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PREFACE

W hile epidemics appear regularly around the 
world and are therefore predictable events, 
COVID-19 caught the world unawares. The 

virulence of the virus and the strict containment measu-
res required to contain it, have hit the global economy 
hard. Europe and Belgium were also severely impacted. 
Belgium saw an especially high number of cases and its 
excess mortality rate was often highlighted, even if the 
methods used to account for cases have been the sub-
ject of debate in more than one country. Aside from the 
worrying health situation, it is crucial now to study the 
impact of the crisis on Belgian foreign trade, a mainstay 
of our country’s prosperity.

The global context
After some very pessimistic predictions in April, the 
World Trade Organization now only predicts a 9.2% fall 
in international trade of goods this year. The public 
support measures taken by the various governments 
allowed for a darker scenario to be avoided.  This fall is 
comparable in size to that recorded during the 2008 fi-
nancial crisis.  That said, the situation is far from being 
as rosy for the trade of services, which plummeted by 
23%, far further than the 9% recorded during the 2008 
financial crisis.

Regionally, North America (-14.7%) and Europe (-11.7%) 
are set to suffer more from a contraction in exports 
this year, with Asian countries only suffering a 4.5% 
fall.  These figures should undoubtedly be seen as a 
continuation of the production value chains, which 
have not (yet) fundamentally changed.  Time will tell if 
the reorganisation of these global production chains, 
that has been announced, will actually take place.

Sectoral development
The effects at the global level vary considerably bet-
ween market sectors.  Automotive industry products 
saw the worst drop of all categories during the se-
cond quarter (a little over 50%), ahead of luxury items 
(handbags, luggage...) which fell by close to 40%.  On 

Fabienne L’Hoost
Director General
Belgian Foreign Trade Agency
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our exports in the most affected sectors.  Our compa-
nies have shown their resilience and are ready to take 
the necessary steps to win back lost markets.  

The Belgian Economic Missions and State Visits are 
two valuable tools for quickly repositioning them at 
the highest level.

The recovery efforts of the governments will be ano-
ther decisive factor.  Belgian federal and regional au-
thorities are well aware of this and have already im-
plemented numerous support measures, which are 
bearing fruit.  The goal of this study is to help them 
identify other provisions that would best support 
Belgian businesses.

the other hand, pharmaceutical products (+10%), elec-
tronic items such as integrated circuits and compu-
ters are growing.  Belgium saw the same trend, where 
its automotive sector took a hit, as did the diamond 
trade, which falls under luxury products.  Meanwhile, 
pharmaceutical products outperformed in our country, 
which is a haven for biotechnology.

According to the WTO, trade in electronic products re-
mained stable during the crisis, with households, busi-
nesses and administrations modernising their compu-
ters and digital infrastructure particularly in order to 
facilitate remote working.

Personal protective equipment sales also saw an ex-
plosive 92% growth in the second quarter and 122% in 
May. 

Likewise, trade in agricultural products held up better 
than average, falling by only 5% in the second quarter.

Looking forward
For 2021, economists are reasonably optimistic, fore-
casting 7.2% growth.  The WTO specified however that 
the trend would be distinctly lower than before the 
health crisis. What’s more, this forecast is contingent 
on the length of the second wave and the new contain-
ment measures. The current upturn of the COVID-19 
crisis could call all this into question.

The capacity of Belgium’s trading partners to recover 
rapidly will play a decisive role in the resumption of 

“The capacity of Belgium’s trading partners to recover 
rapidly will play a decisive role in the resumption of our 

exports in the most affected sectors.”
Fabienne L’Hoost
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METHODOLOGY
OUR PARTNERS AND THE OVERALL GOAL 

T he institutional partners of the Belgian Foreign 
Trade Agency, the FPS Foreign Affairs, Flanders 
Investment & Trade, hub.brussels and AWEX, 

have entrusted it to carry out this study to assess the 
impact of the coronavirus crisis on Belgium’s foreign 
trade of goods.

This study should help identify the most effective 
measures to help Belgian companies recover.

CHRONOLOGY
The study will be split into two parts, covering the fol-
lowing 2 periods:

Part 1 (this document): covering the period of 
March to May 2020, i.e. the lockdown period. 

Part 2 (to be published): covering the period of June 
to the end of 2020 (to be specified depending on 
how the pandemic progresses).

SCOPE OF THE STUDY, PART 1
This study covers trade in goods only.

Content: an analysis of Belgium’s figures and of the 
most affected sectors; a comparison of Belgium’s per-
formance with other international players and inter-
views with industry federations.

Chapter 1. ‘Descriptive statistics’
Source: foreign trade statistics for the period March-
May 2020 provided by the National Bank of Belgium 
(NBB).

This three-month period is the one during which im-
ports and exports were the most affected, both in 
Belgium and abroad.

This period is compared with the average of the same 
period of the three previous years (2017-2019).

1.1 ‘The 10 most affected sectors’
The NBB recommended the use of the national con-
cept so that the activities of non-resident companies, 

that are not involved in the support measures of our 
authorities, were not taken into account.

The selection of the 10 most affected sectors was 
made by identifying the sectors for which the value 
of exports changed most, whether positively or nega-
tively, during March-May 2020, compared to the corre-
sponding period in 2017-2019.

This study focuses only on trade in goods, as there are 
only quarterly figures available for the import and ex-
port of services, and no monthly figures.

In addition, data on trade in services are based on sur-
veys, and the information available is far less detailed 
than for the import and export of goods.

1.2 ‘Positioning of Belgium relative to neighbouring 
countries and relative to countries with a comparable 
export structure’
Source: EUROSTAT foreign trade statistics

The reference for this part is the community concept 
applied by all EU countries.

In this section, Belgium’s import and export perfor-
mance is assessed based on 2 benchmarks: compar-
ison with the results of neighbouring countries (the 
Netherlands, Germany, France, Spain and Italy) and 
comparison with the results of countries with com-
parable export structures (Ireland, Austria, Sweden, 
Denmark).  This comparative analysis simultaneously 
reveals these countries’ similarities and specificities.

Chapter 2. ‘Interviews with industry federations’
The second chapter backs up the figures with the expe-
riences of companies in the most affected sectors as 
relayed by their federations.

Nine industry federations were interviewed as part of 
this study: essenscia, pharma.be, FEBIAC, the Belgian 
Petroleum Federation, AGORIA, AWDC, the Belgian 
Steel Federation, FEVIA and Fedustria.

They addressed in particular the specific problems 
they encountered, the road to recovery, and the sup-
port measures that they had received or they wanted.



Executive summary

One industry that appears to be immune to the cur-
rent health crisis is the pharmaceutical industry. This 
is hardly surprising, as our country enjoys an excellent 
reputation for drug and vaccine research. Per cap-
ita, Belgium has the highest level of pharmaceutical 
investment in research and development in the EU. 
The sector is a typical example of the interconnect-
ed dynamics between multinationals, local SMEs and 
start-ups. In recent years, Belgium has also estab-
lished itself as one of the world’s leading centres for 
the distribution and supply of medicines and vaccines. 
Exports by Belgian companies in this sector amount-
ed to just over € 10.5 billion from March to May 2020, 
i.e. a 47.5% growth compared to the average over the 
same period in the previous years (2017-2019).

Usually, around a third of Belgium’s total exports are 
destined for countries outside the EU, but this figure 

Belgium - Industry analysis 
(national concept)

rose to more than half for the pharmaceutical sec-
tor. The fact that the Belgian authorities immediate-
ly recognized the crucial nature of this industry from 
the start of the crisis, allowed the companies in the 
sector to continue working as normal. In addition, the 
European Commission’s “Green Lanes” initiative, which 
saw special lanes at border crossings kept open for 
freight in order to maintain the continued transport of 
goods across the EU during the pandemic, was rapidly 
implemented and very well received.

