia by 

accident. We need to break 
away from the clichés.

Obviously, 2020 has been a bad year for investments in 
Wallonia as well, caused by the COVID-19 crisis. But there is 
a silver lining to the story: we registered an increase in the 
average number of jobs that were created for each project. 

The most noticeable impact of the crisis was the fact that 
the share of European investors in the total numbers 
increased to 87 percent in terms of investment amounts. 
Here too, the COVID-19 crisis and the related travel 
restrictions clearly played a role. The numbers in Wallonia 
confirm the Belgian trend: in terms of amounts invested, 
the UK was the main investor in 2020, followed by France 
and the US. When we look at the number of jobs created, 
however, this ranking is reversed. This can easily be 
explained by the type of investments. The British projects 
were often headquarter relocations, whereas a few big 
American investors in Wallonia are active in the logistics 
industry, which is far more labor-intensive.

The current year started rather timidly, but we have 
confidence in the prospects for the current projects in 
development, especially in the sectors that did well during 
the crisis like pharmaceuticals and logistics. We currently 
have about 120 projects in the pipeline. 

We are particularly emboldened by the prospects for the 
digital economy, where Wallonia has already made big 
progress in the past years. The lockdowns and subsequent 
shift to remote working and schooling have greatly 
accelerated growth in this sector.

But Wallonia needs to stay alert. We have to maintain our 
edge compared to other countries when it comes to price 
and availability of real estate. There is especially a need for 
larger parcels to attract bigger investments. To this end, we 
must accelerate and simplify the procedure for unlocking 
new terrain.

Making sure the right skills are present in our workforce 
is another point of attention. We need more technical and 
scientific profiles, because that is what potential investors 
are particularly looking for. It is therefore encouraging 
that the recovery plan of Wallonia has, among many other 
things, a focus on incentivizing STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics) in our education system.

Finally, Wallonia must keep working on its image, which 
ever more often does not correspond with reality. 
Companies like Google did not invest in our region by 
accident. We need to break away from the clichés. It is 
encouraging that in this year’s perception study the image 
of the stability of our social climate has greatly improved. 
But this is something we must keep working on.

We need to increase the 
technical and scientific 
profile of our workforce
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Foreign investment projects in Europe 
(2020)

Foreign investment set to 
rebound following 2020 
downswing

Reflecting long-term optimism in 
Europe as an investment destination, 

In 2020, the turbulence and uncertainty caused by 
COVID-19 caused foreign direct investment (FDI) in 
Europe to fall 13% compared with 2019 to

5,578  

inward investment projects.

Europe has proved its resilience in 2020 because 
foreign businesses still see it as fundamentally one 
of the most stable, skilled and sophisticated regions 
around the world to invest for the long term.

Investment is set to rebound this year as pent-up 
demand to execute projects is unleashed: 

of executives plan to establish 
or expand operations in 
Europe in the next 12 months, 
compared with just

believe that Europe's 
attractiveness will improve 
during the next three years. 

40% 

62%

 
at April 2020.27% 

Only 5% think it 
will deteriorate.

2022 2023 2024
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1

2
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4
10

3
65

8

7

11

13

16

14 15
20

18

17
12

19

• Top destination for manufacturing 
(341 projects)

• Top destination for R&D projects 
despite 23% drop (+4% for Europe)

#1    France

• Top destination for headquarters (94 projects)

• Greater London region particularly affected, with a –29% 
drop (from 538 to 383)

• 3rd largest destination for transport and logistics (33 projects)

• The Flemish region is the fifth in Europe for R&D projects

• Top destination for data centers (34 projects)

• Top destination for business services (138 projects)

• Top destination in Central and eastern Europe

• 6th largest destination for manufacturing (77 projects)

• 2nd largest destination for transport and logistics projects  
(40 projects)

• On average, each project creates 135 jobs (vs. 34 in France,  
48 in Germany)

• 2nd largest desitnation for manufacturing (153 projects)

