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Introduction 

This note aims to set out the Belgian and European legal and institutional framework for 

economic immigration with a view to understanding the general setting in which the ‘Pilot 

Project Addressing Labour Shortages Through Innovative Labour Migration Models’ PALIM is 

implemented by Enabel, the Belgian development agency, with European Union and ICMPD 

funds. The UCLouvain's European Rights and Migration team (EDEM) is involved in this 

project with its Action Research component. 

For starters, this note gives a historical review. Then, the current economic immigration law in 

Belgium is exposed, in particular in connection with its gradual regionalisation following the last 

State Reform. The European framework is also presented as the project stems from the European 

Union's desire to support pilot projects on economic immigration at Member State level. In 

addition, the innovative elements of this project are highlighted. Finally, an overview of the 

policies of other European countries is given. 

I. Historical overview of economic immigration in Belgium 

After the Second World War, the attraction of foreign workers was the predominant concern of 

Belgium’s immigration policy. It aimed to address the labour shortage experienced by various 

industrial sectors, such as coal mining and the metallurgy. To this end, bilateral agreements 

were concluded with several European countries, primarily Italy, organising the admission of 

quotas of low-skilled workers, who were surplus workers in the countries of origin. With 

industrial developments requiring more labour, Belgium signed ‘emigration agreements’ with 

more distant, non-European countries, including Morocco (1964) and Turkey (1964).  

The evolution of the Belgian economy led the authorities to put an end to large-scale economic 

immigration during the 1970s. In 1974, due to the recession following the oil crisis, Belgium, 

like other Western European countries, officially ended labour immigration. Employers who 

used foreign labour had to be sanctioned unless it concerned workers with skills that the country 

lacked (Martiniello and Rea, 2013). Immigration does not stop however, but takes other forms, 

namely in the form of family reunification and the right to asylum.  Economic immigration 

became marginal and subject to strict conditions. As a result of Community integration, intra-

European mobility replaced immigration from third countries. The internal movement of workers 

https://open.enabel.be/fr/MAR/2337/p/projet-pilote-rpondant-aux-pnuries-de-main-d-oeuvre-grce--des-modles-innovants-de-mobilit.html
http://www.enabel.be/
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/index_en
http://www.icmpd.org/
https://uclouvain.be/fr/instituts-recherche/juri/cedie/edem.html
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within the European Union justified a restrictive policy on economic immigration of third-

country nationals.  

Belgian legislation is an extension of this policy. It embodies the evolution from a migration 

policy that is attractive to economic agents in general, providing Belgian companies with the 

manpower needed for their development, towards a selective migration policy, which aims to 

limit economic immigration to agents who demonstrate the essential contribution of their activity 

to the Belgian economy, either because they are highly skilled or because they meet labour needs 

(Carlier and Sarolea, 2016). 

Since 1999, with exceptions, before being put to work, a foreign worker must obtain 

authorisation. Under the law of 30 April 1999, the foreign worker's employer must apply for 

employment authorisation and the granting of a work permit for the employee. The 

administration then exercises control over the desired employment opportunity and the worker's 

qualifications. This control is reflected in the granting of a work permit, the essential instrument 

of which is permit B.  

The characteristics of work permit B attest to the fact that foreign workers are perceived as a 

back-up workforce. For a maximum of one year, up to the duration of the employment contract, 

the work permit B is valid only for the exercise of a paid activity with a specific employer who 

has been given employment authorisation. If the duration of the employment contract exceeds 

one year or is indefinite, work permit B must be renewed annually. As an essential condition of 

the granting of this licence, there must not be a worker in the labour market who can hold the 

desired employment. The admission of foreign workers must thereby meet a one-time labour 

need in the local labour market. In other words, economic immigration is subsidiary because of 

the priority given to the labour force of domestic origin or already present in the labour market. 

This protectionist measure is, however, lifted with regard to the admission of highly skilled 

workers, whose qualifications are attested by a higher education diploma (a bachelor's degree is 

sufficient) and a salary above the threshold set by the legislation (approximately EUR 40 000 

gross per year in 2020). 