Motor vehicles and parts saw the largest decline in 
exports, both in the European Union and in Belgium. 
Belgian exports in this sector fell by € 3.2 billion in the 
March to May 2020 period. In some cases, the supply 
of spare parts halted, which blocked the production 
line and reduced the number of cars coming off the 
assembly line. In addition, many consumers decided 

The rapid spread of COVID-19 and the actions tak-
en by various governments to contain the virus have 
had serious consequences for the global economy. 
Many manufacturing activities were disrupted, first 
in Asia, then in Europe, North America and the rest of 
the world. Large-scale border closures have also re-
sulted in a significant increase in (temporary) unem-
ployment and a sharp drop in demand for goods and 
services. Due to its central location at the heart of 
Europe, Belgium benefits from the good economic per-
formance of other countries in boom times, but when, 
in times of crisis, imports and exports abroad decline, 
Belgian international trade also suffers.

 
Between March and May 2020, Belgium’s total 
goods exports fell 17.8% to just under € 83 billion, 
while imports fell 18.1% to € 79.9 billion (commu-
nity concept).
Our country has thus become the fifth export-
er and the fourth importer of goods within the 
European Union during the lockdown period.
In 2019 by comparison, Belgium was both the fifth 
largest importer and exporter of goods within 
the EU.



11  

IM
PA

CT
 O

F 
TH

E 
CO

VI
D-

19
 C

RI
SI

S 
O

N 
BE

LG
IA

N 
FO

RE
IG

N 
TR

AD
E

to postpone buying a new car due to the crisis. This 
explains why, in March, April and May, registrations 
of new passenger cars in the EU fell by 55.1%, 76.3% 
and 52.3% respectively. The industry is aware of the 
need to contribute to the “Green Deal” and is doing 
so by phasing out the assembly of combustion engine 
vehicles and focusing on clean technologies such as 
hybrid or electric vehicles. Hopefully the government 
will prioritize increasing the number of public charging 
stations.

The precious metals and stones sector, specifical-
ly the Antwerp diamond industry, has also been hit 
hard by the crisis. Given that the demand for luxury 
goods is the first to be affected in times of crisis, this 
Belgian industry saw the value of its exports fall by 
some € 2.1 billion during the March to May period. A 
survey of the diamond industry found that, for 50% of 
respondents, turnover had fallen by more than 90% 
during the lockdown. In order to keep their heads 
above water, the industry is calling for an adjustment 
to the diamond system. An alternative financing model 
is also proposed.

Besides precious stones, precious metals, motor vehi-
cles and motor vehicle parts, mineral fuels recorded 
the biggest drop among Belgian exports. The reason 
why the value of mineral fuels fell by almost € 2.7 bil-
lion (-50.1%) was the oil war between Russia and Saudi 
Arabia, which led to a fall in prices on the supply side. 
In addition, the demand for this type of product also 
declined from March to May 2020 due to the reduction 
in car travel and increase in grounded planes caused 
by the closing of borders to tourists. According to the 
Belgian Petroleum Federation, this crisis will accelerate 
energy transition. Businesses involved in this process 
must continue to evolve and adapt to new realities.

According to Agoria, the turnover of the tech sector 
(which includes metallurgy and mechanical engineer-
ing) will fall by 11.0% in 2020. Exports in this sector 
also felt the impact of the crisis from March to May: 
for example, exports of cast iron, iron, steel, and arti-
cles of cast iron, iron and steel, fell by 34.6% and 21.2% 
respectively, while the value of machinery and equip-
ment decreased by € 896.8 million (-17.7%). However, 

the industry federation was satisfied with the support 
it is receiving from the various Belgian authorities, 
particularly regarding temporary unemployment.

Due to globalization and the open nature of its econ-
omy, Belgium has more and more industries who gen-
erate the majority of their turnover abroad.  The tex-
tile, wood and furniture industry, which exports on 
average 70% of its production, saw its turnover de-
crease by 61% from March to May due to store clo-
sures in many countries. Thanks to temporary furlough 
schemes, many businesses that were struggling to sur-
vive during lockdown have managed to survive. While 
the industry also expects a difficult autumn, the ex-
tension of this measure until the end of 2020 will be 
strongly supported.

Although food and drink exports generally only fell by 
4.7% during lockdown, a survey conducted in late May 
of companies in this sector found that 89% of respond-
ents had seen their turnover decline. According to 
about 40% of companies, this was due to a decrease in 
exports, which routinely represented half of the turn-
over generated in the sector. However, each company’s 
specific situation depends greatly on the type of distri-
bution channel used. Companies that only supply the 
retail trade have seen their turnover move in the right 
direction. On the other hand, companies that export 
or work with the hospitality industry have suffered 
greatly as a result of the crisis. In order to support 
the recovery, the industry is asking for as much sup-
port as possible, tailored to each individual business. 
Economic and commercial attachés from FIT, AWEX and 
hub.brussels abroad can also help exporting companies 
find new partners and organise pre-meetings.



Exports
Between March and May 2020, Belgium’s total exports 
of goods fell 17.8% to just under € 83 billion. That made 
Belgium the fifth largest exporter of goods within the 
European Union during the lockdown. Belgium already 
occupied this position in 2019.

If we compare Belgium’s performance with those 
of our neighbouring countries, we see that in per-
centage terms, our country’s exports have fallen 
less than those of Germany, Italy and Spain and 
France. However, Dutch goods exports suffered 
less than Belgian exports.

 
In comparison with neighbouring countries with a 
comparable export structure, Belgium’s results are 
less positive. Austria, Sweden and Denmark have seen 
their exports decline less sharply than Belgium’s. 
Remarkably, Ireland even saw the value of its exports 
increase by 17% during lockdown due to the promi-
nence of chemical products among its exports.

Imports
Total Belgian goods imports decreased by 18.1% to 
reach € 79.9 billion from March to May 2020. Belgium 
has thus become the fourth largest importer of goods 
within the EU. In 2019 by comparison, Belgium was the 
fifth largest importer of goods within the EU.

Regarding imports, Belgium’s import of goods de-
clined more sharply percentage-wise than those of 
Germany and the Netherlands, which were still the 
EU’s top 2 importers, even during the crisis. However, 
Belgium’s drop in imports was not as significant as 
those of France, Italy and Spain. In addition, Austrian, 
Swedish and Irish imports fell 16.7%, 15.7% and 10.8% 
respectively during lockdown. Denmark recorded the 
smallest drop of any country in the comparative over-
view, with the value of its imports falling by only 9.9%.

International comparison 
(community concept)

It should also be noted that all 27 EU countries record-
ed a sharp increase in imports of textile products such 
as face masks, surgical masks, disposable masks and 
disposable PPE from China. From March to May 2020, 
these imports into the EU amounted to € 10.4 billion, 
compared to an average of only € 261.5 million over the 
same period in 2017-2019.

Conclusion
In general, the countries that are the least depen-
dent on international trade have been less affected 
by the immediate repercussions of the global down-
turn in recent months. On the other hand, countries 
like Belgium, which are more open to international 
trade, should recover quicker as global imports and 
exports of goods and services return to normal levels. 
As Belgium mainly trades within the European Union, 
it is also important for our economy that neighbour-
ing countries return to normal as quickly as possible. 
This crisis may also be an opportunity to identify other 
markets in which our country is not yet so active and 
which have recovered rapidly. By capitalizing on this, 
the export strategy can be diversified.