• 2nd largest destination for projects in chemical, plastics  
and rubber (48 projects)

#2   

#5   

#3   

#6   

#4   

#7  

Rank   

975

227

930

219

354

208

–12%

–15%

–4%

+10%

–27%

+18%

Change 2019/20FDI projects

The UK

Belgium

Germany

Poland

Spain

Turkey

Country

985 –18%

Change 2019/20FDI projects
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• 2nd biggest drop in terms of number of projects compared  
to 2019 in the top 10

• 6th largest destination for software and IT services (50 projets)

• Top sector: Software and IT services (20 projects)

• Top activity: business services (40 projects)

• Top sector: machinery and equipment (21projects)

• Top activity: manufacturing (107 projects)

• Top sector: Transportation, manufacturing and suppliers 
(21 projects)

• Top activity: manufacturing (56 projects)

• 6th largest destination for software and IT services  
(50 projets)

• 6th largest destination for business services (40 projets)

• Top sector: Software and IT services (12 projects)

• Top sector: business services (15projects)

• Lombardy is the leading italian region with more than half 
of the projects (58 projects)

• Top sector: Software and IT services (18 projects)

• Top activity: logistics (17 projects)

• 6th largest destination for software and IT services, which represents  
more than a third of the total number of projects (50 projects)

• Top activity: manufacturing (37 projects)

• Top sector: Software and IT services (24 projects)

• Almost a third of the projects are related to business 
services (23 projects)

• Top sector: Software and IT services(15projects)

• Top activity: manufacturing (22 projects)

• Top sector: Software and IT services (23 projects)

• Top activity: Research and Development(19 projects)

• Top sector: Machinery and Equipment (7 projects)

• Top activity: manufacturing (22 projects)

#8   

#14  

#11   

#17

#9   

#15 

#12   

#18  

#19  

#10   

#16  

#13  

#20

Rank   

193

91

141

70

165

76

113

57

154

75

92

53

48

–24%

+25%

–26%

–32%

–14%

+10%

+5%

–27%

–3%

+19%

+23%

–12%

–34%

Change 2019/20FDI projects

Netherlands

Switzerland

Russia

Serbia

Ireland

Austria

Italy

Romania

Portugal

Sweden

Finland

Lithuania

Hungary

Country
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Viewpoints
External viewpoint

Isabelle Grippa
CEO hub.brussels

Foreign direct investment (FDI) in Brussels took a hit in 
2020. We saw the number of projects drop to the levels 
of 2018 and earlier. The main reason for that was the 
restrictions on travel caused by the health crisis. That 
became even more apparent in the number of projects 
from outside of Europe. Those previously accounted for 
about a third of the FDI numbers in Brussels, but in 2020 
that dropped to about a fifth.

The job creation numbers, meanwhile, saw a marked 
increase compared to previous years. But we must refrain 
from reading too much into this, as a single large project 
can markedly tip the scale of the average number of jobs 
created per project.

But we expect a rapid recovery. We saw a lot of investors 
take care of the administrative details for their projects 
during the crisis. This means they will be able to move 
quickly as soon as the conditions allow them to go ahead. 
We must do everything to enable investors to focus on 
their core business by removing as many obstacles as 
possible. To this end, we will launch a virtual “One-stop-
shop for foreign investors” in October, to guide potential 
investors through all the required procedures.

The main challenge for Brussels to increase its profile 
for foreign investors, is to reduce the time it takes to 
run through all the administrative procedures. A better 
understanding of English in public services is also an 
attention point. But we cannot reduce the attractiveness 
of a country or region to its public services. Many investors 
also point to the time it takes to open a bank account, to 
give just one example. This takes a lot longer in Belgium 
compared to the neighboring countries, even though the 
regulatory framework is the same.