Like other European countries, Belgium has, since the official end of labour immigration, a 

selective immigration policy: highly skilled workers receive preferential treatment because they 

are not subject to a labour market scrutiny. Provided that a foreign person has a higher education 
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diploma and has a job offer that exceeds the threshold set by law, a foreign person must be able 

to obtain a work permit. Conversely, ‘less qualified’ people (or paid less than the statutory 

threshold) must meet a current labour need in the labour market, which need is verified through 

an individual review of the labour market. For bottleneck professions, however, a review of the 

labour market is not necessary as there is a proven need for labour. Therefore, if there is an 

opening, it concerns above all highly skilled workers, for whom a labour need is presumed, and 

workers in a trade in short supply. Statistics clearly show that the majority of work permits B are 

issued to people exempt from a labour market review and who belong to either the highly skilled 

or bottleneck profession category.  

This is not to say, however, that Belgium does not need a less skilled workforce. In fact, these 

needs are, in part, met by intra-European immigration and the free movement of services that 

form the basis of the detachment of workers (Mussche and Lens, 2019).  Intra-European mobility 

and the pool of less skilled labour, particularly in Eastern Europe, explain the selective nature of 

the economic immigration policy (Paul, 2015).  

The selective economic immigration policy has an impact on the profile and origin of migrant 

workers. While Moroccan nationals benefited from a bilateral agreement to immigrate for work 

in the 1960s and 1970s, the increasingly selective economic immigration policy means that very 

few of them now enter Belgium as migrant workers and are covered by of a work permit (in 

2017, there were 118, or 2% of total economic immigration). Family immigration today follows 

the immigration of Moroccan workers (in 2017, 66% of Moroccan immigration to Belgium was 

for family reasons)
1
.  

Finally, it is important to point out that economic immigration is no longer an important route of 

immigration to Belgium: for the past ten years, it has accounted for just over 10% of the first 

residence permits issued. Family immigration remains by far the top category of entry (about 

40%), especially for Moroccan nationals who are usually the first beneficiaries, ahead of 

international protection (about 20%) and student immigration (about 15%).  

  

                                                 

1
 These numbers are form the annual reports published by MYRIA, Belgium’s Federal Migration Centre. The 

reports are available via: https://www.myria.be/en/publications.  

https://www.myria.be/en/publications
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II. Belgian and European background 

The PALIM project, which aims, among other things, to organise the mobility of workers in the 

information and communication technology sector from Morocco to Flanders, is a continuation 

of European policies and recent reforms in Belgium. 

Like Belgian policy, the European economic immigration policy favours the immigration of 

highly skilled workers (a). The PALIM project is also a continuation of the regionalisation of the 

economic immigration policy in Belgium (b). Since 2014, the admission of foreign workers has 

been a regional prerogative and each Region (including the German-speaking Community) can 

develop an autonomous policy, as Flanders has done. Finally, the PALIM project is more 

broadly part of cooperation with Morocco, notably formalised by the adoption of a partnership 

for mobility (c).  

a. A European policy focused on highly skilled workers 

Since 1999 and the entry into force of the Treaty of Amsterdam, the European Union has had 

jurisdiction over legal immigration, including labour immigration. The exercise of this 

competence has led to the emergence of a European, albeit partial and fragmented, policy. 

Like the choices made at national level, in Belgium, but also in France, the Netherlands or the 

United Kingdom, European policy is characterised by its selective nature. This has led to the 

fragmentation of the European economic immigration policy since different directives govern the 

entry and stay of different categories of workers. Instead of having a directive covering all 

economic immigration, three separate directives regulate the admission requirements for highly 

skilled workers (the so-called ‘blue card’ directive adopted in 2009), seasonal workers (2014) 

and persons temporarily transferred to a group of companies (ICT Directive) (2014). The ‘single 

permit’ directive, adopted in 2011, mainly addresses procedural issues 

With the exception of seasonal workers, European policy focuses on highly skilled workers. The 

adoption of the 'blue card' directive was aimed at attracting and retaining more qualified people 

and, in doing so, supporting the Union's competitiveness and economic growth. In order to 

obtain said blue card, foreign persons must have a higher education diploma following minimum 

three years of study and be paid above the threshold set by each Member State. The ICT 
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Directive also targets qualified people as it applies only to experts, managers and trainee 

employees.   

However, the ‘blue card’ directive is not effective in Belgium, where less than a hundred cards 

are issued per year. The implementation and effectiveness of this directive suffers from 

competition from the national permit (formerly work permit B) whose conditions are lighter for 

highly skilled workers. The figures show very clearly that employers prefer to use the national 

system, which has less restrictive admission requirements. The main difference is that the 

required pay threshold is lower.  