Belgium ranks 24th on the COVID economic recovery in-
dex, ahead of other EU member states such as Spain 
(25th) or Luxembourg (27th), but behind France (18th), the 
Netherlands (6th) or Denmark (8th). Belgium scores sig-
nificantly better than the regional average in terms of 
economic resilience, but worse in terms of absorption 
capacity. Overall, this suggests that Belgium was hard 
hit by the initial shock, but should recover quite strong-
ly. This reflects recent IMF forecasts for GDP growth.
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Descriptive  

statistics

1



The 10 most affected sectors

1.1

The 10 most affected sectors 
(Source: National Bank of Belgium – latest update: 23 October 2020)
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The 10 most affected sectors 
(Source: National Bank of Belgium – latest update: 23 October 2020)

Table 1:  Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on Belgian exports of goods  
during the period March to May 20201

EXPORTS2

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – 
May 2020

Variation 
(in %)

Variation 
(in value)

Share  
(March - May  
2020 - in %)

TOTAL 70,027.3 58,858.6 -15.9 -11,168.7 100.0

30 – Pharmaceutical products 7,141.7 10,533.1 47.5 3,391.4 17.9

…

73 – Articles of cast iron, iron or steel 948.7 747.4 -21.2 -201.3 1.3

29 – Organic chemicals 5,456.1 5,051.9 -7.4 -404.2 8.6

90 – Optical, precision and medical 
instruments 2,083.5 1,599.4 -23.2 -484.1 2.7

39 – Plastics 4,638.8 3,934.1 -15.2 -704.8 6.7

84 – Machinery and mechanical 
appliances 5,076.5 4,179.7 -17.7 -896.8 7.1

72 – Cast iron, iron and steel 3,321.6 2,172.3 -34.6 -1,149.3 3.7

71 – Natural or cultured pearls 
gemstones or the like, precious 
metals, articles plated or lined with 
metals 

4,431.5 2,289.0 -48.3 -2,142.5 3.9

27 – Mineral fuels, oils and products 
of their distillation 5,354.4 2,672.7 -50.1 -2,681.7 4.5

87 – Motor vehicles and parts thereof 8,481.6 5,303.5 -37.5 -3,178.2 9.0

Belgium is mainly known as a producer of 
semi-finished products, as our foreign trade 
statistics illustrate. Belgium conducts a sub-

stantial part of its trade with neighbouring countries.  
The crisis experienced in these countries generates in-
direct consequences for Belgian imports and exports.  
For sectors that have recorded good results despite 
the coronavirus crisis, and in particular for the phar-
maceutical industry, we observe a sharp increase in 
both imports and exports.   

The industries that saw their trade fall the most be-
tween March and May of this year are identical for 
exports and imports although in a slightly different 
order. The decline in imports and exports of motor ve-
hicles and parts thereof, and of mineral fuels was par-
ticularly noticeable, not only in the European Union, 
but also in Belgium.  In times of crisis, significant sav-
ings are also made on luxury goods.  Consequently, the 
diamond trade also experienced a very sharp decline 
in Belgium. 

1  The ten sections of this table were selected on the basis of the 99 chapters of the goods nomenclature.  The number of the chapter 
concerned is therefore indicated for each heading. 

2  The NBB recommended the use of the national concept so that the activities of non-resident companies that are not concerned by the 
support measures of our authorities are not taken into account. 



The 10 most affected sectors

The sector that best weathered the crisis to date is 
therefore that of pharmaceutical products (30). This is 
not surprising, given that our country has an excellent 
reputation when it comes to research on drugs and 
vaccines, in particular. Within the EU, Belgium has the 
highest per capita level of pharmaceutical investment 
in research and development.  The sector is a textbook 
case of combined dynamics between multinationals, 
local SMEs and start-ups.  Our country has also fig-
ured in recent years as one of the most important hubs 
in the world for the distribution and supply of drugs 
and vaccines.  According to the figures from the peri-
od March - May 2020, Belgian exports corresponding 

 Table 2:  Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on Belgian imports of goods  
during the period March to May 2020

IMPORTS1

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – 
May 2020

Variation 
(in %)

Variation 
(in value)

Share (March 
- May  

2020 - in %)

TOTAL 73,026.9 60,091.7 -17.7 -12,935.2 100.0

30 – Pharmaceutical products 6,497.4 8,661.7 33.3 2,164.3 14.4

…

73 – Articles of cast iron, iron or steel 1,007.5 775.9 -23.0 -231.7 1.3

39 – Plastics 2,825.0 2,519.8 -10.8 -305.3 4.2

90 – Optical, precision and medical 
instruments 2,156.3 1,840.8 -14.6 -315.5 3.1

29 – Organic chemicals 5,351.5 4,677.7 -12.6 -673.8 7.8

72 – Cast iron, iron and steel 2,310.8 1,612.1 -30.2 -698.7 2.7

84 – Machinery and mechanical 
appliances 6,222.2 5,110.4 -17.9 -1,111.8 8.5

71 – Natural or cultured pearls 
gemstones or the like, precious 
metals, articles plated or lined with 
metals 

3,870.8 2,212.8 -42.8 -1,658.0 3.7

27 – Mineral fuels, oils and products 
of their distillation 8,775.7 4,568.2 -47.9 -4,207.5 7.6

87 – Motor vehicles and parts thereof 9,863.8 5,486.4 -44.4 -4,377.4 9.1

to this section amounted to € 10.5 billion.  This repre-
sents € 3.4 billion (47.5%) over and above the average 
for the same period in 2017 - 2019.

Belgian imports of pharmaceutical products have 
not increased as much as their exports.  Despite the 
difficult conditions between March and May of this 
year, they still recorded growth of nearly € 2.2 billion 
(+ 33.3%).  The general increase in imports and exports 
can be mainly attributed to sub-sections “vaccines 
for human medicine”, “immunological products” and 
“drugs”. 

1  The NBB recommended the use of the national concept so that the activities of non-resident companies that are not concerned by the 
support measures of our authorities are not taken into account. 
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The 10 most affected sectors

Alongside the positive development of the pharmaceu-
tical products sector, many industries have suffered 
a strong negative impact in recent months, including 
the motor vehicles and parts sector (87), which suf-
fered heavy export losses during the lockdown.  Their 
exports in March - May this year were € 3.2 billion 
(- 37.5%) below the average for the same period during 
the years 2017-2019.

Belgian imports under the above section decreased by 
€ 4.4 billion (- 44.4%), thus recording a fall greater than 
that of the exports.  The general decline in imports and 
exports is mainly due to the fall in the trade of “vehi-
cles for the transport of persons”. 

Mineral fuels, oils and products of their distillation 
(27) also suffered considerably during the period March 
- May 2020.  Demand for petrol and other fuels fell due 
to a reduction in the use of land vehicles and aircraft 
during the lockdown, as well as due to the sharp drop 
in industrial demand for energy products.  In addition, 
Russia and Saudi Arabia fought an oil war at the be-
ginning of this year, resulting in a collapse in prices.  
Belgian exports under this section consequently de-
creased by € 2.7 billion (- 50.1%) between the months of 
March - May of this year and the average of this period 
for the years 2017-2019.

Imports under this section fell by around € 4.2 billion 
(- 47.9%) between March and May 2020.   The value of 
the exports and imports fell even more than the quan-
tity imported and exported.  This indicates that the 
unit price during the period March - May 2020 was low-
er than the average price for the period March - May 
2017-2019.  The sub-sections “light oils” and “medium 
oils” were the main causes of the decrease in exports.  
These two products, as well as natural gas, have also 
significantly contributed to the decrease in imports. 

Imports and exports for the section natural and cul-
tured pearls, gemstones or the like, precious metals, 
articles plated or lined with metals and articles made 
of these materials (71) also fell.  This group of prod-
ucts, which is linked to the diamond trade in our coun-
try, recorded a sharp decrease in exports amounting to 
€ 2.1 billion (- 48.3%) for the period March - May 2020. 

As diamonds are luxury products, these are goods, 
which one cuts first during the crisis.  

Imports under this section decreased by € 1.7 billion 
(- 42.8%) during the period in question, reaching just 
over € 2.2 billion.  Trade with India (- 82.0%) and the 
United Arab Emirates was mainly affected by the crisis.  

Steel is considered one of the basic raw material of 
the economy.  The negative economic effects of the 
coronavirus crisis thus had a significant impact on this 
industry.  Steel mills had contracts cancelled with cus-
tomers asking for postponement of deliveries.  The 
persistent decline in car sales also entails that the 
production of cars and lorries continues to stagnate.  
As a result, Belgium exports in the cast iron, iron and 
steel (72) section decreased by € 1.1 billion (- 34.6%) 
during the period March - May 2020 compared to the 
average of the three preceding years. 

Imports in this section have decreased a little less, by 
30.2%, or € 698.7 million. The sub-section “flat-rolled 
products of iron or unalloyed steels” was one of the 
causes of the decline for both imports and exports. 

Belgian exports in the category machines and me-
chanical appliances  (84) decreased by € 896.8 million 
(- 17.7%) during the period March - May 2020 compared 
to the average of these same three months during the 
years 2017-2019. This results from the regression of ex-
ports of “transmission shafts and cranks”, “air or vac-
uum pumps, compressors of air or other gases” and 
“machines, apparatus and devices for agricultural har-
vesting and threshing of products”. 

