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I. INTRODUCTION 

In the context of the run-up for the 2014 elections, a focus on the role and the 
influence of party leaders in Belgium is interesting and timely. Indeed, the 
forthcoming campaign and the government formation will bring these leaders back to 
the political forefront. Those moments well illustrate some of the principal functions of 
party leaders related to the candidates’ selection or to the role of main spokesman.  

The theme of the concentration of power round leaders in democratic political 
system is not a new one (Ostrogorski 1902, Michels 1911, Weber 1919). There is no 
denying that party leaders occupy a central place in Western democracies (Leduc 
2001, McAllister 1996, Marsh 1993, in Cross and Blais 2012:128). Nevertheless, a 
question could be the following: who actually lead a political party? Especially, is it 
one person or more? In general, in Belgium, known as a strong ‘partitocracy’, the 
answer will be: the party leader, understood as the chairman of the party1. This paper 
aims at testing the hypothesis that the role and the influence of party chairmen are 
gradually weakened by the decentralization process. Even more, they are challenged 
by another kind of party leaders. In this context, it is useful to distinguish the formal 
and statutory leader of the party, that I shall call the “chairman”, and one (or even 
those) that enjoys a key executive function, bypassing the traditional operating 
model. The latter shall be called, at least for the moment, the de facto party leader or, 
in a more figurative way, the challenger. In sum, my research question is: Are the 
party chairmen’s role and influence weakened by the decentralization process and 
challenged by other party leaders? 

A major point of this paper concerns the federalization process which is still 
occurring in Belgium. Actually, regarding the impact of the federalization on political 
parties and their leaders, at first sight one might rather think that their role has been 
enhanced: indeed, they could have become the main communication channel 
between the various federal entities, or between the Flemish or French counterparts. 
Quite the contrary, I argue that the federalization process contributes to the party 
leaders’ loss of legitimacy in some key areas.  

                                                                 
1 On the contrary, in the Netherlands there is a strict functional division between the functions of 
president of the extra-parliamentary party, the leader of the parliamentary party and the head of the list 
(see Koekkoek 1978 and Toonen 1992). In the United Kingdom, the party leadership rather than the 
presidency of the extra-parliamentary organization constitutes the most important function (see 
McKenzie 1963 or, more specifically, Quinn 2004 and 2005). 
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To sum up, the hypothesis underlined in this paper is that party chairmen face 
a loss of structural influence which is counterbalanced by some moments of high 
visibility (short-term influence), see for instance the 540-days crisis and running 
campaigns. To organize my analysis, I divide this paper in four parts. In what follows, 
I first offer an overview of main Belgian party chairmen, both currently and in the 
past. In this descriptive part, I also outline the potential challengers or the de facto 
party leaders. Next, a more prospective part is proposed with the discussion of new 
research avenues. After an analysis of the potential roles of party leaders in order to 
test my hypothesis, I highlight some facts and trends (called “explanatory factors”) 
that show the chairmen’s loss of legitimacy and the ongoing rivalry with the 
challengers. Finally, the conclusion sums up the research avenues. 
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II. DESCRIPTIVE SIDE  

II.1 THEORETICAL PREMISES 

Before going into further developments, I would like to stress three important 
theoretical elements related to the Belgian political system and political parties. 
These are premises that assume certain data and information on Belgium’s political 
working and, above all, frame the research.  

Firstly, the Belgian political system used to be characterized as a 
“consociational democracy’ (Lijphart 1984, 1992, 1999; Luther and Deschouwer 
1999; Dewachter 2001; Deschouwer 2012). A main feature of such consociational 
democracies concerns the major role that elites have to play. Accordingly, one of the 
main characteristics of parties’ internal life in a consociational system is the need for 
a strong leadership because “elites must be able to make the most appropriate 
strategic choices without being constantly challenged about these choices” 
(Deschouwer 1994: 80 quoted by Fiers and Krouwel 2005: 128). This statement is 
particularly true in Belgium and will not be contested in this paper. The concern of my 
work is more related on the “embodiment” of this leadership and the current elites 
who are in charge of the strategic choices.  