The PALIM project is a continuation of the discourse and practices aimed at attracting a skilled 

workforce. The profile of the workers sought in this project confirms that they are qualified 

people.  Although they have not necessarily studied information and communication technology, 

all those shortlisted to work in Flanders have a higher education degree. In addition, the mobility 

of these people is organised so that they come to Belgium in order to take up a job in a 

competitive sector in which Belgian employers are struggling to recruit. Therefore, the PALIM 

project is in keeping with Belgian and European policies that promote the immigration of 

(highly) skilled workers in order to support the European economy. 

Finally, if a reconciliation can be made between the PALIM project and the 'single permit' 

directive, the link is above all cyclical. After long negotiations, the directive is finally transposed 

and applied in Belgium, but not without difficulties. Belgium's delay in transposing this directive 

is due to the partial regionalisation of economic immigration policy in Belgium. The various 

competent authorities therefore had to agree, through the conclusion of cooperation agreements 

between the federal state and the Regions and Communities, to define the procedure leading to 

the issuance of the so-called single permit. The problems that this directive has created in 

Belgium are therefore more due to the internal distribution of competences and the Belgian 

institutional organisation than to the substance of economic immigration policy. The 'single 

permit' directive does not in any way govern the conditions required to access the Member 

States' labour market, nor is it responsible for the regionalisation of economic immigration 

policy in Belgium.  

However, the transposition of the ‘single permit’ directive has helped to unblock Belgium's own 

legal and political imbroglio, after which the Regions adopted separate economic immigration 
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policies. The PALIM project fits exactly within the regionalisation of the economic immigration 

policy, which resulted from the last Reform of the Belgian State. 

b. Regionalisation of the economic immigration policy 

In line with the regionalisation of the employment policy, the last State Reform, dated January 

2014, organised the transfer of economic immigration jurisdiction to the Regions (Vanpraet, 

2014)
2
. The Regions are now competent to regulate the conditions for employment of foreign 

workers.  

 

 Under its residual jurisdiction, however, the federal authority remains responsible for access to 

the territory and the residence status of foreigners. 

On the basis of its new competence in economic immigration, Flanders has adopted new 

legislation on the employment of foreign workers.
3
. The logic remains that of the previous 

federal policy: The aim is to attract the best foreign talent by facilitating the immigration of 

highly skilled people and to reduce the structural needs of the workforce through a dynamic list 

of bottleneck professions
4
.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

2
 Special Law of 6 January 2014 on the Sixth Reform of the State, Belgian Official Gazette. 31 January 2014, Art. 

22. This provision changes Article 6, § 1, IX, 3°, of the Special Law of 8 August 1980.  
3
 Flemish Government Decree of 7 December 2018 on the execution of the Law of 3o April 1999 on the 

employment of foreign workers, Belgian Official Gazette, 21 December 2018. 
4
 The broad lines of this policy were developed in the vision paper ‘Ontginnen buitenlands tewerkstellingspotentieel 

in Vlaanderen’ (Exploit foreign workforce potential in Flanders) of the Flemish Government of 8 June 2018, 

available on: 

https://www.ewi-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/bestanden/visienota_arbeidsmigratie.pdf 

https://www.ewi-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/bestanden/visienota_arbeidsmigratie.pdf
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Flanders thus maintains the preference given to highly skilled workers or foreign talent that the 

legislator presumes is necessary. A review of the labour market is therefore not required. These 

workers are seen as beneficial to Flanders' growth and competitiveness, particularly in a 

knowledge and innovation economy. They therefore benefit from a preferential regime as in 

earlier federal legislation. 

The conditions set by regional legislation are, in some respects, more advantageous than those of 

the previous federal legislation: the wage threshold is now equal to the average gross annual 

salary, this threshold being reduced by 20% for those under 30, and employment authorisation is 

given for three years.  In this respect, Flanders differs from other Belgian regions.  Although the 

Brussels Capital Region and Wallonia also intend to encourage the immigration of skilled 

workers, by severely limiting low-skilled immigration (especially in Wallonia), Flanders stands 

out for its voluntarism, as evidenced by its willingness to participate in the PALIM project
5
.  