But Brussels must look ahead. Our region is making 
renewables and cleantech the spearhead of its strategy, 
based on three pillars. First, all economic incentives 
will gradually focus on enterprises with a project with a 
positive social and/or ecological impact. Second, we are 
building an ecosystem of companies active in the field of 
cleantech and renewables since 2016. Finally, the Green 
Deal brokered by the European Union has created a 
concentration of know-how in Brussels that is unparalleled 
in Europe and even the world.

Reduce the time to go 
through the administrative 
procedures

“A lot of investors took 
care of the administrative 
details for their projects 

during the crisis. They can 
move quickly as soon as the 

conditions allow it.
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Testimonial by foreign investor

Brussels is the launchpad for  
our international growth
We are dgenious, originally a Swiss company specialized in data analysis for chain 
stores, allowing those chains to manage all the data from their various points of 
sale. We decided to relocate our headquarters from Switzerland to Brussels in the 
summer of 2020, despite the COVID-19 crisis. Part of this was linked to a recent 
capital operation, where two Belgian funds decided to invest in our company. But 
the decision to move to Brussels had a number of operational reasons. 

One: its central location in the heart of our current market in Western Europe. 
We are also looking to expand to the United States and Asia, and all this is much 
easier from Brussels compared to Switzerland. 

Two: the availability of skilled workers in the fields of IT and sales. Belgium has 
a dense network of universities and other schools, providing us with a larger 
offer of the right talent for our company. What I appreciated particularly, is the 
willingness of these profiles to come work for a scale-up like ours.

Three: the quality of the local market. While Belgium is a rather small market, 
many big international retail chains are present, all with their own specific 
culture. Reaching them on the Belgian market is a great opportunity to build 
credibility for further expansion. Brussels, and by extension Belgium, is an 
excellent launch pad for our international growth.

But I have to admit that we face a few hurdles. Especially the administrative 
trajectory can be heavy and insufficiently flexible. And I’m not even talking 
about the public services per se. In our interactions with the Belgian banks, we 
continuously encounter a lack of understanding in how we do our business. They 
do not seem adapted to the way new scale-ups operate in today’s world.

Gaëlle Helsmoortel
CEO dgenious

“The administrative trajectory can 
be heavy and insufficiently flexible.
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Perception

2
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2%

Belgium became 
considerably less attractive 
as an alternative investment 
location

Belgium lags Europe in 
recovery expectations

Perception of the attractiveness of Belgium 
(2021)
The EY perception survey was conducted in the early months of 2021, in a context of uncertainty regarding the speed at which 
the country, and Europe as a whole, would be able to wind down the COVID-19-related restrictions. Here are the main results:

Though investors expect that the attractiveness of Belgium 
for investments will pick up after the COVID-19 crisis, these 
expectations are considerably more modest than for Europe 
as a whole. Whereas 62% expect that the attractiveness 
of Europe will increase slightly to significantly, only 35% 
expect a comparable uptick for Belgium. More than half of 
the respondents, 56% to be exact, do not expect any major 
change in Belgium’s attractiveness over the next three years.

Brexit had a modest 
positive impact on 
Belgium’s attractiveness

After Brexit became a fact in January 2020, companies had 
to adapt to the new reality. After most of the dust has settled, 
Belgium saw its attractiveness increase. In general, 58% of the 
respondents saw a moderate to considerable improvement 
of Belgium’s attractiveness due to Brexit. This means that 
companies underestimated the positive effects for Belgium, as 
this global number was 44% in last year’s survey.

To what degree do you think attractiveness will 
evolve over the next three years?

What effect did Brexit have on Belgium’s 
attractiveness for foreign investments?

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey 2021 (Belgium: 206 respondents; 
Europe: 550 respondents)

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (206 respondents)

7%

It will significantly improve

28%

It will slightly improve

56%

It will stay the same

8%

It will slightly 
decrease

1%

It will significantly decrease

16%

Belgium became 
considerably 
more attractive 
as an alternative 
investment 
location

42%

Belgium became slightly 
more attractive as an 
alternative investment 
location

21%

There is no real effect

21%

Belgium became 
slightly less attractive 
as an alternative 
investment location

1%

Can’t say
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Optimism about COVID-19-
recovery boosts short-term 
investment plans

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (206 respondents)

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (136 respondents)

Does your company have plans to establish or 
expand operations in Belgium over the next 
year?