Secondly, Belgium is known as a strong “partitocracy”. Without going into 
many details – there is a plentiful literature on this subject, the second half of the 
twentieth century knew a political power shift from the executive to the political 
parties and “la prise de décision politique en Belgique s’est de plus en plus conçue 
dans le cadre d’une négociation entre les présidents de partis” (Delwit 2008: 331). In 
this perspective, the system leaders are not necessarily the ministers, or even the 
Prime Minister, but the so-called in this paper “party chairmen”. One puzzling feature 
of this literature is the fact that the different labels about (party) leaders cross each 
other and potentially overlap; see especially the general and vague designation of 
“party leader” which gets a different meaning depending on the country or the regime. 
My purpose is to clarify this distinction in the Belgian case. 

Finally, my research question is connected to a broader field of research: the 
internal distribution of power in political parties which dates back to the earliest 
literature on political parties (Michels 1911). In this perspective, the concept of 
stratarchy could be presented as a counter-image to Michel’s image of the party as 
an oligarchy, with strongly hierarchical features long being the dominant image in 
party research (Eldersveld 1964: 8). Startarchy is characterized by the absence of 
effective sanction potential on the top. More generally, every model of party 
organization, be it the cadre, mass, catch-all, electoral profesional, cartel or franchise 
model, highlights the relative strength of different groups of party actors (Carty 2004 ; 
Katz and Mair 1995 ; Kirchheimer 1996 ; Panebianco 1988). Actually, this paper does 
not focus on parties’ organization or influence but on the elites.   
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II.2 OVERVIEW OF ALL BELGIAN PARTIES 

II.2.1 CHAIRMEN: THE CURRENT SITUATION 

In Table 1 all the party chairmen currently in charge are presented, with a 
focus on the main and traditional Belgian political parties. On the Dutch-speaking 
side, the main political formations studied are: Christian Democrats & Flemish 
(CD&V, CVP until 2001), Green! (Groen!, Agalev until 2003), New Flemish Alliance 
(N-VA, VU until 2001), Flemish Liberals and Democrats-Citizens Party (Open-VLD, 
PVV until 1992 and VLD until 2007) and, finally, Socialist Party Different (sp.a, SP 
until 2001). On the French-speaking side, the political parties presented are: 
Humanist Democratic Center (cdH, PSC until 2002), Confederated Ecologists for the 
Organization of the Original Struggles (ECOLO), Francophone Democratic 
Federalists (FDF), Reformist Movement (MR, PRL until 2002) and, finally, Socialist 
Party (PS).  

Although they are presented in the following tables, the two Green parties will 
be left out the analysis because of their very specific rules related to the leadership, 
which make the comparison uneasy (rotation, the ban on the cumulation of 
responsibilities, collegial or co-leadership). At this stage, it is useful to make some 
comments about the chairmen’s profile. Firstly, about the mandates owned by the 
chairmen, they are all members of Parliament: one at the regional level, the others at 
the federal level. Secondly, it is interesting to note that, among the eight cases 
studied, six politicians combine their mandate as Chairman with one as Mayor. Four 
of them hold the latter position for the first time as a result of October 2013 Municipal 
Elections (Wouter Beke, Benoît Lutgen, Bart De Wever, Paul Magnette). Thirdly, 
concerning the length of the mandate, there are two Chairman who are in charge for 
a long time (18-years and 9-years) but the other ones are relatively new. Finally, 
regarding the gender dimension, only one woman is present in Table 1. Although it 
would be interesting (and challenging), to go into further details about the careers of 
these political actors, this goes beyond the scope of this paper. 