Belgian imports of this group of products decreased 
by just over € 1.1 billion (- 17.9%) over the period under 
consideration. This result is partly due the reduction 
of imports of “turbojets, turboprop and other gas tur-
bines” and “piston engines, with compression ignition”.  

The decline in sales of “ethylene polymers”, “propyl-
ene polymers” and “amino resins, phenolic resins and 
polyurethanes” is partly responsible for the regression 
of the plastic materials (39) section during the period 
March - May of this year. Belgian exports in this section 



The 10 most affected sectors

were € 704.8 million (- 15.2%) lower than for the same 
period during the years 2017-2019.

The fall of € 305.3 million (- 10.8%) in Belgian imports of 
this section can be partly explained by the regression 
of “propylene polymers”.  

The decrease of 23.2% (€ 484.1 million) and of 14.6% 
(€  315.5 million) of Belgian exports and imports re-
spectively for optical, precision and medical instru-
ments (90) during the period March - May 2020 is main-
ly explained by the decrease in exports and imports 
of the sub-sections “Instruments and appliances used 
in medical, surgical, dental or veterinary sciences” and 
“orthopaedic articles and appliances”.

The reduction of € 404.2 million (- 7.4%) in exports of 
the organic chemical products (29) section is mainly 
due to the fall in value of “heterocyclic compounds 
containing heteroatom[s] of nitrogen exclusively” and 
“cyclic hydrocarbons”.  

Total Belgian imports of organic chemical products de-
creased by € 673.8 million (- 12.6%) during the period 
March-May 2020 compared to the average of the same 
period of the years 2017-2019. This is partly attributable 
to the reduction in imports of “heterocyclic compounds 
containing heteroatom(s) of nitrogen exclusively”, of 
“cyclic hydrocarbons” and “acyclic hydrocarbons”. 

As already mentioned, the COVID-19 crisis had a seri-
ous impact on the steel industry. Thus, during the peri-
od March-May 2020, Belgian exports of articles of cast 
iron, iron or steel (73) decreased by € 201.3 million 
(- 21.2%) compared to the average of the three previ-
ous years.

Imports of this section, recording a decrease of € 231.7 
million (- 23.0%), decreased a little more than the ex-
ports. The subsection “constructions and parts of 
constructions, in cast iron, iron or steel” accounts for 
these results for both imports and exports. 
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1.2

Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring 
countries and compared to countries with a 

comparable export structure  
(Source: Eurostat – latest update: 26 October 2020)
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring 
countries and compared to countries with a 

comparable export structure  
(Source: Eurostat – latest update: 26 October 2020)

Just like the domestic economy, Belgian imports and exports of goods to other countries are under pressure due 
to the health crisis that has affected us since March 2020. Our trade is traditionally focussed on the countries of 
the European Union and mainly on Germany, France and the Netherlands, which together account for more than 
40% of Belgian foreign trade. Italy and Spain, two of the most affected European countries, are also important 
trading partners. 

In order to estimate the performance of Belgium’s foreign trade during the COVID-19 crisis, we shall compare 
our country’s imports and exports not only with those of the above-mentioned countries, but also with those of 
other European countries, which have a structure comparable to ours in terms of foreign trade. Our choice fell 
on Ireland, Austria, Sweden and Denmark.

1.2.1  Analysis of the trade flows of goods in the European Union  
as a whole

t Exports

T otal exports of goods from the 27 EU countries 
amounted to € 1,044.8 billion during the peri-
od March - May 2020, i.e., a decrease of 19.1% 

(- € 246.1 billion) compared to the average of the same 
period over the years 2017-2019. The fall in Belgian ex-
ports during these three months was, at 17.8% (- € 18.0 
billion), lower than the percentage of the EU as a whole.  

If we compare the result of Belgian exports of goods 
to those of its neighbouring countries, we can see 
that they have decreased less strongly in percentage 
than those of Germany (- 21.3%), Italy (- 26.0%), Spain 
(-  6.9%) and France (- 29.4%). Exports of goods from the 
Netherlands have experienced a less significant drop 
of 11.4% compared to Belgian exports. 

In comparison with countries with a comparable ex-
port structure, our country’s development is less po-
sitive. The exports of Austria and Sweden fell by 14.1% 
and 12.3% respectively, while the decline in Danish ex-
ports was limited to 4.8%. What is remarkable is that, 
despite the COVID-19 crisis, Ireland managed to export 
€ 5.9 billion (+ 17.0%) of additional goods during the pe-
riod March - May 2020 compared to the average of the 
same period in 2017-2019. This was in part due to the 
export of pharmaceutical products, which increased 
by € 4.9 billion (+ 47.2%) during the lockdown, but also 
via organic chemical products (+ 44.5%, i.e., + € 3.1 bil-
lion), which increased sharply. In addition, the impor-
tance of mineral fuels and motor vehicles and parts is 
much more limited among Irish exports than for most 
of the other countries considered. The decline of these 
two categories was therefore limited to € 90.8 million 
(-  37.9%) and € 19.9 million (- 21.0%) respectively and 
had a much smaller impact.
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Goods exported by the 27 EU countries during the pe-
riod March - May 2020 mainly remained in Europe. The 
percentage of decrease of exports to other European 
countries (- 20.1%) and Africa (- 25.9%) exceeded the 

Table 3: Evolution of exports of goods from EU-27 countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share 
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

1 Germany 336,502.2 264,928.1 -21.3 -71,574.1 25.4
2 Netherlands 152,683.7 135,342.0 -11.4 -17,341.7 13.0
3 France 126,782.0   89,488.8 -29.4 -37,293.2   8.6
4 Italy 120,180.3   88,906.0 -26.0 -31,274.3   8.5
5 Belgium 100,977.7 82,995.5 -17.8 -17,982.2   7.9
6 Spain   76,868.8   56,196.0 -26.9 -20,672.8   5.4

…
8 Ireland   34,633.7   40,536.3  17.0 5,902.6   3.9
9 Austria   39,768.2   34,169.7 -14.1 -5,598.6   3.3

…
11 Sweden   35,894.1   31,488.7 -12.3 -4,405.3   3.0
12 Denmark   23,739.1   22,590.0   -4.8 -1,149.0   2.2

…
Total EU-27 1,290,951.3 1,044,829.6 -19.1 -246,121.7 100.0

overall decline (- 19.1%). Exports fell less sharply in per-
centage to Asia (- 15.6%), America (- 13.7%) and Oceania 
(- 4.1%). 

Table 4: Importance of the different continents in exports from the EU countries 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 953,969.7 762,696.8 73.0 -191,272.9 -20.1
EU(27) 763,004.3 612,792.4 58.6 -150,211.9 -19.7

EU - Eurozone1 609,093.0 483,980.3 46.3 -125,112.7 -20.5
EU - Outside Eurozone2 153,911.3 128,812.1 12.3 -25,099.2 -16.3

Europe (outside EU)3 190,965.5 149,904.4 14.3 -41,061.1 -21.5
Asia 149,039.3 125,821.2 12.0   -23,218.1 -15.6
Americas 129,425.7 111,673.5 10.7   -17,752.2 -13.7
Africa   37,163.5   27,536.0   2.6     -9,627.5 -25.9
Oceania     9,530.1     9,135.7   0.9        -394.4   -4.1
Others   11,823.0   7,966.4   0.8     -3,856.6 -32.6
TOTAL    1,290,951.3    1,044,829.6  100.0      -246,121.7 -19.1

1  EU - Eurozone: Belgium, France, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Ireland, Greece, Portugal, Spain, Finland, Austria, Slovenia, 
Cyprus, Malta, Slovakia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania

2  EU- Outside Eurozone: Denmark, Sweden, Poland, Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Croatia
3  Europe (outside EU): United Kingdom, Switzerland, Russia, Norway, Turkey, Belarus, Ukraine, Montenegro, Kosovo, Serbia, Iceland, 

Liechtenstein, Andorra, Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Faroe Islands, Gibraltar, Moldova, Northern Macedonia, San Marino, The Holy See
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During the health crisis, many people worked more 
from home than under normal circumstances. In ad-
dition, most businesses remained closed. For these 
two reasons, kilometres travelled by car decreased 
drastically. In addition, the uncertainty generated by 
the COVID-19 crisis caused people to postpone the 
purchase of a new car in many cases. The impact on 
the automotive industry has been huge: within the EU, 
demand for new cars fell by 38.1% during the first se-
mester of 2020. No other sector of the European Union 
was so badly affected among exports. Exports of mo-
tor vehicles and parts from the 27 EU countries during 
the lockdown were € 79.7 billion lower compared to the 
average of the corresponding period in 2017 - 2019.