What type of investment project does your 
company want to establish or expand in Belgium? 

66%

Yes32%

No

2%

Can’t say
Business support services (call centers, 

shared services center, data centers)

Business services

Manufacturing

Sales & marketing office

15%

33%

14%

12%

Supply chain/logistics

Research and development

Training center

Headquarters

11%

8%

5%

2%

Last year, the investment plans of companies were abruptly 
interrupted by the health crisis and subsequent economic 
uncertainty. However, it appears that investment plans were 
merely delayed and not cancelled. This is reflected by the fact 
that 66% of respondents responded positively when asked if 
they had plans to establish or expand operations in Belgium in 
the coming year, compared to 10% last year. There are almost 

no changes in types of investments, with business services 
still claiming the lion’s share. The only notable, albeit modest, 
change in the pecking order is that supply chain/logistics 
overtakes R&D, which is key for Belgium given its strategic 
position.
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Tax regime has become the 
main concern for foreign 
investors

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (206 respondents)

What are the three main risks affecting the 
attractiveness of Belgium in the next three 
years?

Tax regime (level and 
complexity of taxation)

Cost of labor

Political, regulatory 
and administrative 

stability

Skills shortage

56%

67%

50%

31%

Transport and logistics 
infrastructure

Brexit

Lack of financing

Limited innovation 
capacity

Aging population

22%

21%

20%

17%

16%

The main risks for Belgium’s attractiveness have consistently 
been the level and complexity of its taxation, the cost of labor 
and political, regulatory and administrative stability. But this 
“top three” has been shaken up drastically. Tax concerns 
are now on top of the list at 67%, followed by the previous 
number one, cost of labor (56%) and political, regulatory 
and administrative (in)stability (50%). The aging population, 
though still a concern, is now at the bottom of the list.

Testimonial by 
foreign investor

2020 brought 
challenges but also 
opportunities
Our logistics firm is already very active in Belgium, with 
sites from Liege to Ostend. When we talk to clients, we 
always start by highlighting the advantages of Flanders 
before we even start talking about our own expertise. 
We have considered other locations in Europe for new 
investments, but in the end we have everything we need 
right here in Flanders, with still room to grow. So we don’t 
see the need to hit the brakes.

Flanders is ideally located for activities in e-commerce 
and distribution. We have the ports and a well-connected 
network of highways. People tend to overlook the potential 
of this region in the field of e-commerce, but our clients 
are always pleasantly surprised when they discover the 
assets Flanders has to offer.

We intend to invest further in Flanders. Our sites in 
Machelen and Tessenderlo will get an expansion, and we 
will also invest in our logistical hub in Kampenhout.

Obviously, 2020 was a challenging year, but it wasn’t 
without opportunities, either. The new generation of 
pharmaceutical products is becoming increasingly 
sensitive to different temperatures. This is why we 
invested in our site in Brucargo to create a very complex 
hub with different temperature zones. This new building 
brings us right where we want to be: next to the tarmac, in 
the heart of Europe and ready for the future.

Tobias Jerschke
Kuehne & Nagel – managing director Belux

“People tend to overlook 
the potential of Flanders in 

e-commerce.
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Investors appreciate 
Belgian entrepreneurial 
culture

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (143 respondents established in Belgium)

What are the three most important factors that 
positively influence your company’s investment 
decisions in Belgium?