Table 1: Current Party Presidents 

Party Chairman In charge since:  Mandate 
CD&V Wouter BEKE 23 December 2010 Mayor, MP (Senate) 
CDH Benoît LUTGEN 15 December 2011 Mayor, MP (House of Representatives) 
[ECOLO Emilie HOYOS / Olivier DELEUZE 4 March 2012 President of the Municipal Council / 

Mayor] 
FDF Olivier MAINGAIN 1 October 1995 Mayor, MP (House of Representatives) 
[GROEN! Wouter VAN BESIEN 25 October 2009 City Councilor] 
MR Charles MICHEL 28 January 2011 Mayor, MP (House of Representatives) 
N-VA Bart DE WEVER 23 October 2004 Mayor, MP (Flemish Parliament) 
Open-Vld Gwendolyn RUTTEN 8 December 2012 MP (House of Representatives) 
PS Paul MAGNETTE 17 January 2013 Mayor, MP (Senate) 
sp.a Bruno TOBBACK 18 September 2011 MP (House of Representatives) 
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II.2.2 CHAIRMEN: THE PAST SITUATION 

In order to well understand the current situation and to capture the evolution of 
party leaders’ roles, it is necessary to have a look in the past. Below, chairmen’s 
respective terms are classified in ten tables in order to keep in mind the sequence of 
chairmen since the 80s2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
2 Fore more information, see the work of Stefaan Fiers (1998: 13) and the website : Leaders of 
Belgium, http://www.zarate.eu/belgium.htm (accessed September 27, 2013) 

CDH (PSC)   

Gérard DEPREZ 1981-1996 

Ch.-Ferdinand NOTHOMB 1996-1999 

Joëlle MILQUET 1999-2011 

Benoît LUTGEN 2011-… 

CD&V (CVP)      
Frank SWAELEN 1981-1988  
Herman VAN 
ROMPUY 1988-1993  
Johan VAN HECKE  1993-1996  
Marc VAN PEEL 1996-1999  
Stefaan DE CLERCK 1999-2003  
Yves LETERME 2003-2004  
Jo VANDEURZEN 2004-2007  

Etienne SCHOUPPE 2007-2008 
ad interim (3 
months) 

Wouter BEKE  2008 
ad interim (2 
months) 

Marianne THYSSEN 2008-2010  
Wouter BEKE 2010-…  

sp.a (SP)      
Karel VAN MIERT 1977-1989  
Frank 
VANDENBROUCKE 1989-1994  
Louis TOBBACK 1994-1998  
Fred ERDMAN 1998-1999  
Patrick JANSSENS 1999-2003  
Steve STEVAERT 2003-2005  

Caroline GENNEZ 2005 
ad 
interim 

Johan VANDE LANOTTE 2005-2007  
Caroline GENNEZ 2007-2011  
Bruno TOBBACK 2011-…  

PS      
Guy SPITAELS 1981-1992 

Philippe BUSQUIN 1992-1999 

Elio DI RUPO 1999-2011 

Thierry GIET 2011-2013 
ad interim Dec. 2011 to Jan. 
2013 

Paul MAGNETTE 2013-… ad interim  

Open-VLD (PVV)      
Guy VERHOFSTADT 1982-1985 

Annemie NEYTS 1985-1989 

Guy VERHOFSTADT 1989-1995 

Herman DE CROO 1995-1997 
Guy VERHOFSTADT 1997-1999 

Karel DE GUCHT 1999-2004 

Bart SOMERS 2004-2009 

Guy VERHOFSTADT 2009 
7 June to 12 
December 

Alexander DE CROO 2009-2012 

Gwendolyn RUTTEN 2012-… 

MR (PRL)    

Jean GOL 1979-1982 

Louis MICHEL 1982-1989 
Antoine DUQUESNE and Daniel 
DUCARME 1989-1992 

Jean GOL 1992-1995 

Louis MICHEL 1995-1999 

Daniel DUCARME 1999-2003 

Antoine DUQUESNE 2003-2004 

Didier REYNDERS 2004-2011 

Charles MICHEL 2011-… 
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II.2.3 THE CHALLENGERS 