                                                 

5
 Arrêté du Gouvernement wallon du relatif à l'occupation des travailleurs étrangers et abrogeant l'arrêté royal du 9 

juin 1999 portant exécution de la loi du 30 avril 1999 relative à l'occupation des travailleurs étrangers, M.B., 19 juin 

2019 ; Arrêté du Gouvernement de la Région de Bruxelles-Capitale du 16 mai 2019 modifiant l'arrêté royal du 9 juin 

1999 portant exécution de la loi du 30 avril 1999 relative à l'occupation des travailleurs étrangers, en ce qui concerne 

The Flemish Government’s vision: 

‘The objective of the new policy is twofold. 

On the one hand, the objective is to identify foreign talent that can contribute to the growth of Flanders as 

an innovative knowledge economy, where specific knowledge and skills are essential for the productivity 

and competitiveness of our companies. 

On the other hand, foreign talent can also provide a solution to meeting demand for structural bottleneck 

professions that our labour market is struggling with. 

The aim is to remove barriers that impede attracting top talent. 

However, attracting foreign talent must not lead to the replacement of own workers, unfair competition or 

social dumping on our labour market.’ 
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For moderately or low-skilled people, a dynamic list of bottleneck professions 

(“knelpuntberoepen” in Dutch) is adopted by the relevant Regional Minister and updated every 

two years
6
. In the targeted sectors, the need for labour is considered proven and a separate 

review of the labour market is therefore not required. For other industries, a separate analysis of 

the labour market remains required.  

The PALIM project therefore meets the objectives of the new Flemish economic immigration 

policy and suits the Flemish economic situation. Flanders is experiencing a shortage of skilled 

labour, particularly in the information and communication technology sector, which immigration 

can fill.  

c. European and Belgian cooperation with Morocco 

Economic immigration is also one of the broader objectives of cooperation between the 

European Union, Member States and some third countries, including Morocco. Due to its 

geographical location, on the southern border of the European Union, and its history, including 

migration history, Morocco is an important partner of the European Union and several Member 

States, including Belgium.  

Among the measures adopted in the framework of this cooperation is the partnership on 

migration and mobility signed by the European Union and Morocco in 2013
7
. This partnership 

is part of the Union's foreign policy which aims to develop a comprehensive and cross-cutting 

approach to migration issues. Four pillars form this type of partnership: the organisation and 

facilitation of legal immigration and mobility, the prevention and reduction of irregular 

immigration and human trafficking, the promotion of international protection and the 

strengthening of the external dimension of asylum policy, and the maximisation of the impact of 

migration and mobility on development
8
. The aim is to address all the components of 

                                                                                                                                                             

l'autorisation de travail pour les activités menées dans le cadre d'un transfert intra-groupe, de travailleur saisonnier, 

de chercheur, de stagiaire, de volontaire, ou dans le cadre de la carte bleue européenne, M.B., 4 juin 2019. 
6
 The list of professions in short supply applicable until 1 March 2021 is available at: 

http://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/doc/rech_f.htm.  
7
 Council of the European Union, Joint declaration establishing a Mobility Partnership between the Kingdom of 

Morocco and the European Union and its Member States, doc n° 6139/13, 3 June 2013. 
8
 European Commission, The Global Approach to Migration and Mobility, COM(2011) 743 final, 18 November 

2011. 

http://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/doc/rech_f.htm
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immigration policy and to complement multilateral cooperation by offering services to third 

countries that actually cooperate with the European Union. 

Mobility partnerships are political in nature and take the form of a joint declaration between the 

European Union, the participating Member States and the partner third country. Due to the 

division of powers between the EU and the Member States, the participation of the latter is 

necessary for commitments, albeit non-legally binding, to be made concerning the mobility of 

foreign workers (Garcia Andrade, 2013; Parkes, 2009). With regard to the partnership with 

Morocco, Belgium has agreed to participate. 

One of the objectives of the partnership signed with Morocco aims to improve the mobility of 

people through legal immigration channels, including for work purposes. Among the general 

commitments made by the European Union and the Member States are the facilitation of the 

issuance of short-stay visas, the establishment of information campaigns on legal immigration 

pathways, the recognition of qualifications and the portability of social security rights.   The 

partnership also aims to strengthen the capacity of national immigration and employment 

agencies.   

In fact, beyond the language formulas used, the partnership with Morocco, like partnerships with 

other third countries, does not really facilitate the mobility of Moroccan workers since the offers 

made by Member States in this regard are marginal (Reslow, 2012; Den Hertog, 2016; Tittel 

Mosser, 2019). Under the ‘legal immigration’ component, Belgium is only committed to 

developing an information campaign targeted at young people in Morocco to inform them about 

legal migration options and to raise their awareness of the risks involved. The cooperation of the 

Belgian authorities with their Moroccan counterparts focuses on strengthening Moroccan 

institutions, controlling borders and re-admitting foreigners staying irregularly in Belgium.  