Road traffic was considerably less dense during the 
months of March to May of this year, but air traffic was 
also hard hit, because many countries kept their bor-
ders closed to foreign tourists. The consequences for 
the sector were felt immediately, thus, during the peri-
od under consideration, EU (aero)space exports fell by 
€ 15.2 billion (- 55.1%). Another consequence of the fact 
that road and air traffic came to a halt, was that the de-
mand for petroleum and related products decreased. 
In addition, the failure of negotiations between the 
OPEC oil cartel and Russia to restrict oil production led 
Saudi Arabia to lower the price of its petroleum prod-
ucts unilaterally. Exports of mineral fuels from all EU 
countries fell by € 29.4 billion (- 44.2%), given the de-
crease of demand for oil and of its price. 

The two other sections for which EU exports fell the 
most during lockdown are machines and apparatus as 
well as electrical machinery. Sales of this first group 
of products decreased by € 35.1 billion (- 19.3%) due, 
among other things, to the lower value of “engines 
(with reciprocating pistons) for propulsion of vehi-
cles” and “parts of turbojets or turboprop engines”. 
Electrical machinery exports fell by 14.4% (- € 17.5 bil-
lion) due, among other things, to the drop in sales of 
“tables, panels, cabinets and other supports for elec-
trical control or distribution”, “sets of spark plug cables 
and other bundles of cables of a kind used in means 
of transport” and “lighting devices or those emitting 
visible signals”.

Pharmaceutical products are one of the few sections 
on which the current crisis has not had a negative 
effect in all EU countries. The 27 EU countries jointly 
exported € 23.0 billion (+ 29.1%) of additional “drugs”, 
“immunological products”, “vaccines” and related 
products during the period March - May 2020 com-
pared to the average for the same period in 2017 - 2019.
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When we compare the sections of which exports 
changed the most in the EU for the countries in Figure 
2, we can see that, during the first lockdown, exports of 
pharmaceutical products in all countries were higher 
from March to May 2020 than during the same period 
in 2017-2019. In addition, it is also worth noting the pro-
gression of Irish electrical machinery exports. This is 
partly the result of the increase in deliveries from the 
sub-section “transformers and controllers” to China. In 
the countries of the European Union, the sections that 
generally experienced the greatest negative effect on 
their exports were motor cars and parts thereof, and 
mineral fuels. They were therefore the main reason for 
the decline of 19.1% in EU exports.

Figure 1: Main changes in EU exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 23.0 billion) 

Exports Imports

29.1%

-29.3%

-14.6%

-14.5%

-30.7%

-55.1%

-14.4%

-44.2%

-19.3%

-48.5% 87 -  Motor vehicles and parts thereof 
(- EUR 79.7 billion)

84 -  Machinery and mechanical appliances  
(-EUR 35.1 billion)

27 – Mineral fuels (- EUR 29.4 billion)

85 – Electrical machinery (- EUR 17.5 billion)

88 – Aircraft and spacecraft (- EUR 15.2 billion)

72 – Iron and steel (- EUR 10.4 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 8.1 billion)

90 -  Optical, precision and medical instruments 
(- EUR 6.8 billion)

94 - Furniture (- EUR 6.2 billion)
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

t Imports
 
In total, the 27 EU countries imported goods for 
€  1,003.0 billion during the period March-May 2020. 
This figure is 17.8% (- € 216.8 billion) less than the aver-
age for the corresponding period in 2017- 2019. Belgian 
imports, which recorded a decrease of 18.1% (- € 17.6 
billion), have decreased slightly more in percentage 
terms than those of the EU overall. 

Compared to imports from neighbouring countries, 
Belgian imports of goods decreased proportional-
ly more than those of the Netherlands (- 10.4%) and 
Germany (- 12.7%). These two countries still occupy the 
first two places for imports into the EU for the period 
March-May 2020. The fall in Belgian imports was less 
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Figure 2: Comparison of the main export sections during the period March-May 2020

significant than that of France (- 26.1%), Italy (- 26.9%) 
and Spain (- 27.5%). 

In addition, Austrian and Swedish imports decreased 
by 16.7% and 15.7% respectively during the first lock-
down, while Ireland imported 10.8% less goods during 
this period. Denmark recorded the smallest decline of 
all countries in this overview: its imports decreased 
by only 9.9%. To sum up, Belgian imports of goods de-
clined proportionally than those of countries that have 
a comparable export structure.
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Not only were about three quarters of the goods that 
EU countries exported destined for other European 
countries, imports too came for roughly three quarters 
from countries on the same continent. The similarities 
are not limited to this aspect. While total imports of 
goods of the 27 countries of the European Union de-
creased by 17.8% in value during the period March-May 
2020, the drop in imports from Europe (- 20.3%) and 
from Africa (- 35.9%), as for exports, exceeded this lev-
el. Imports from Asia, the Americas and Oceania de-
clined to a more limited degree: 4.7%, 9.4% and 11.6% 
respectively.

Table 5: Evolution of imports of goods in the EU-27 countries

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share 
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

1 Germany  271,489.8 236,926.4 -12.7 -34,563.4 23.7

2 Netherlands 134,868.9 120,870.5 -10.4 -13,998.3 12.1

3 France 145,624.6 107,679.4 -26.1 -37,945.2 10.8

4 Belgium 97,449.4 79,852.2 -18.1 -17,597.3 8.0

5 Italy 107,827.4   78,768.2 -26.9 -29,059.2 7.9

6 Spain   83,141.1   60,245.9 -27.5 -22,895.2 6.0

…

8 Austria   41,572.5   34,644.8 -16.7 -6,927.7 3.5

…

10 Sweden   36,060.6   30,412.9 -15.7 -5,647.8 3.0

…

12 Denmark   21,838.4   19,680.3 -9.9 -2,158.2 2.0

13 Ireland   21,531.3   19,215.9 -10.8 -2,315.4 1.9

…

Total EU-27 1,219,842.6 1,003,003.9 -17.8 -216,838.7 100.0
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The same sections already largely responsible for the 
drop in EU exports of goods also contributed to the 
reduction of imports in the European Union during the 
period March-May 2020. Imports of motor vehicles and 
parts thereof, like their exports, declined by € 60.0 bil-
lion (- 44.8%) during the period under consideration. 
Less demand for oil and related products as well as 
the decline in their prices caused a decrease in im-
ports of mineral fuels of € 57.2 billion (- 44.2%). Similar 
to exports, the other two categories in which imports 
decreased the most were machinery and mechanical 
appliances, as well as electrical machinery. The first 
group of products decreased by € 20.5 billion (- 14.0%) 
due to the decline in imports of, among other things, 
“reciprocating piston engines of a kind used for the 
propulsion of vehicles” and “parts of turbojets or tur-
bopropellers”. Meanwhile, the subsections of “ignition 
wiring sets and other wiring sets of a kind used in ve-
hicles”, “mobile phones” and “boards, panels and con-
soles for electric control or the distribution of electric-
ity” were largely responsible for the decrease of € 14.3 
billion (- 11.2%) in the second group of products.