In the past, the studies of Dewachter (1973) and Dewachter and Das (1991: 
79, 91 and 67) have demonstrated that the president of the political parties come 
third in the power hierarchy of Belgian politics3. The positions of Prime minister and 
Vice Prime ministers are the only ones that come before in that hierarchy. This 
concentration of power is not new phenomenon, nor exclusively a Belgian one. As 
emphasized by Fiers, in 1911, Michels already concluded that there is not a single 
president of political party who does not, in some way, think that “Le parti, c’est moi” 
(1998: 17). According to the power hierarchy cited above, the general assumption in 
Belgium is that the chairmen surpass the position of ministers and ‘leaders’ of 
parliamentary groups in the power hierarchy (Fiers 1998). In order to understand 
what does a party president do, and what is his profile, the PhD thesis of Fiers is 
really useful. His research question was more specifically: “Welke rol(len) vervulden 
de voorzitters van de acht belangrijkste Belgische politieke partijen uit de periode van 
1981 tot 1996?” (1998: 3).  

                                                                 
3 Methodology: « subjective survey », « reputation-survey », an evaluation by the elite actors in the 
decision making processes themselves.  

« In het onderzoek naar de machtshiërarchie van de politieke posities scoren de partijvoorzitters zeer 
hoog, vlak achter de eerste minister en de vice-premiers, zowel in 1990 als in 1967 (zij het dat de vice-
premiers toen niet werden bevraagd). In de personenbevraging van 1990 komt al tweede man, na W. 
Martens, PS-voorzitter G. Spitaels, nog voor alle vice-premiers » (Dewachter 2011: 368).  

« H. Cammaer voerde in 1977 een studie naar de nationale, Belgische elite. (…)De gigantische 
hoeveelheid informatie die door H. Cammaer was verzameld, werd nadien verder geanalyseerd door 
het onderzoeksteam van W. Dewachter. (…) E. Das en W. Dewachter gebruikten Cammaers data bij 
hun zoektocht naar een hiërarchie van besluitvormers. Ze baseerden zich op de studie om een 
steekproefkader op te stellen voor hun ‘reputatieonderzoek’ . Daarvoor hanteerde de onderzoekers 
schriftelijke enquêtes, die werden afgenomen bij besluitvormers. Zo schetsten de onderzoekers de 
eliteposities en brachten de machtsverhoudingen in de Belgische politiek in kaart. De resultaten 
werden neergeschreven in het boek Politiek in België: geprofileerde machtsverhoudingen (1991). » De 
Ruyter, W., Circulatie van de Belgische elites, Scriptie neergelegd tot het behalen van de graad van 
‘Licentiaat in de Politiek en Sociale Wetenschappen’, Universiteit Gent, Academiejaar 2004-2005, p. 5.  

FDF    
Antoinette SPAAK 1977-193 

Lucien OUTERS 1983-1984 

Georges CLERFAYT 1984-1995 

Olivier MAINGAIN 1995-… 

N-VA    
Geert BOURGEOIS 2001-2004 

Bart DE WEVER 2004-… 

GROEN! (Agalev)    
Leo COX 1981-1989 

Johan MALCORPS 1989-1995 

Wilfried BERVOETS 1995-1997 

Jos GEYSELS 1997-2003 

Dirk HOLEMANS 2003 

Vera DUA 2003-2007 

Mieke VOGELS 2007-2009 

Wouter VAN BESIEN 2009-… 

ECOLO    
Jean-Michel JAVAUX + Isabelle DURANT 2007-2009 

Jean-Michel JAVAUX + Sarah TURINE 2009-2012 

Olivier DELEUZE + Emilie HOYOS 2012-… 
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Nowadays, it is hard to avoid the impression that a minister’s position is more 
attractive, and even more powerful, than a chairman’s position. In the same line of 
thought, it seems obvious that de facto party leaders, who enjoy an executive 
function, are able to bypass the statutory leaders. In brief, see those six cases: 
Wouter Beke versus Kris Peeters (CD&V), Benoît Lutgen versus Joëlle Milquet 
(cdH), Bruno Tobback versus Johan Vande Lanotte (sp.a), Paul Magnette versus Elio 
Di Rupo (PS), Gwendolyn Rutten versus Annemie Turtelboom/Maggie De Block 
(Open-VLD), Charles Michel versus Didier Reynders (MR).  