The PALIM project therefore marks a new stage in Belgian-Moroccan relations on legal 

immigration: It sees bilateral cooperation as an opportunity to meet labour needs in Belgium 

(thanks to the admission of Moroccan workers) but also in Morocco by offering training to 

young people, admittedly graduates, who are struggling to integrate into the labour market in a 

sustainable way. In doing so, the PALIM project implements the balanced and sustainable 

approach of the Global Skills Partnership.   
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This project thus also meets the priorities of the European Commission: ‘The role of legal 

migration channels in our cooperation with third countries needs to become a more important 

component so that concrete results can be achieved, taking into account our present and future 

socio-economic needs.’
9
 While cooperation with third countries has long focused on preventing 

irregular immigration, the European Commission intends to rebalance relations with third 

countries by supporting pilot projects on legal immigration such as PALIM. 

III. The PALIM project: continuity and innovation 

It follows from the above that the PALIM project is a continuation of European, Belgian and 

Flemish policies in that it aims to attract skilled workers and fill a labour need in a competitive 

sector of activity.  In this respect, the project does not break with the selective logic of demand-

driven economic immigration policy.   

Through bilateral cooperation, the project also aims to promote better management of migration 

flows by providing concrete and secure mobility opportunities. As the 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goals point out, achieving these goals requires that states cooperate.  By its 

transnational nature, immigration management also requires that states of origin, destination and 

transit cooperate 

 

 In this sense, the PALIM project translates and implements one of the international 

commitments made in the Global Compact on Migration and the Sustainable Development 

Goals, which call on states to facilitate orderly, safe, and responsible migration and mobility of 

people, including through implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies 

(SDG 10.7).  

 

 

 

                                                 

9
 European Commission, Communication on the Delivery of the European Agenda on Migration, COM(2017) 558 

final, 27 September 2017, p. 18. The New Pact on Migration and Asylum presented by the European Commission on 

23 September 2020 also emphasises the importance of establishing partnerships with third countries. European 

Commission, Communication on a New Pact on Migration and Asylum, COM(2020) 609, 23 September 2020. 
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Moreover, the PALIM project is, in many respects, innovative, at least in the Belgian migration 

context. The cooperation it establishes between Belgium and Morocco includes, first, a multitude 

of actors, both public and private. Given the distribution of European competences and the 

Belgian institutional architecture, this project brings together actors at different levels of power. 

In this sense, it is an example of multi-level coordination (b). This project is, moreover, truly 

bilateral and balanced since it benefits not only Flanders, but also Morocco and its nationals (c). 

Global Compact on Migration 

OBJECTIVE 5: Enhance availability and flexibility of pathways for regular migration 

We commit to adapt options and pathways for regular migration in a manner that facilitates 

labour mobility and decent work reflecting demographic and labour market realities, […] with 

a view to expanding and diversifying availability of pathways for safe, orderly and regular 

migration. 

To realize this commitment, we will draw from the following actions: 

[…] b) Facilitate regional and cross-regional labour mobility through international and 

bilateral cooperation arrangements, such as […] labour mobility cooperation frameworks, in 

accordance with national priorities, local market needs and skills supply […] 

OBJECTIVE 18: Invest in skills development and facilitate mutual recognition of 

skills, qualifications and competences 

We commit to invest in innovative solutions that facilitate mutual recognition of skills, 

qualifications and competences of migrant workers at all skills levels, and promote demand-

driven skills development to optimize the employability of migrants in formal labour markets 

in countries of destination and in countries of origin upon return, as well as to ensure decent 

work in labour migration 

To realize this commitment, we will draw from the following actions: 

[…] g) Engage in bilateral partnerships and programmes in cooperation with relevant 

stakeholders that promote skills development, mobility and circulation, such as […] 

professional exchange programmes and trainee- or apprenticeships that include options for 

beneficiaries, after successful completion of these programmes, to seek employment and 

engage in entrepreneurship.  
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Finally, Moroccan workers are accompanied throughout the migration process, i.e. before their 

departure and after their return (d). 

a. A public-public and public-private partnership 

When it comes to economic immigration, recruitment is usually delegated to employers. The 

State leaves it to them to use foreign labour, provided that the worker's employment or 

qualifications correspond to the legal criteria (shortage, highly skilled...).  Under the conditions 

set out in the law, it is the employer alone who chooses the candidate and the state does not 

exercise an assessment in this regard. 

