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Justitiële verkenningen (Judicial exploration) is published nine times a year by the Research and 
Documentation Centre of the Dutch Ministry of Justice in cooperation with the publishing house Gouda 
Quint BV. Each issue focuses on a central theme related to criminal law, criminal policy and 
criminology. The section Summaries contains abstracts of the internationally most relevant articles of 
each issue. The central theme of this issue is Belgium.  

The state of partial interests; the development of the Belgian political culture 
J.L.E. Delwaide  
The spectacular 1996 breakthroughs in case of abduction, abuse and murder of children spotlighted a 
Belgian law enforcement system crippled by stunning inefficiencies, and threw the country's public 
institutions into a severe crisis of legitimacy. Meanwhile Belgium's political culture remains marked by 
an `amoral' indiscipline that turns disregard for the public interest into common practice. Popular 
explanations for this peculiar culture range from a long experience of foreign rule, undermining civic 
sense, to a consequential Catholic-hierarchical legacy, precluding `Protestant' self restraint. These 
explanations are questioned by the author, who emphasises the political development that started with 
the founding of Belgium on an uneasy alliance between antithetical social forces - Catholics and 
secularising liberals, which prevented the rise of a strong state. Heavily `penetrated' vested societal 
interests, and lacking a tradition of autonomy on the French model (or a civil service tradition on the 
British model), the Belgian state tends to perform rather poorly in defining and defending the public 
interest.  

Right -wing extremism and nationalism in Belgium 
W. De Sutter 
This article contains a brief historical description of the extreme right and nationalist movement in 
Belgium. Starting point is World War I and its consequences for Belgian politics; the development of a 
Flemish nationalist movement, the introduction of a new electoral one man one vote system and the 
growing interest in the fascist ideology among the French speaking elites that ruled the country since 
its foundation in 1830. Later, the fascist ideology was later also adopted by a considerable part of the 
Flemish movement in the pre war era. The collapse of the Hitler regime and the prosecution of the 
(local) collaborating nazi groups such as VNV and Rex after the liberation, did not lead to a radical 
denazification of the Belgian society or to a complete disappearance of extreme right activity. The 
phenomenon resurfaces in the early sixties (decolonization) before making its final comeback in the 
seventies when a lot of todays ultra right organisations see the light of day. Created in 1978 the 
Vlaams Blok has become the most important extreme right political organisation in the eighties before 
it accomplished a final break through in the 1991 elections (`black sunday') when the party obtained 
more than 10% of all Flemish votes.  

Criminality and unsafety in Belgium; recent facts and figures  
P. Ponsaers 
In this article a overview is given of the problems of criminality and unsafety in Belgium anno 1996. For 
the first time since long a stabilisation of registered criminality can be noticed, a stabilisation that is 
also apparent in neighbouring countries. Nevertheless, certain diverging tendencies can be noted on a 
provincial level. The stabilisation is for the largest part due to a decrease in the number of thefts, which 
could be an indication of the positive workings of the policy of safetycontracts. But if one looks at the 
figures of registered criminality one can see that violent delinquency is increasing. 10% of the Belgian 
population experiences feelings of unsafety. In 1996 5% of all Belgian households became the victim 
of burglary (attempt or completed). Only half of the crimes indicated in the Safetymonitor are 
registered with the police. Whether it concerns personal or householdcrimes, theft is the most 



registered crime with the police. Also violent crimes are registered with the police most of the times. 
Traffic problems in the neighbourhood are considered by the population. ` A common feeling of 
unsafety' is the motive to take preventive security measures to proof the house against burglary.  

Belgian prisons under pressure 
K. Beyens 
Belgian prisons have experienced serious overcrowding since 1980. The incarceration rate increased 
from 57 in 1980 to 85 in February 1995. The prison population growth results from increases in the 
numbers of pretrial detainees, long-term prisoners, foreign inmates and persons convicted of 
drugrelated and violent crimes. Also the number of prisoners convicted of sexual crimes has been 
increasing and the notorious Dutroux case is likely to accelerate that trend and also to increase the 
prison population in other ways. This article shows that penal policy does not develop in a social 
vacuum. Public opinion and the political climate intercede between socioeconomic changes in society 
and the penal system. Together with penal traditions and the practitioners attitudes, they provide the 
context for changing prison populations. The Dutroux case illustrates that criminal justice policies and 
the prison population size are particularly sensitive to highly publicized incidents.  

Chronicle of an announced crisis 
L. Huyse  
The crisis in Belgium's justice system has been underway for a very long time. That the explosion of 
the many frustrations inside the population was unexpected is due to several factors. One is the inertia 
that follows from the almost unmovable political power balance. Three parties (catholic, socialist, 
liberal-conservative) have dominated the political scene since the beginning of the century. This has 
caused considerable stability, but has also led to a dramatic neglect of new problem areas, such as 
the court system. A second explanation lies in the mechanisms of agenda setting in Belgium. For a 
very long time the political agenda addressed almost exclusively the issues that originate in the three 
traditional cleavages in the country: labour versus capital, catholics versus non-catholics, Flemings 
versus Francophones. More recently there was the obsession with the Maastricht norm. As a result 
problems in the domain of justice have received but very little attention.  

The reform of the Belgian police organization before and after the Dutroux-case 
Chr. Eliaerts 
The parliamentary commission of inquiry in the Dutroux-case brought into the open the 
shortcomings of the functioning of the Belgian police organization. However, a similar wave 
of criticism arose already in the past as a result of other parliamentary inquiries. This article 
reproduces the most important conclusions of the Dutroux commission of inquiry. 
Then follows a brief survey of the policy (plans) of the government concerning the police 
before the Dutroux case burst out. In the last part of the article an outline is given of recent 
proposals to reform the Belgian police organization. In particular the subjects of discussion 
are summarized with reference to the proposal to create on `integrated police force'.  