Entrepreneurial culture

The quality of the  labor force

Domestic market size

Quality of life

43%

43%

39%

34%

Innovation capacity

R&D availability and quality

Cost of labor

Transport and logistics infrastructure

Tax relief schemes, grants, incentives

Labor market regulation and flexibility

Political, regulatory and administrative stability

Corporate Income Tax

34%

28%

22%

19%

14%

14%

7%

3%

Contrary to previous surveys, we went deeper into looking 
at factors that investors take into account when investing 
in Belgium. This year, we asked which of these have the 
most positive influence, which has an impact on the ranking 
of these aspects. Quality of the labor force, nevertheless, 
remains Belgium’s most important asset. In this year’s 
survey, though, it shares the first position with the 

entrepreneurial culture, both at 43%. The difference in the 
tone of the question also leads to a remarkable increase in the 
importance of Belgium’s domestic market size, which enters 
the top three of most important aspects at 39%. Quality 
of life (34%), previously at the bottom of the list, makes a 
remarkable jump as well.
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Viewpoints
External viewpoint

Prof. Dr. Leo Sleuwaegen
Professor International Business 
Strategy, KU Leuven 
Emeritus Professor Vlerick Business 
School

“The transition of the Belgian economy from a 
manufacturing to a service and knowledge economy 

shows its opportunities and threats.

Companies are optimistic about the prospect of exiting 
the COVID-19-crisis. This is reflected by the drastic 
increase in foreign investment plans in Belgium for the 
coming year. But this needs to be put in the right context. 
These investment plans are not all new projects, but an 
acceleration after many investments have been postponed. 
It is more a case of remedying the anomalies of 2020. This 
becomes even more apparent when we look at the type of 
investments. 

Beneath the surface, the transition of the Belgian economy 
from a manufacturing to a service and knowledge economy 
shows its opportunities and threats. While investment 
decisions about sales & marketing and business services 
are quickly taken, these do not have the same beneficial 
impact on employment as investments in more labor-
intensive manufacturing.

These kinds of investments are also much more mobile. 
To put it differently: it is not difficult to relocate these 
activities. This is reflected by the fact that 14% of 

companies are considering moving their activities out 
of Belgium to other countries. While this may seem like 
a modest number, it is a marked increase compared to 
previous years. European authorities are encouraging 
efforts to rekindle economic activity in the southern 
countries, and that is reflected by the fact that Italy and 
more notably Spain score better than Belgium in the cross-
country ranking for future attractiveness. Another concern 
is the growing risk of national protectionist measures and 
fiscal competition to attract investment.

Belgium needs to be mindful of this. The fact that 
companies are worried about the lack of digital skills 
within the Belgian workforce, notably in fields like AI, is 
both a threat and an opportunity. The digital economy is 
considered to be a growth opportunity, but the prospects in 
this field are more modest for Belgium compared to the rest 
of Europa. If Belgium succeeds in turning the tide in this 
matter, it will increase the positive view on Belgium’s most 
important asset: the quality of its labor force.

Increasing digital skills will 
further elevate the quality 
of the Belgian workforce
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Transport infrastructure 
remains a major downside

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (206 respondents)

How does the state of mobility and accessibility 
to public transport in Belgium impact your 
investment decisions?

47%

Negative influence

28%

No influence

24%

Positive influence

As the previous chart already suggests, Belgium’s transport 
and logistics infrastructure does not score high on the list of 
positive elements that influence investment decisions in the 
country. On the contrary, the current state of mobility and 
accessibility to public transport is considered a major negative 
influence on any investment decision. The negatives outweigh 
the positives by almost two to one (47% versus 24%). This is a 
deterioration compared to last year: the positives decline and 
the negatives increase. The neutral category remains virtually 
unchanged.

AI and robotics most 
scarce digital skill

The quality of the workforce is a long-term asset of the 
Belgian market for FDI. However, one in three investors lists a 
general skills shortage as a risk for the future attractiveness 
of Belgium.

When we zoom in on specific digital skillsets investors are 
looking for in the workforce, AI and robotics are considered 
to be the main blind spot, with 74% of respondents listing it 
as the most scarce expertise in the country. It is followed by 
cybersecurity at 64% and big data & analytics at 49%.