Without a specific enquiry such as that conducted by Dewachter, it is 
impossible to have an accurate perception of power hierarchy among Belgian 
politicians. What is well possible to measure and analyze concerns two important 
elements indirectly related to power and attractiveness - which are really important in 
order to achieve its leadership: media visibility and popularity4.  

Firstly, concerning media visibility, let have a look at tools of mediametrie and 
June 2013 results (see Figure 1). The potential challengers are underlined in green 
and in red the statutory chairmen. In the six couples mentioned above, five potential 
challengers come before their statutory counterparts. At this stage, it interesting to 
note that Bart Dewer (N-VA), who could be characterized as a charismatic party 
leader, is not challenged by anyone and ranks among the top-3. Three chairmen are 
not present: Beke, Michel and Rutten and the first chairman ranked comes at the 
fifteenth position. 

                                                                 
4 I am aware that these indicators can be subject to certain methodological criticisms but it can present 
a useful preliminary overview.  
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Figure 1 5: Political Barometer June 2013 

 

Secondly, concerning popularity, there is also a discernible trend towards the 
competition between the chairman and the de facto party leader. In an influential 
though small tri-monthly opinion poll by the journal La Libre Belgique, respondents 
are asked for which party they would vote if elections were held the following day, 
and « which politicians they would like to assume a more important role in politics in 
the coming months ». Since it goes back to 1992, it is, more than any other poll, a 
good instrument for measuring popular support of individual politicians over time. 
Moreover, the results are carefully analyzed by politicians, media advisers, and 
political analysts alike. This tool also allows an analysis by Region.  

 
 
                                                                 
5
 White paper - Politieke barometer Juni 2013 http://www.auxipress.be/nl/politieke-barometer-

juni-2013 (Accessed on September 27, 2013). Gemiddelde zichtbaarheid in de Belgische media 
van ministers en partijvoorzitters. M.a.w. als er sprake is van ministers of partijvoorzitters in een 
nieuwsbericht, komt de naam Elio Di Rupo in 10,2 % van de gevallen voor. 
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Figure 2: BRUSSELS, Opinion Poll – LLB/RTBF/Dedicat ed Research, September 2013 

 
 
 
Figure 3: WALLONIA, Opinion Poll – LLB/RTBF/Dedicat ed Research, September 2013  
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Figure 4: FLANDERS, Opinion Poll – LLB/RTBF/Dedicat ed Research, September 2013 

 

In Wallonia (Figure 3), among the three French-speaking parties in which a 
competition occurs, party leaders come first two times and equal once6. The only 
Dutch-speaking challenger mentioned is Johan Vande Lanotte. In Brussels (Figure 
2), the proportions are even more striking: the three challengers come first. Once 
again, Vande Lanotte is the unique Dutch-speaking party leader represented. In 
Flanders (Figure 4), the three Dutch-speaking challengers are also at the top. In the 
North, there is one French-speaking party leader present: Elio Di Rupo, the Prime 
Minister. In general and in all Regions, the chairmen’s percentage is between 22% 
and 11%, whatever the Region. On the other side, the challengers’ percentage more 
fluctuates and could be very high (see Di Rupo with 51%, 43% and 20%; Peeters 
with 32% in Flanders). 

Both indicators tend to confirm my hypothesis. In order to better understand on 
which level the competition exactly takes place today, it is necessary to go into 
further details on the party leaders’ roles. 

  

 

                                                                 
6Egalite mais jusqu’en 2012, Milquet en tête 
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III.  PROSPECTIVE SIDE: NEW RESEARCH AVENUES AND PIECES OF EVIDENCE 