Table 6: Importance of the different continents in imports from the EU countries 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 906,829.0 722,943.5 72.1 -183,885.5 -20.3

EU(27) 747,852.2 605,051.2 60.3 -142,801.0 -19.1

EU - Eurozone 604,855.2 486,156.0 48.5 -118,699.2 -19.6

EU - Outside Eurozone 142,997.1 118,895.2 11.9 -24,101.9 -16.9

Europe (outside EU) 158,976.8 117,892.3 11.8 -41,084.5 -25.8

Asia 180,618.0 172,167.9 17.2     -8,450.1   -4.7

Americas   85,532.2   77,517.9   7.7     -8,014.3   -9.4

Africa   32,957.0   21,136.4   2.1   -11,820.6 -35.9

Oceania     3,495.7     3,091.8   0.3        -403.9 -11.6

Others   10,410.7     6,146.4   0.6     -4,264.3 -41.0

TOTAL    1,219,842.6    1,003,003.9  100.0 -216,838.7 -17.8

Imports of pharmaceutical products, just like exports 
of the same, increased by € 13.2 billion (+ 23.2%) dur-
ing the first lockdown. This results partly from in-
creased purchases of “medicines” and “immunological 
products”.
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If we compare Belgium and its neighbouring countries 
as regards the five groups of products for which im-
ports from the EU increased or decreased the most 
during the first lockdown, we note that, with the ex-
ception of Ireland, all countries recorded growth in im-
ports of pharmaceutical products. The decline in Irish 
imports of these products was mainly due to the sub-
sections “immunological products” and “medicines”. 
In addition, imports of machinery and mechanical ap-
pliances increased in the Netherlands, Denmark and 

Figure 3: Main changes in EU imports of goods during the period March-May 2020

Ireland, while those of electric machinery progressed 
in the Netherlands and Denmark. Nevertheless, for 
each of the countries in Figure 4 below, total imports 
of goods decreased for the period March-May 2020 
compared to the average of the same period in 2017-
2019. This was mainly on account of the reduction in 
acquisitions of motor vehicles and parts thereof, and 
of mineral fuels, which are two important components 
of total imports.

30 – Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 13.2 billion)

63 – Textile articles (+ EUR 10.9 billion)

94 - Furniture (- EUR 4.6 billion)

39 – Plastics (- EUR 6.9 billion) 

88 – Aircraft and spacecraft (- EUR 8.6 billion)

72 – Iron and steel (- EUR 10.9 billion)

85 – Electrical machinery (- EUR 14.3 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances  
(- EUR 20.5 billion) 

27 – Mineral fuels (- EUR 57.2 billion)

87 – Motor vehicles and parts thereof  
(- EUR 60.0 billion)
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 4: Comparison of the main import sections during the period March-May 2020
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Conclusion

Intra-European trade suffered the most during the first 
lockdown. Imports from and exports to Asia and the 
Americas, which represented a little less than a quar-
ter of the trade of EU countries, decreased less sharply 
percentage-wise. 

For exports and imports, it was often the values of 
the same product groups and (sub-)sections that in-
creased or decreased. This is a consequence of global 
value chains. Products are no longer manufactured in a 
single country or continent, but contribute to this val-
ue chain in many places. The diamond trade between 
Belgium and India is a good example. Rough diamonds 
imported by Belgium are next exported to India to 
be cut there, and then return to our country. Due to 
the crisis, this flow of goods was largely interrupted, 
so that total Belgian imports from India decreased by 
€ 500.3 million (- 39.8%) during the period March-May 
2020. Exports to this country also fell by nearly € 1.4 
billion (- 68.2%). 

Leaving aside Ireland, the value of pharmaceutical 
products increased over the months of March to May 
2020, for both imports to and exports from each of 
the countries under review. Exports and imports of 
pharmaceutical products from all 27 countries of the 
EU grew by € 23.0 billion (+ 29.1%) and € 13.2 billion 
(+ 23.3%) respectively during the period concerned.

The transport sector was hit the hardest in the 
European Union. Exports and imports of motor vehi-
cles and parts thereof reduced sharply, posting a loss 
of € 79.7 billion (- 48.5%) and € 60.0 billion (- 44.8%). 
The drop in demand for mineral fuels and their price 
generated a decrease in their exports and imports 
of 44.2% (- € 29.4 billion) and 44.2% (- € 57.2 billion) 
respectively.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

1.2.2  Analysis of the trade flows of goods for Belgium, neighbouring 
countries and countries with a comparable export structure  

For each of the countries briefly analysed above, we shall now analyse the groups of products that most impacted 
the evolution of trade during the period March-May 2020. We shall also focus on the sections of world imports 
and exports which varied the most during this period, as well as partner countries with which trade changed 
the most.

1.2.2.1 Analysis of the trade flows of goods for Belgium 
 
Belgium
t Exports

A lthough total Belgian exports of goods during 
the period March-May 2020 were 17.8% lower 
(- € 18.0 billion) than the average of the same 

period for the years 2017-2019, exports to the United 
States strongly increased during the first lockdown. The 
growth of € 1.0 billion (+ 18.5%) of exports to this country 
was largely due to pharmaceutical products and parti-
cularly to “vaccines for human medicine”, “medicines” 
and “ immunological products”.

It was mainly exports to our neighbouring countries 
which were hit hard during the health crisis. Exports 

to France, the Netherlands, Germany and the United 
Kingdom, which represented a little less than half of 
total Belgian exports during the period March-May 
2020, decreased by € 11.4 billion. The decrease of € 3.9 
billion (-26.6%) in exports to France is partly explained 
by the decline in sales of “natural gas” and “motor ve-
hicles for the transport of persons”. The latter subsec-
tion was also the main reason for the 30.5% (- € 2.4 
billion) decrease in exports to the United Kingdom.

The difficult period experienced by the diamond sector 
in Belgium during the first lockdown is reflected in the 

Table 7: Main changes in Belgian exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

United States 5,563.5 6,593.5 18.5 1,030.0 7.9

…

United Arab Emirates 863.6 411.8 -52.3 -451.8 0.5

Spain 2,762.0 2,292.9 -17.0 -469.1 2.8

Luxembourg 1,729.5 1,124.2 -35.0 -605.3 1.4

Italy 5,077.4 4,159.4 -18.1 -918.0 5.0

India 2,042.3 650.0 -68.2 -1,392.3 0.8

United Kingdom 7,938.2 5,519.2 -30.5 -2,419.0 6.7

Germany 17,798.6 15,303.8 -14.0 -2,494.8 18.4

Netherlands 12,030.1 9,471.9 -21.3 -2,558.2 11.4

France 14,649.7 10,751.7 -26.6 -3,898.0 13.0

Total 100,977.7 82,995.5 -17.8 -17,982.2 100.0



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

drop in exports to the United Arab Emirates (- 52.3%, 
or - € 451.8 million) and India (- 68.2%, or - € 1.4 bil-
lion). Specific diamond exports towards these two 
countries decreased by € 408.6 million and € 1.3 billion 
respectively.

As indicated above, Belgian exports of goods to the 
United States increased by 18.5% during the period 
March-May 2020. Due to the economic importance 
of the United States on the American continent, this 

resulted in an increase of €1.1 billion (+ 13.2%) of total 
Belgian exports to this continent as a whole during the 
first lockdown. Thus, Asia was no longer the main client 
in terms of Belgian exports of goods outside of Europe 
during the first lockdown. The sharp drop of 23.9% in 
exports to Asia can be explained to a large extent by 
the decrease in diamond exports to the United Arab 
Emirates and India. The decline in exports of “mineral 
fuels” to Nigeria and Togo generated the 29.0% drop in 
Belgian exports to Africa.

Table 8: Importance of the different continents in Belgian exports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 78,114.8 62,898.6 75.8 -15,216.2 -19.5

EU(27) 65,422.9 53,355.0 64.3 -12,067.9 -18.4

EU - Eurozone 58,278.8 46,894.9 56.5 -11,383.9 -19.5

EU - Outside Eurozone 7,144.1 6,460.2 7.8 -683.9 -9.6

Europe (outside EU) 12,691.9 9,543.5 11.5 -3,148.4 -24.8

Americas   8,221.3   9,309.0 11.2    1,087.7 13.2

Asia   9,662.2   7,357.2   8.9   -2,305.0 -23.9

Africa   3,388.5   2,404.7   2.9      -983.8 -29.0

Oceania      549.9      467.9   0.6          82.0 -14.9

Others  1,041.0      558.1   0.7       -482.9 -46.4

Total      100,977.7        82,995.5  100.0        -17,982.2 -17.8

The only sector that seems to have significantly ben-
efitted from the crisis in Belgium is that of pharma-
ceutical products. Its exports increased by 37.0% 
(+ € 3.8 billion) over the period March-May 2020, driven 
by a higher value for subsections “vaccines for human 
medicine”, “immunological products” and “medicines”. 