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (202 respondents)

Which digital skills are the most scarce in 
Belgium?

AI and robotics

Cybersecurity

Big data and analytics

Augmented reality and 
virtual reality

62%

74%

49%

29%

Programming and web 
development

Mobile and analytics

Digital marketing, 
including social medie

Project management

18%

17%

17%

15%
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Cleantech and renewables 
confirm their status as the 
main engine for growth
No less than 42% of respondents marked cleantech and 
renewables as the most important business sector to drive 
Belgium’s economic growth in the coming years. It is followed 
by business services (37%) and digital economy (34%). The 
importance of the digital economy in this ranking more than 
likely explains why investors are so concerned about the 
availability of relevant skills in the workforce.

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Belgium 2021 (206 respondents)

In your opinion, which business sectors will drive 
Belgium’s growth in the coming years?

Cleantech and renewables

Business Services

Digital economy (IT, telecoms and media)

Consumer industry – including agri-food

37%

42%

34%

20%

Financial services (banking, finance, insurance, 
wealth and asset management)

Real estate and construction

Healthcare and wellbeing

Energy (including nuclear) and utilities (waste, water 
treatment)

Automotive and mobility

19%

4%

15%

12%

16%
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Viewpoints

EY viewpoint

Sophie Chirez
EY Belgium Climate Change and Sustainability Services 
Executive Director

The European Green Deal is a good driver for the future 
growth of cleantech and renewables. It is no surprise, 
then, that this sector has established itself as the main 
engine for foreign direct investments (FDI) in Belgium. It 
is an ambitious agenda, built on 4 main pillars: the green 
energy transition, the circular economy, biodiversity and 
fighting all kinds of pollution.

This translates in governments providing various 
incentive programs, currently focusing on the transition 
to more renewable energy sources. In Belgium, this 
translates predominantly into projects in wind and solar 
energy. Hydrogen is also emerging as a focal point in the 
European energy vision. However, for Belgium there is 
less clarity on how that will be implemented, compared 
to our neighboring countries. On top of that, the complex 
government structure is often an inhibitory factor.

Nevertheless, there are very few to no threats to the 
future growth of cleantech and renewables. For one 
simple reason: there is no other choice. Companies are 
building or expanding their sustainability strategies. Not 
only because they believe it is the only path forward, 
but also for more pragmatic reasons: it will define their 
future access to financing for all kinds of projects.

In the end, all it boils down to is how fast countries and 
companies move. Those who start lagging, take the 
risk of being left behind entirely. Belgium possesses 
a number of assets that should allow it to be in the 
forefront of this evolution. The quality of our education 
and labor force, to name just one example, is still 
considered a great advantage, and one that should be 
nurtured and further improved upon.

Growth of cleantech and renewables 
is inevitable

“There are few to no threats 
to the future growth of 

cleantech and renewables. 
For one simple reason: 
there is no other choice.
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Recommendations
These are the policy 
measures EY Belgium 
suggests to ensure the 
attractiveness of Belgium 
for foreign investors in 
the long term.

Digital skills have long been mentioned 
as a priority for governments seeking 
to attract international investment. 
The new role of technology triggered 
by COVID-19 — digital customer 
experiences, “phygital” work 
environments, and more automated 
production lines and back offices — 
makes this an absolute imperative.

Recommendations: 
• Promote the teaching of digital skills 

• Invest in durable life-long learning, 
allowing employees to retrain and 
participate in the digital economy in 
the long term 

Belgium must work on its attractiveness 
for foreign investment in the medium 
term. Today we still score well, but 
under the surface, there are factors 
that will play tricks on us in the coming 
years. We need to be mindful of the 
companies established here, which 
are faced with political and legislative 
instability, and deteriorating mobility. 
An important step is undoubtedly 
the simplification of administrative/
regulatory procedures and the creation 
of a stable social climate and a robust 
legal-fiscal investment framework. 