III.1 PARTY LEADERS’ ROLES AND POLARIZATION 

Although some trends related to party leadership have been already 
discerned, the analysis has to be refined in a more detailed way. Indeed, the notion 
of “role” is plural and has different dimensions on different levels. In the literature on 
political parties, Mair (1994) proposes splitting up the party organization into three 
parts in order to facilitate analysis: the 'party in public office', i.e. the party in 
parliament and in government; the 'party on the ground', i.e. the party members and 
also the party voters; and the 'party in central office', i.e. the central party 
organization. Nevertheless, within the framework of this paper, I choose the 
Dewachter’s application of Mintzberg’s role models on political leaders (1996) and its 
adaptation by Fiers. As presented in Figure 5, in the Dewachter’s model, there is an 
interesting division between two key areas for action: party-organization (internal 
dimension, or “intern in de partij’) and party-in-government (external dimension, or 
“bestelfuncties”). In the Fier’s model, an extra area of action (party-in-the-electorate) 
and a division within three pools are offered (see Figure 6).  

Figure 5: Dewachters application of Mintzberg's rol e model on political leaders (1996) 
{in Fiers 1998: 101} 

 

On the one side, to be concise and more relevant for this paper, I will not detail 
all the different leader’s roles and their components – it would be too long and to 
detailed7 but I use it to develop my assumption in following section (see especially, in 
Figure 6, the red frame). On the other side, at this stage of the research, it is 

                                                                 
7 See Dewachter 1996; and Fiers 1998 :102-108. 
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necessary to refine my initial research question. The initial question was: are the 
party chairmen’s role and influence weakened by the decentralization process and 
challenged by other party leaders? Actually, taking into account the previously 
selected areas of action, I will focus on party-in-government. In my view, it is much 
more on this side that chairmen face a concurrence8, as I will bring some “pieces of 
evidence”.  

Figure 6: Taxinomie van voorzittersrollen naar pool -richting en naar actieterrein (Fiers 
1998: 363) 

 

Refined in this way, my assumption is in contrast with Fiers’ point of view, who 
wrote: “De voorzitter van een Belgische politieke partij is op elk van de vermelde 
vlakken [ndlr: party-organization, party-in-government, party-in-electorate] het hoofd 
van de partij: naast de organisatorische hoofd van een vereniging op politiek-
ideologische gronden is de partijvoorzitter tevens de voornaamste leider (political 
leader) van de politieke partij” (Fiers 1998: 1). I argue that today a strong polarization 
between party-organization and party-in-government occurs with two potential 
leaders. If the chairmen’s influence and role are weakened, the external side has to 
be considered and studied. The distinction between two areas of action enables a 
more precise distinction for the general label “party leader”: chairman versus political 
leader.  

    Chairman {PARTY-ORGANIZATION} 

Party leader:  

    Political Leader {PARTY-IN-GOVERNMENT} 

                                                                 
8 On the contrary, the different aspects of party-organization (information seeker, integrator, organizer, 
manager, and spokesman) will be left aside.  
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III.2 EXPLANATORY FACTORS: DISCUSSION 

In this section, I should discuss explanatory factors which could explain that 
some roles mentioned above are weakened in the current Belgian political system. A 
major factor of the chairmen’s decline on the party-in-government side is the 
federalization. In Belgium, the process of federalization the division between French-
speaking and Dutch-speaking parties strongly fragmented the political landscape. As 
mentioned in the introduction, regarding the impact of the federalization on political 
parties and their leaders, at first sight one might rather think that their role has been 
enhanced: indeed, they could have become the main communication channel 
between the various federal entities, or between the Flemish or French counterparts. 
Quite the contrary, I suspect that the federalization process contributes to the party 
leaders’ loss of legitimacy in some key external roles. Two are mainly discussed:  
coordinator and negotiator. What follows should be considered as avenues for further 
empirical research.  

III.2.1 COORDINATOR? 

The leader’s role as coordinator requires regular contacts with the 
representatives of his party and also with his president counterparts. According to 
Fiers, the chairman is “de enige die nog op de hoogte is van het beleid in de 
regeringen en het werk in onderscheiden parlementaire fracties op federaal, 
regionaal en communautair vlak” (1998: 105). Consequently, he has to coordinate 
the political decisions of the party. He gives the example of the weekly meetings with 
the ministers on the eve of the ministerial council in order to decide the party position.  