In the PALIM project, the logic is different as public authorities and employers work together.  

The Flemish employment agency (VDAB) identifies needs in the job market in Flanders. The 

Belgian development agency Enabel also works with the representative federations of employers 

in Flanders (VOKA and AGORIA) to find out their needs and identify companies that would like 

to participate in the project and hire Moroccan workers. Then, in Morocco, the National Agency 

for the Promotion of Employment and Competences (ANAPEC), which has the support of the 

VDAB, is in charge of the pre-selection of candidates to meet the identified needs, in connection 

with the representative federations of employers in Morocco (CGEM and APEBI). The national 

employment authorities are thus working together with each other, but also with employers, 

whose participation is crucial for the project to achieve its objectives.  

Flemish employers therefore do not decide on their own according to their own criteria.  The 

criterion used for the selection of candidates is that of learning potential (learnability).  

Employability is obviously an important element, but candidates must also be willing to adapt 

and acquire useful new skills in the Moroccan or Belgian labour markets. The aim is also to train 

people looking for work and whose qualifications can be useful in Morocco in order to stimulate 

the labour market in the information and communication technology sectors.  

The ‘development’ dimension of the project is thus guaranteed since it aims to help unemployed 

young people to enter the Belgian or Moroccan job market through, in particular, intensive 

reconversion training. 
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b. Coordination between various levels of power 

The second element of the PALIM project, which deserves to be highlighted, is the diversity of 

the players involved. In particular, these actors fall under different levels of power, which 

required much coordination work.  The exercise is not simple but the project has the merit of 

working on it, hence the key role of a public development agency like Enabel to ensure the 

success of the project. 

Conventional bilateral cooperation usually involves discussions and negotiations between the 

two countries concerned, through institutions or peer bodies (ministries, state agencies...).  The 

number of actors is thus limited.  

In the PALIM project, the challenge is bigger because it involves a multitude of players from 

different levels of power.  At the regional level, the Flemish Region is obviously involved in the 

project, notably through the Flemish employment agency (VDAB).  The Belgian federal state is 

also involved since entry into the territory remains a federal jurisdiction. In addition, the project 

is coordinated by Enabel, the federal development agency. At the supranational level, the 

European Commission is involved, notably through its financial support (Asylum, Migration, 

Integration Fund; Mobility Partnership Facility...). On the Moroccan side, the State is 

represented in particular by ANAPEC, which is a privileged partner of the project, alongside key 

ministries.  

Coordination between the various stakeholders involved is an essential element in the 

implementation of the project. Given the complex division of powers between the European 

Union and the Member States on economic immigration and, on the other hand, between the 

federal State and the Regions in Belgium, the implementation of the project requires that the 

various actors actually dialogue and cooperate, otherwise the diversity of actors can lead to 

inaction or inefficiency. Under the aegis of Enabel, the various authorities are encouraged to act 

together, respecting their respective competences and expertise, which should increase the 

coherence and effectiveness of the actions taken. The PALIM project can thus be a virtuous 

example of coordination between regional, national and European authorities as well as between 

public and private actors, in parallel in two separate countries. 
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Moreover, the administrative and political cooperation that such a project entails promotes 

mutual trust between the actors and strengthens the credibility of the European and Belgian 

authorities on immigration, no doubt undermined by the emphasis (too) often placed on the 

security aspect of immigration. Such a project thus lays the foundations for a broader and more 

balanced cooperation. 

c. Balanced cooperation 

As has already been pointed out, the PALIM project, initiated by Enabel, has an important 

‘development’ component. On the one hand, immigration is a factor in economic and social 

development. However, the mobility of Moroccan workers to Belgium is only part of the project. 

On the other hand, regardless of the mobility component of the project, the project aims to 

stimulate the Moroccan labour market in the field of information and communication 

technologies. To do this, unlike other initiatives such as the MATCH project implemented by the 

International Organisation for Migration or the Triple Win approach in Germany
10

, the PALIM 

project aims to train young people looking for work who can then be recruited by local 

employers. This training aims to improve and strengthen the technical, linguistic and human 

skills (soft skills, networking...) of candidates.  The project is thus calibrated to meet the interests 

of the two partner countries.  