It is unrealistic to think that we only 
need to invest in one or two stimuli. 
Entrepreneurship and thus stimulating 
investment is a complex issue in which 
many factors interact. We need to 
embrace our current strong clusters 
around logistics and pharma/biotech, 
as well as pulling out all the stops by 
putting digital skills and the European 
Green Deal at the forefront. Developing 
a dynamic, high-tech and innovative 
environment is essential to maintain our 
competitive position.

The established companies play an 
important role in increasing investments 
in Belgium by accelerating expansion 
projects as a foundation of a local 
future-proof economy and an important 
attractiveness parameter for possible 
new investors.

Pay attention to the 
established companies Focus on digital skills
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In a post-pandemic period, new ways 
of working will be introduced. The 
health and well-being of employees 
will be key, the digital transformation 
essential. Continuous investments in 
expanding the digital skillsets, the on-
the-job-learning and communication are 
required. Several important fiscal and 
social measures have been carried out 
over the past years to reduce the cost of 
employment and to increase flexibility, 
particularly in industrial sectors and 
logistics that are strong drivers of job 
creation. 

Recommendations: 
• Analyze continuously the gap in labor 

costs with the most important trade 
partners of Belgium and act on the 
analysis 

• Examine ways in which the cost of 
labor can be further reduced 

• Modify labor law principles to 
facilitate night-& shift work, 
e-commerce and teleworking 

• Reduce tax burden for individuals on 
professional income 

• Increase employment driven tax 
incentives

• Focus on the digital transformation 
of employees, including supportive 
measures with respect to this new 
way of working (e.g. remote working, 
virtual, flexible) in a post-pandemic 
environment.

Although the first tax shift has brought 
the corporate income tax rate down to 
a more acceptable 25% rate, the overall 
tax burden remains to be an important 
hurdle for attracting new investments. 
In particular Belgium’s high labor cost 
should be decreased significantly to also 
allow investing companies to attract and 
retain the right talent.

Equally important for attracting 
foreign investors, is the need for a 
stable, simple, clear and reliable tax 
system in combination with an open 
dialogue between taxpayers and tax 
administrations. Through such an 
approach and a continued investment in 
(digital) infrastructure, Belgium may also 
be able to reduce the compliance burden 
on potential new investors.

Recommendations: 
• Further reduce the corporate rate to 

20%

• Decrease the labor cost by e.g. 
introducing a cap on social security 
contributions 

• Decrease overall personal income 
taxation to a level comparable to 
neighboring European countries

• Lower withholding tax rates for 
interest, dividends and royalties to 10%

• Simplification of both corporate and 
personal income tax regulations

• Create a stable tax climate that 
ensures certainty over tax issues 

• Maintain, bolster and market existing 
R&D related tax measures

• Invest in digitalization 

• Invest in an open, collaborative and 
ongoing dialogue between taxpayers 
and tax administration

• Maintain and simplify the existing 
ruling procedures, trust and empower 
the ruling commission

Cleantech and renewables is the most 
important business sector to drive 
Belgium’s economic growth in the 
coming years. The European Green Deal 
offers a stimulus to develop innovative 
technologies, and Belgium has the 
opportunity to become a major player in 
the cleantech sector.

Recommendations: 
• Focus on a dynamic ecosystem of 

technology and green tech companies

• Simply fiscal measures and introduce 
incentives to foster the adoption of 
new technologies

• Encourage the development of 
clusters to promote best practices 
exchange, joint learning and 
technology transfer

• A more stringent regulatory 
framework to boost the investments 
in the green projects and practices

Towards green growth A stable and reliable tax 
system New ways of working
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Methodology

The “real” attractiveness 
of Belgium for foreign 
investors 

Our evaluation of the reality of FDI in Belgium is based on the 
EY European Investment Monitor (EIM), the EY proprietary 
database produced in collaboration with OCO. 