First question: nowadays, is it really conceivable to know and to coordinate all 
the government’s policies? It is hard to avoid the intuition that the difficulty for 
coordination became even more pressing as the federalization process generated 
some seven policy levels after 1970 that are becoming increasingly stronger, 
especially today with the sixth state reform. As a reminder, besides the federal level, 
there are three regional levels (Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels) and three 
Community levels (the Flemish Community, the French Community and the German-
speaking community). How and where is it possible to do such a work? Fiers gave 
the example of the weekly meetings. It should be interesting to know how those 
meetings are currently organized. For example, at the cdH, the weekly meetings with 
Benoît Lutgen only gather together Ministers from regional levels and not the federal 
ones. Joëlle Milquet, as political leader, is in charge of the federal coordination and 
will not be present at such a meeting. What about the other political parties?  

Second question: in order to achieve this coordinating role, does the chairman 
have sufficient political staff (compared to the resources allocated to an executive 
function)? The competition does not seem fair because large ministerial staffs 
characterize the Belgian government system (Hondeghem 1996 ; De Winter et al. 
2000 in Fiers and Krouwel 2005: 135). Still about the resources, I noticed in the 
tables about the current presidents that six of them are mayors. In 1996, Verhofstadt 
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said: “Men zei vroeger dat Motz één dag naar Brussel kwam, Vanaudenhove twee 
dagen naar Brussel kwam, Grootjans drie dagen naar Brussel kwam, De Clerq vier 
dagen naar Brussel kwam. Ik kwam vijf dagen naar Brussel en ik kan mij inbelden dat 
De Croo misschien zes dagen naar Brussel komt” (Fiers 1998: 64). Is it possible to 
be Mayor in, for example, Charleroi/Bastogne/Bourg-Léopold9, so to have to manage 
a municipality, and to be fully present in Brussels? There are open questions. Note 
that political leaders do have: strong knowledge over a specific level of power, 
political staffs and a single mandate.  

III.2.2 NEGOTIATOR?  

It is widely acknowledged that chairmen are entitled to arbitrate conflicts, and 
have a role of negotiation. Consequently, the statutory leader has to be involved in all 
major decisions and his position should weight more: its presence increases the 
credibility of the decisions taken in these negotiations (Fiers 1998: 105). Fiers 
underlines that “vaak verschijnt hij slechts in het finale van de onderhandelingen ten 
tonele, wanneer de laatste hete  hangijzers moeten worden opgelost” (1998: 106).  

Today, with the increased complexity of the Belgian structure, this kind of task 
looks daunting. See as instance how hard it is, since two years, to get to an 
agreement on what is called “usurped competences”. Tensions have emerged in all 
parties between federal and regional level, and even led to opposition between 
members of the same party (of course for those who are in charge at both levels). 
The chairmen never intervened. I guess that in the past, it could happen differently 
because when a case was particularly touchy, they endorsed a role of “belle-mère”: 
“en cas de blocage politique, ils [ndlr: the chairmen] s’imposeront comme le “cercle” 
assurant les arbitrages” (Delwit 2008: 221). Moreover, particularly on the French-
speaking side, it is instructive to see how the regional oppositions between Brussels 
and Wallonia can potentially disturb the party chairman, who should be able to 
defend policies that are in contradiction and uncoordinated, even more if a political 
leader comes into play10.  

Moreover, about the possible role of negotiation between the North and the 
South of the country, like a “transmission-belt”, the situation looks complex. First, the 
indicators analyzed below show that French-speaking chairmen’s popularity rate are 
not excellent in Flanders, and vice versa. The only Dutch-speaking leaders 
mentioned in the French-speaking community are European leaders (Guy 
Verhofstadt in Wallonia + Brussels; and Herman Van Rompuy in Brussels) and one 
political leader (Johan Vande Lanotte in both Regions). On the other side, Elio Di 
Rupo, the Prime Ministre, is the unique French-speaking leader mentioned in 
                                                                 
