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Excellency,

Distinguished Members of the Belgium-Japan Association,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is for me both an honour and a pleasure to take the floor, here, for you, on the occasion of the official presentation of the 2006 publication of the Belgium-Japan Association & Chamber of Commerce about “The experience of 20 Japanese companies in Belgium” 

This is not a stand alone event.  It is already the second edition of your publication and it is part of a long tradition of interesting studies, important initiatives and relentless efforts by the Belgium-Japan Association and its Investment Committee, undertaken since 1991, to promote trade and investments between Belgium and Japan.  Therefore, I would like to congratulate and to thank you for this important contribution in strengthening the relations between our two countries and to encourage you to continue your work with the same intensity and professionalism in the future.  

We highly value investments from Japan.  We are proud and happy that Japan is the second largest investor in our country and that already more than 220 Japanese companies are present here. Some fifty of them have chosen Belgium for their European headquarters.  Altogether, these companies employ more than 25.000 directly and probably a similar number indirectly.  I, personally, know and have visited several of the Japanese companies in Belgium and I’m always impressed by their activities and the way they operate and are organized.  Therefore, Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, this publication is not only a truthful testimony but it is also a rightful tribute to the excellent work and continuous investment of some many Japanese companies in Belgium; a story that is known, but that can never be known enough.  

Only recently, the Board of NYK approved the takeover of three Belgian RoRo terminals, two in Zeebrugge and one in Antwerp.  This is the first acquisition of terminals by NYK in Europe.  For Zeebrugge, it is the third largest Japanese investment in 5 years, following investments by Toyota and Bridgestone, that this year, restructured its distribution activities and invested 7.5 million euros to raise its storage capacity.  

Belgium has a tremendous potential for investors.  You and a lot of Japanese businessmen know that already, as do the more than 2000 international companies that have their European headquarters or representation office in our country.  There are many good reasons for that.  

Our capital, Brussels, is also the capital of Europe. Brussels ranks as one of the best business cities in Europe. And it has an ideal location, very close to business capitals as London, Paris and Frankfurt. Brussels is the gateway to Europe and its four hundred and fifty million consumers.

The growing importance of the European Union is also increasing the potential of Brussels and of Belgium as a whole. This is an enormous opportunity. And we are ready to take it. Belgium scores highly in terms of its ease of market access, its solid international transport network and its excellent telecommunications 

But, for foreign investors, Belgium has three other top assets. Firstly, its high quality of life. Belgium's healthcare and education systems are renowned worldwide as being highly accessible and of a very high quality. And then I did not mention our famous chocolate or beer. Perhaps all this explains, as it is also in the interviews in your publication, why so many Japanese feel at home in Belgium. Indeed, the Japanese community here is the fourth largest in Europe and the number of Japanese residents increased with 40% in the last eight years, totaling now more than 6.500.  

But Belgium's second most important asset is its workforce. Belgian employees are highly educated, multilingual and the second most productive workers in the world. GDP per employee in Belgium is eleven percent higher than in the USA and thirty percent higher than the average of the European Union. 

Thirdly, Belgium is a centre of knowledge.  Research and development at our universities and R&D centers are at the top in many fields: pharmaceuticals, vaccines, semi-conductors, advanced food and environmental technology.  More than 5,000 highly qualified researchers work in clinical testing.  80 % of the research is financed by the private sector. 

Of course, ladies en gentlemen, we are aware that the picture is not and can not be all rosy. Like any country, Belgium also has to tackle a few handicaps. The Belgian government is really aware of that.  That is why over the last six years we have made considerable efforts to eliminate these problems. 

Take the administrative burden, the red tape. Two years ago it took an entrepreneur 56 days to set up a company in our country, which was almost a world record. Thanks to efforts made it will be possible now to start up a company in just a few days.  Take also the cost of labor. Of course, tax on labor is a problem throughout all of Western Europe. But the Belgian Government has implemented major tax cuts over the past seven years, worth five billion euro. As a result, the pressure of taxes on labor is going down, for the first time, and this with a balanced budget year after year.  The Government has also been working on the flexibility in the labor market, adopting a large number of measures designed to enable people to work longer and in a more flexible manner. 

Belgium has also a very favorable regime for expats.  They enjoy a very attractive fiscal status limiting substantially their individual income tax. Moreover, last year, Belgium and Japan concluded a social security agreement, thanks to which Japanese expats in Belgium do not need to pay Belgian social security for a period of five years.  Belgium is only the third European country with which Japan concludes such an agreement.  It will enter into force on January 1st.  , 2007.

The rate of corporate tax is another important factor for investors.  Belgium lowered its corporate tax from forty percent to thirty three percent. But even more important is the notional interest deduction, a attractive measure that the Government introduced last year.  It provides for a tax deduction for the cost of capital and reduces the existing discrimination between the tax treatment of debt-financing and the tax treatment of equity-financing. Belgium is the first and only country in Europe with such an innovating incentive for investors. No wonder that the 2006 Tax Competitiveness Report released last month by the C.D. Howe Institute of Canada ranks Belgium’s average effective tax rate on capital as the lowest among 36 Industrial and Leading Developing Countries. 

Also, since January 1, 2005 a new ruling practice has been established. Upon request an independent “ruling commission” informs investors about the tax implications of their investment, prior to the start of operations.  Investors are thus provided with maximum legal certainty.

We know that we have still work to do. Take for example, the procedure to obtain expat residence permits. That procedures takes too long.  

We have also to adapt the Agreement between Belgium and Japan for the avoidance of double taxation, concluded in 1968.  During several high level meetings an official request was made from the Belgian to the Japanese side to adapt and renegotiate the outdated Agreement.  But the answer from Japan was not very encouraging.  We are on a waiting list. A preliminary exchange of information has been initiated and a first pre-negotiating meeting might take place during the autumn of this year. We should follow this matter closely and I hope that I can also count on your support for an early start of the negotiation process.  

The absence of a direct air link between our two countries is considered by both Belgian and Japanese businessmen as an inconvenience and a handicap for trade and investment. Your study echoes this concern.  I raised this issue during my trip to Japan, last year.  But, it seems that we’re confronted here with a few hurdles such as the lack of slots at Narita airport and issues of carrier ownership and of cargo rights.  Meanwhile, Belgium asked consultations with Japan to adapt the air traffic Agreement between the two countries.  I can only hope that flexibility and good will on all sides will bring a solution closer.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Despite the lack of a direct air link between our two countries, 2005 has been an exceptional year in Belgian-Japanese relations. A high level economic mission presided by His Royal Highness Crown Prince Philippe visited Japan, in June, on the occasion of the World Exhibition in Aichi.   In October, last year, I met with my Japanese Colleague, in Tokyo.  In November, Prime Minister Verhofstadt was in Japan, together with Minister of Finance Reynders.   During all these visits, investments were high on the agenda.  

This trend is continuing and will do so in the future.  Relations between our two countries are intense, in the economic field and also at the cultural and political level. Our reigning imperial and royal families meet often. Artists from our countries travel across the Asian continent to meet.  By the end of the year, the contract will be granted for the construction of a new, prestigious, Belgian Embassy in Tokyo.   

Through the testimonials of Japanese companies in your publication, we learn what we can do more to further improve our business environment.  We also read many encouraging comments which strengthen us in our initiatives taken so far and underscore our partnership with you.  We see them as a positive signs.  We want to continue this partnership and work with you to further develop and intensify trade and investment between our two countries.  

Thank you very much for your attention.

6
1