Another objective of the project is to strengthen the capacity of the Moroccan employment 

agency, ANAPEC, in employing Moroccan workers. This agency plays a decisive role in the 

implementation of the project as it is responsible for selecting candidates who will then be placed 

on the national or international job market. To do this, ANAPEC benefits constant support of the 

VDAB. 

It is therefore not only a question of selecting skilled workers to enter the Flemish labour market 

but also of improving the situation in the Moroccan labour market, including providing training 

to selected candidates.  The aim is to avoid the brain drain which has been a major concern for 

several years in Morocco.  On the other hand, the PALIM project intends to capitalise on 

                                                 

10
 For more information on these two projects: https://www.giz.de/en/workingwithgiz/11666.html et 

https://belgium.iom.int/match. 

https://www.giz.de/en/workingwithgiz/11666.html
https://belgium.iom.int/match
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sharing knowledge and acquiring skills for the benefit of the Moroccan and Belgian economies 

(no brain drain but brain gain through brain train).  

d. Follow-up throughout the migration process 

Candidates who are offered a job opportunity in Belgium receive support and follow-up 

throughout their migration itinerary, from before their departure until their eventual return to 

Morocco.  

In Morocco, all candidates receive technical training tailored to the needs of participating 

companies, as well as language courses. For those who come to Belgium, two training courses 

given by a Belgian federal actor (Fedasil, the Federal agency usually in charge of the reception 

of asylum seekers) are planned before departure. These relate to practical and logistical matters 

as well as legal and administrative matters.  The aim is to inform the candidates and to prepare 

them as best as possible to their arrival and installation. The selected candidates also benefit 

from support to carry out the various administrative procedures, whether in Morocco or Belgium.   

It is also envisaged that Belgian employers will also be able, if they wish, to receive support and 

training on interculturalism, so that the arrival of foreign workers will proceed smoothly.   

Once in Belgium, follow-up is carried out to facilitate the social and professional ‘integration’ 

of candidates.  In particular, support is provided to find housing. Contrary to certain legal 

requirements relating to the socio-economic integration of immigrants in Belgium, requirements 

that have a punitive and binding dimension (the absence of integration efforts that can lead to the 

withdrawal of the residence permit), the PALIM project intends to accompany the selected 

persons and facilitate their integration through mentors within the companies that welcome the 

selected candidates. 

The aim of the PALIM project is therefore to accompany the candidates throughout their 

migration itinerary, preparing them for their arrival in Belgium, helping them once there and 

accompanying their eventual return to Morocco.  This follow-up should maximise the likelihood 

of success of the project and increase the beneficial effects of mobility for all stakeholders.  
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IV. Comparison with other European countries 

The management of economic immigration is not a question that arises only in Belgium. Other 

European countries are also thinking about this and have adapted their policies to the current 

circumstances and the needs of their economies.  

Despite the emergence of a European policy, the admission of foreign workers remains largely 

linked to the economic situation and the interests of the Member States. Harmonisation efforts do 

not prevent Member States from acting autonomously, since European derivative law is not a 

substitute for national rights. In recent years, for example, several European countries have 

adopted immigration programmes for start-up founders and employees (EMN, 2019a).  This is 

the case, for example, of Estonia, a country that aims to promote a digital economy.  In Belgium, 

investor immigration remains marginal and there is no real political will to do so.  

Other European countries, such as France or the Netherlands, target student immigration and 

then recruit ‘from within’ (EMN, 2019b). Student immigration here must be linked to the desire 

to attract skilled workers since students constitute a pool of qualified people. For foreign 

nationals, education can be a gateway to the local labour market, when access to the labour 

market is facilitated at the end of their studies. Belgium differs from these countries because 

there are no measures to facilitate foreign students' access to the labour market.  Student 

immigration remains decoupled from labour immigration. 

In Germany, where employers are struggling to recruit in certain sectors of activity, including 

information and communication technologies, new legislation on the immigration of skilled 

workers aims to facilitate the entry and stay of these workers One of the innovations of this law 

is the introduction of a six-month visa that allows the holder to stay in Germany in order to look 

for a job (jobseeker visa).  To be eligible, foreign nationals must have a higher education degree 

(recognized in Germany or equivalent to a German diploma) or have high professional skills and 

a German language level equivalent to level B2.  

Then, foreign workers can travel to Germany where they can conduct a labour market study, 

meet potential employers and, if necessary, apply for a work permit under the usual conditions.   