9 Respectively:  60km  / 89km / 149 km from Brussels.  
10 See the quote of a reporter (Christophe De Caevel): « L’observation de la vie politique montre, en 
effet, que les mandataires s’identifient à leur niveau de pouvoir et le défendent parfois au-delà des 
injonctions des présidents de parti (ce qui es ttout à leur honneur, cela dit). A plusieurs reprises, il fut 
de notoriété publique que les ministres PS et cdH n’appréciaient pas les enjeux de la même manière à 
Namur qu’à Bruxelles » (L’Echo, 20 July 2013: 10).  
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Flanders. Recently, French-speaking chairmen came back to the political forefront in 
the context of the sixth state reform and the transfer of federal competencies related 
to health. The four chairmen conceived a kind of master plan with new competencies 
distributed to the Walloon Region and the COCOF. But, and this is a key point, the 
schema should be accepted by the Flemish side and Dutch-speaking political actors 
were not (yet) formally consulted. The first reactions are not enthusiastic and reveal 
an important tension. See for example, Brigitte Grouwels (CD&V) who declared: “Il y 
a une position unilatérale. Certaines compétences sont liées à la Commission 
communautaire française. C’est très bien que les francophones se mettent autour de 
la table pour voir comment améliorer les politiques. Mais tout ce qui a trait à des 
compétences régionales ou bicommunautaires doit d’abord être discuté avec les 
néerlandophones de Bruxelles. Qu’il y ait des concertations avec les Wallons là-
dessus, pourquoi pas. Mais alors il faut aussi les mêmes concertations avec la 
Flandre” (La Libre 20 September 2013).  

The question could be: where should the negotiation occur in the future if the 
chairmen are no longer the main negotiators? The concentration committee could 
become a more important system. As a reminder, it gathers the ministers from the 
different governments by topic (like a kind of European Council). The Walloon 
Minister André Antoine declared in July 2013 that his “rôle va gagner en importance. 
Il devrait devenir le conseil d’administration de la société belge” (L’Echo, 20 July 
2013: 10). Is this a sign of a new power shift in the competition “political leaders 
versus chairmen”? 

III.2.3 WHAT ELSE?   

Two other functions could be explored in further research because it goes 
beyond the scope of this paper.  

Firstly, the role of kingmaker. The selection role is one of the most important 
privileges of the chairman. He is in charge of the nomination of persons in different 
areas (ministers, electoral candidates,…). Precisely, the party leaders select 
ministerial candidates single handedly (Dewachter 1995 ; Fiers 1998). The 
prerogative of nomination is therefore one of the most powerful assets of these party 
politicians, because it provides the opportunity to decide upon the careers of both 
friends and foes within their party (Fiers and  Krouwel 2005: 131). Did that change?  

Secondly, the role of spokesman. I can report a testimony from former CVP 
leader Frank Swaelen (1981-1988) who declared: “Public opinion and the media 
regard the party leaders as the oracle of the party and expect him to declare the 
definite truth on no matter what issue. They expect him to say: ‘So be it! This is the 
party’s point of view” (F. Swaelen cited in Fiers 1998:246, translation of Potgunke 
and Webb (2005): 138-139). Today, how analyze such statement? Is it possible 
under current conditions to be the oracle of the party? In a context of globalization 
and legislative overproduction, is it possible to know the truth (or simply to have a say 
about it) on no matter what issue? In a system in which the media coverage is 
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particularly important, do they have the ability to exist on a day-to-day basis, or do 
they only play a role in the media on Sunday interviews? 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this paper was an excellent opportunity to discuss new research 
avenues of political science on Belgian politics. The party leaders, both political 
leaders and chairmen, are not significantly studied, especially recently. This paper is 
an invitation to further studies on party elites. With the ongoing federalization process 
and the sixth state reform, the evolution of chairmen’s power and influence has to be 
analyzed in a more fragmented political system. As presented above, some pieces of 
evidence call to mind and should be investigated. In some aspects, the role and the 
influence of chairmen seem well gradually weakened by the decentralization process 
Moreover, they are challenged at the external side (party-in-government) by political 
leaders: is it possible to say now “le parti, c’est nous” rather than “le parti, c’est moi”?  
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