This database tracks the FDI projects that have resulted in 
the creation of new facilities and jobs. By excluding portfolio 
investments and mergers and acquisitions (M&A), it shows 
the reality of investment in manufacturing and services by 
foreign companies across the continent. Data on FDI is widely 
available. 

An investment in a company is normally included in FDI data if 
the foreign investor acquires more than 10% of the company’s 
equity and takes a role in its management. FDI includes equity 
capital, reinvested earnings and intracompany loans. 

To confirm the accuracy of the data collected, the research 
teams aims to directly contact more than 70% of the 
companies undertaking these investments. The following 
categories of investment projects are excluded from the EY 
EIM: 

• M&A and joint ventures (unless these result in new facilities 
or new jobs being created) 

• License agreements 

• Retail and leisure facilities, hotels and real estate* 

• Utilities (including telecommunications networks, airports, 
ports and other fixed infrastructure)* 

• Extraction activities (ores, minerals and fuels)* 

• Portfolio investments (pensions, insurance and financial 
funds) 

• Factory and other production replacement investments 
(e.g., replacing old machinery without creating new 
employment) 

• Nonprofit organizations (charitable foundations, trade 
associations and government bodies) 

* Investment projects by companies in these categories are 
included in certain instances: e.g., details of a specific new 
hotel investment or retail outlet would not be recorded, but if 
the hotel or retail company were to establish a headquarters 
facility or a distribution center, this project would qualify for 
inclusion in the database. 

However, our figures also include investments in physical 
assets, such as plant and equipment. And this data provides 
valuable insights into: 

• How FDI projects are undertaken 

• What activities are invested in 

• Where projects are located 

• Who is carrying out these projects 

The EY EIM is a leading online information provider that tracks 
inward investment across Europe. This flagship business 
information tool is the most detailed source of data on cross-
border investment projects and trends throughout Europe. 
The EY EIM is frequently used by government bodies, private 
sector organizations and corporations looking to identify 
significant trends in employment, industry, business and 
investment. 

The EY EIM database focuses on investment announcements, 
the number of new jobs created and, where identifiable, the 
associated capital investment. Projects are identified through 
the daily monitoring of more than 10,000 news sources.
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EY Attractiveness Surveys are widely recognized 
by clients, media, governments and major public 
stakeholders as a key source of insight into FDI. 
Examining the attractiveness of a particular region 
or country as an investment destination, the surveys 
are designed to help businesses make investment 
decisions and governments remove barriers to growth. 
A two-step methodology analyzes both the reality and 
perception of FDI in the country or region. 
Findings are based on the views of representative 
panels of international and local opinion leaders and 
decision-makers. 
The program has a 20-year legacy and has produced 
in-depth studies for Europe, a large number of 
European countries, Africa, the Mediterranean region, 
India, Japan, South America, Turkey and Kazakhstan. 

For more information, please visit:  
ey.com/attractiveness #EYAttract

About the EY 
Attractiveness program

The perceived 
attractiveness of Belgium 
and its competitors  
by foreign investors

We define the attractiveness of a location as a 
combination of image, investors’ confidence and the 
perception of a country’s or area’s ability to provide 
the most competitive benefits for FDI. For the Belgian 
Attractiveness Survey, the field research was conducted 
by EuroMoney in March 2021 via online interviews, based 
on a representative panel of 206 international decision-
makers, established (69%) and non-established (31%) in 
Belgium. For the European Attractiveness Survey, the field 
research was conducted by EuroMoney in March and April 
2021 via online surveys, based on a representative panel 
of 550 international decision-makers. 

ey.com/be/attractiveness
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EY exists to build a better working world, 
helping to create long-term value for clients, 
people and society and build trust in the 
capital markets.

Enabled by data and technology, diverse 
EY teams in over 150 countries provide trust 
through assurance and help clients grow, 
transform and operate. 

Working across assurance, consulting, law, 
strategy, tax and transactions, EY teams ask 
better questions to find new answers for the 
complex issues facing our world today.
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