The largest drop was recorded among exports of motor 
vehicles and parts thereof (- 36.8%, or - € 4.5 billion) 
and mineral fuels (- 45.9%, or - € 4.0 billion). The sub-
section “motor vehicles for the transport of persons” 
was at the origin of the decline in motor vehicles and 
parts thereof, while subsections “light oils” and “me-
dium oils” were the main culprits for the decrease in 
exports of mineral fuels.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

t Imports

Figure 5: Main changes in Belgian exports of goods during the period March-May 2020

Although our country’s imports fell by € 17.6 billion 
(- 18.1%) during the first lockdown, there were still 
some countries from which Belgium imported more 
goods during this period than before. Imports from 
Switzerland thus increased by € 888.8 million (+ 58.2%) 
during the months of March-May 2020. This was partly 
due to higher imports of pharmaceutical products and 
more particularly “medicines”, “vaccines for human 
medicine” and “immunological products”.

However, the general trend was negative, resulting 
in, among other things, reduced imports from two of 
our main partner countries, namely the Netherlands 
and Germany. They decreased by € 3.8 billion (- 23.0%) 
and € 3.2 billion (- 23.8%) respectively.  Concerning the 
Netherlands, it was mainly the subsections “(crude) 
petroleum oils” and “natural gas” which contributed 
to this drop. With regard to Germany, the subsection 
“vehicles for the transport of persons” was the main 
reason for this decline.

37.0%

-9.8%

-22.3%

-46.2%

-17.5%

-18.9%

-37.5%

-44.2%

-45.9%

-36.8%

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 3.8 billion)

…

29 - Organic chemicals (- EUR 0.7 billion)

90 - Optical, precision and medical instruments
       (- EUR 0.7 billion)

64 - Footwear (- EUR 0.7 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 1.2 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 1.4 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.6 billion)

71 - Precious metals and stones (- EUR 1.9 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 4.0 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 4.5 billion)

Exports Imports
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During the first lockdown, more than two-thirds of the 
goods imported by Belgium came from other European 
countries. While total Belgian imports of goods fell 
by 18.1% over the period March-May 2020, the drop in 
purchases from other European countries was 20.4%. 
This can in part be explained by the decline in imports 
from Belgium’s  three main partner countries, namely 

the Netherlands, Germany and France. The decline in 
Belgian imports from Asia (- 11.8%) and the Americas 
(- 9.2%) was less pronounced in percentage terms. The 
decline of 26.2% for imports from Africa was partly due 
to lower imports of “diamonds” from Botswana.

Table 9: Main changes in Belgian imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Switzerland 1,527.8 2,416.6 58.2 888.8 3.0

...

United States 7,235.2 6,612.8 -8.6 -622.4 8.3

Norway 1,108.5 471.0 -57.5 -637.4 0.6

Spain 2,370.4 1,679.2 -29.2 -691.2 2.1

Sweden 1,928.4 1,195.1 -38.0 -733.3 1.5

Russia 2,573.2 1,381.2 -46.3 -1,191.9 1.7

United Kingdom 4,693.1 2,949.9 -37.1 -1,743.2 3.7

France 9,514.7 7,352.0 -22.7 -2,162.6 9.2

Germany 13,491.4 10,276.1 -23.8 -3,215.3 12.9

Netherlands 16,484.0 12,684,.9 -23.0 -3,799.1 15.9

Total 97,449.4 79,852.2 -18.1 -17,597.3 100.0

Table 10: Importance of the different continents in Belgian imports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 69,674.3 55,483.1 69.5 -14,191.2 -20.4

EU(27) 58,237.4 47,032.4 58.9 -11,205.0 -19.2

EU - Eurozone 52,426.0 42,464.7 53.2 -9,961.3 -19.0

EU - Outside Eurozone 5,811.4 4,567.8 5.7 -1,243.6 -21.4

Europe (outside EU) 11,436.9 8,450.6 10.6 -2,986.3 -26.1

Asia 13,953.1 12,309.6 15.4   -1,643.5 -11.8

Americas 10,682.0   9,702.2 12.2      -979.8   -9.2

Africa   2,627.7   1,938.9   2.4      -688.8 -26.2

Oceania      396.7      322.9   0.4        -73.8 -18.6

Others      115.6        95.5   0.1        -20.1   -17.4

Total         97,449.4        79,852.2  100.0        -17,597.3   -18.1
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Similar to exports, Belgian imports of pharmaceutical 
products showed strong growth of more than a third 
during the period March-May 2020. This increase of 
€  3.1 billion (+ 35.1%) was mainly generated by the sub-
sections “vaccines for human medicine”, “immunologi-
cal products” and “medicines”.

The 172.9% growth rate (+ € 408.8 million) of the sec-
tion “textile articles”, was mainly due to increased im-
ports of articles such as face masks, surgical masks, 
disposable mouth masks and disposable protective 
clothing from China. The largest decline was recorded 
for imports of mineral fuels, and motor vehicles and 
parts thereof. This fall in mineral fuels to the tune of 

€  5.6 billion (- 47.7%) is mainly attributable to “light 
oils”, “medium oils” and “natural gas”. The subsection 
“vehicles for the transport of persons” was largely re-
sponsible for the decrease of € 5.6 billion (- 41.2%) in 
imports of motor vehicles and parts thereof.

Precious metals and stones are another category 
whose trade was subject to significant change in our 
country during the crisis. The drop in imports of “di-
amonds” from Russia, the United Arab Emirates and 
India was the main cause of this decrease of € 1.5 bil-
lion (- 40.1%). 

Figure 6: Main changes in Belgian imports of goods during the period March-May 2020

35.1%

172.9%

-36.3%

-13.6%

-33.7%

-16.4%

-18.7%

-40.1%

-47.7%

-41.2%

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 3.1 billion)

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 0.4 billion)

…

64 - Footwear (- EUR 0.4 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 0.6 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.1 billion)

29 - Organic chemicals (- EUR 1.2 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 1.5 billion)

71 - Precious metals and stones (- EUR 1.5 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 5.6 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 5.6 billion)

Imports Exports
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1.2.2.2   Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries 

Netherlands 
t Exports

Table 11: Main changes in Dutch exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

South Korea 1,445.1 2,100.8 45.4 655.7 1.6

China 3,217.2 3,758.6 16.8 541.4 2.8

…

Nigeria 1,010.2 644.1 -36.2 -366.1 0.5

Singapore 1,310.0 837.0 -36.1 -473.1 0.6

Spain 4,691.5 3,996.2 -14.8 -695.3 3.0

Italy 6,115.1 5,278.5 -13.7 -836.6 3.9

France 12,751.0 10,408.2 -18.4 -2,342.8 7.7

United Kingdom 12,880.4 9,727.8 -24.5 -3,152.6 7.2

Germany 36,710.2 33,427.1 -8.9 -3,283.1 24.7

Belgium 16,865.8 13,138.8 -22.1 -3,727.1 9.7

Total 152,683.7 135,342.0 -11.4 -17,341.7 100.0

A s far as the immediate neighbouring countries 
of Belgium are concerned, it’s the Netherlands’ 
exports of goods declined the least during the 

COVID-19 crisis.  Exports of our northern neighbours de-
creased by 11.4% (- € 17.3 billion) during the period March-
May 2020, reaching € 135.3 billion. The Netherlands is 
thus the second largest exporter of goods in the EU, af-
ter Germany. During the first lockdown, the Netherlands 
managed to register a slight growth in exports to Asia. 
Its exports to South Korea thus increased by € 655.7 mil-
lion (+ 45.4%) thanks, among other things, to a higher 

value for “machines and apparatus for the manufacture 
of semiconductor devices or of electronic integrated cir-
cuits”, while in China, the subsections “pork meat” and 
“vaccines for human medicine” enabled an increase of 
16.8% (+ € 541.4 million). However, the Netherlands faced 
a strong drop in exports to their immediate neighbou-
ring countries. The decline in exports of “crude oil” was 
the main reason for the decrease in exports to Belgium, 
while the reduction in sales of “light oils” and “medium 
oils” was the main source for the decrease in exports to 
Germany, the United Kingdom and France.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

As mentioned above, the Netherlands achieved a 
1.9% growth rate in their exports to Asia during the 
health crisis thanks to good performances in South 
Korea and China. The six countries to which exports of 
goods from the Netherlands declined the most are all 
located in Europe, whence the decrease of € 15.7 bil-
lion (- 13.0%) in exports to other European countries. 