This quick overview shows that national strategies are diverse and varied from one corner of the 

European Union to the other. Member States pursue separate policies based on their interests and 
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political priorities. In this case, the project is part of the Flemish government's policy, which is 

not unrelated to the local economic context where there is a shortage of labour in certain sectors 

of activity, particularly in the field of information and communication technologies.   

Under the leadership of the European Commission, other European countries than Belgium have 

developed pilot projects on economic immigration. In partnership with Nigeria, Lithuania has set 

up the ‘Digital Explorers’ project
11

. Like the PALIM project, the aim is to stimulate the labour 

market and entrepreneurship in countries of origin and destination, in this case in the digital 

economy sector. The aim is to create a dynamic ecosystem that promotes the exchange of 

knowledge and skills through the mobility of young Nigerians for a period of 6 to 12 months. 

France, for its part, intends to promote the employment of Moroccan, Tunisian and Egyptian 

nationals in French companies with a branch in these countries (HOMER project). The aim is to 

allow participants to complete an internship lasting one to six months in France, provided that 

there is then a prospect of hiring in the country of origin by the French partner company. Lastly, 

a pilot project between Spain and Morocco aims to allow 100 Moroccan students to complete a 

Master's degree in Spain, after which they will receive a follow-up to implement their 

professional project in Morocco.  

Despite their differences, these projects each aim to stimulate the local labour market in the 

countries of origin by promoting mobility for a more or less defined period of third-country 

nationals with a particular profile. A notable difference from the PALIM project is that mobility 

to Belgium only affects a minority of candidates The aim of the project is to train Moroccan job 

seekers and to help them enter the Flemish job market professionally but also, and above all, the 

Moroccan labour market
12

. 

  

                                                 

11
 https://digitalexplorers.eu/ 

12
 In continuation of the PALIM project, Enabel develops partnerships with a view of strengthening work mobility 

schemes that benefit the country of origin and destination as well as for the persons whose competences are 

strengthened and to whom job opportunities are offered in the European Union, Morocco and Tunisia, under the 

THAMM project which started in September 2020. 

https://digitalexplorers.eu/
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V. By way of conclusion 

Because the PALIM project is still ongoing, it is too early for conclusions. However, some of the 

project's characteristic and innovative features are already worth highlighting: 

 Training and orientation given to candidates in Morocco should facilitate their 

integration into the participating companies. The aim is to encourage the use of job-

seeking talent who, although graduates of higher education, do not necessarily have skills 

in the field of information and communication technologies. 

 Balanced and concerted bilateral cooperation: The project aims not only to train a 

workforce for the Flemish labour market (which could have led to a brain drain) but also 

for the Moroccan labour market, in line with the Global Skills Partnership. In this 

respect, the project is beneficial to the economies of the two partner countries.  

 Cooperation and dialogue are facilitated between the various public and private, 

Belgian and Moroccan actors who are concerned with economic immigration policy. In 

Belgium, the PALIM project brings together a diversity of federal and regional 

institutional actors with complementary expertise. Moroccan and Belgian employers are 

also involved and their participation is essential to the success of the project.   

 The support of migrant workers facilitates the migration process and, in this way, the 

PALIM project breaks with the security logics at work elsewhere. 

Despite these significant innovative elements, some elements of the project replicate previous 

patterns of labour immigration: 

 A selective logic prevails: The Belgian and Flemish authorities still aim to support the 

local economy by resorting to targeted immigration of certain migrant workers. As in the 

post-war period, foreign workers (guestworkers) are invited because their profiles meet 

the demands of employers. In the past, low-skilled workers, today, more skilled people, 

but the logic is similar: Only certain categories of migrant workers are allowed to enter 

the labour market in Belgium. 

 The PALIM project does not call into question the preference given to skilled workers 

and, in this respect, it is in line with the economic immigration policies of the European 

Union and Belgium over the past 20 years. 
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Thanks in part to the active participation and collaboration of the various stakeholders the project 

can generate new interest and insight into economic immigration. Due to the complex 

redistricting of powers and responsibilities, as well as the lack of cooperation between regional 

and federal authorities, the admission of foreign workers to Belgium is usually an 

administratively cumbersome process, which can discourage many employers. In this regard, an 

important step forward in the PALIM project is the fostering of the dialogue between the 

institutions concerned and thus the facilitation of the implementation of the 'single permit' 

directive.  
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