The largest percentage decline was however record-
ed in exports to Africa. Dutch exports there declined 
by 17.0% (- € 680.1 million) due, among other things, to 
reduced sales of “light oils” and “pharmaceutical pro-
ducts” to Nigeria.

Figure 7 displays once again the role played by the sec-
tion “mineral fuels” in the 11.4% drop in Dutch exports 
of goods during the period March-May 2020. The sub-
sections “medium oils”, “light oils” and “crude petrole-
um” notably contributed significantly to the decline of 
this group of products.

Dutch exports of motor vehicles and parts thereof were 
also hit hard during the first lockdown, as illustrated by 
their decrease of € 2.7 billion (- 39.6%). Exports of this 
specific section fell sharply, particularly in Germany 
(- 33.5%, or - € 544.4 million) and Belgium (- 42.3%, or 
- € 431.4 million), but also in the United Kingdom and 
France. Exports of motor vehicles and parts thereof 

to the latter two countries decreased by € 251.8 mil-
lion (- 35.4%) and € 229.0 million (- 46.5%) respective-
ly.  Reduced exports of this item mainly concerned the 
subsections “road tractors for semi-trailers” and “vehi-
cles for the transport of persons”.

Similar to Belgium, the section “pharmaceutical pro-
ducts” recorded the largest growth rate in exports 
of our northern neighbours. Exports of this group of 
products increased by just under € 2.2 billion (+ 23.8%) 
during the period March-May 2020, mainly thanks to 
the subsections “medicines”, “vaccines for human 
medicine” and “immunological products”.

Table 12: Importance of the different continents in Dutch exports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 120,835.6 105,133.0 77.7 -15,702.6 -13.0

EU(27) 100,172.6 88,000.8 65.0 -12,171.8 -12.2

EU - Eurozone 85,899.0 74,233.8 54.8 -11,665.2 -13.6

EU - Outside Eurozone 14,273.6 13,767.0 10.2 -506.6 -3.5

Europe (outside EU) 20,663.0 17,132.2 12.7 -3,530.8 -17.1

Asia  14,054.0  14,326.4 10.6  272.4  1.9

Americas  10,489.0  9,742.8  7.2  -746.2  -7.1

Africa  4,009.6  3,329.5  2.5  -680.1  -17.0

Oceania  987.1  959.5  0.7  -27.6  -2.8

Others  2,308.4  1,850.8  1.4  -457.6  -19.8

Total  152,683.7  135,342.0  100.0  -17,341.7 -11.4
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During the period March-May 2020, China was the 
main supplier of goods to the Netherlands, thus mov-
ing ahead of Germany in this ranking. Imports from 
China grew by € 1.7 billion (+ 9.2%) during the period 
under consideration, notably thanks to a higher val-
ue for “laptop computers”, “textile articles” and “solar 
panels”.

The reason why total imports of goods of the 
Netherlands still fell by 10.4% during the first lock-
down, had to do in part with lower imports from Russia. 
Demand and prices for “crude oil” were both in decline, 

which caused total imports from this country to fall by 
55.2% (- € 3.4 billion), reaching just under € 2.8 billion. 
This subsection, which generated the decrease in pur-
chases from Russia, was also partially responsible for 
the fall in imports from the United Kingdom and Iraq. 
Imports from Germany, the main supplier of goods to 
the Netherlands before the crisis, dropped by almost 
€ 2.7 billion (- 12.9%) during the period under consider-
ation. This decline can be attributed mainly to the re-
duction in imports of “motor vehicles for the transport 
of persons”, but the lower value for “electronic inte-
grated circuits” played a part in this as well.

t Imports

Figure 7: Main changes in Dutch exports of goods during the period March-May 2020

23.8%

-14.2%
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30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 2.2 billion)

06 - Live trees and other plants (- EUR 0.4 billion)

90 - Optical, precision and medical instruments 
       (- EUR 0.4 billion)

76 - Aluminium (- EUR 0.6 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 0.7 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 0.8 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.0 billion) 

29 - Organic chemical products (- EUR 1.0 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 2.7 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 8.9 billion)
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Not only Dutch exports of goods to Asia increased 
slightly during the first lockdown, but imports from 
this part of the world as well. This was in part due to 
the above-mentioned growth in imports from China 
and Malaysia. Another similarity to exports was that 
the trade in mineral fuels with Nigeria was the main 
reason for the 16.9% (- € 614.9 million) decline of total 
imports from Africa.

Table 13: Main changes in Dutch imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

China 18,674.0 20,387.7 9.2 1,713.7 16.9

Malaysia 1,516.2 2,257.4 48.9 741.1 1.9

Switzerland 1,325.8 1,859.4 40.2 553.6 1.5

…

Iraq 770.9 122.5 -84.1 -648.5 0.1

France 4,508.5 3,612.1 -19.9 -896.4 3.0

Norway 3,674.0 2,256.8 -38.6 -1,417.3 1.9

Belgium 11,219.3 9,508.3 -15.2 -1,710.9 7.9

United Kingdom 7,076.1 4,993.3 -29.4 -2,082.8 4.1

Germany 20,734.7 18,049.7 -12.9 -2,685.0 14.9

Russia 6,181.2 2,769.8 -55.2 -3,411.4 2.3

Total 134,868.9 120,870.5 -10.4 -13,998.3 100.0

However, it was mainly imports from other European 
countries which decreased in the Netherlands. The 
drop in demand as well as in the price of oil and re-
lated products largely explain the fall of € 12.6 billion 
in Dutch imports of goods from other countries on the 
European continent.
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As mentioned before, the mineral fuels section repre-
sents an important part in Dutch foreign trade. Despite 
a decrease of just over € 10.3 billion (- 47.3%) during 
the months of March-May 2020, this group of products 
remained the third largest group of products among 
Dutch imports for this period.

Apart from mineral fuels, the “motor vehicles and 
parts thereof” section saw the strongest decline in 
both Dutch exports and imports. Imports of this sec-
tion decreased by € 2.8 billion (- 35.1%). This resulted, 
among other things, from the lower value for “motor 
vehicles for the transport of persons”. This reduction is 
particularly notable in imports from Germany (- 39.2%, 
or - € 993.1 million) and Belgium (- 50.4%, or - € 690.1 
million).

Table 14: Importance of the different continents in Dutch imports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 76,462.9 63,910.1 52.9 -12,552.8 -16.4

EU(27) 55,665.0 49,748.0 41.2 -5,917.0 -10.6

EU - Eurozone 47,523.0 42,145.1 34.9 -5,377.9 -11.3

EU - Outside Eurozone 8,141.9 7,603.0 6.3 -538.9 -6.6

Europe (outside EU) 20,798.0 14,162.0 11.7 -6,636.0 -31.9

Asia 36,869.4 36,931.9 30.6   62.5  0.2

Americas 16,058.6 15,588.0 12.9  -470.6  -2.9

Africa  3,641.6  3,026.7  2.5  -614.9  -16.9

Oceania  944.2  963.3  0.8   19.1  2.0

Others  892.2  450.5  0.4  -441.7  -49.5

Total  134,868.9  120,870.5  100.0  -13,998.3 -10.4

Despite the general downward trend in Dutch imports, 
a number of sections still progressed considerably dur-
ing the first lockdown. Imports of electrical machinery, 
driven by the sub-section “processors and controllers”, 
increased by € 1.3 billion (+ 7.4%). Meanwhile, higher 
imports of textile articles from China (and more par-
ticularly articles such as face masks, surgical masks, 
disposable mouth masks and disposable personal pro-
tective clothing) were the main reason why this group 
of products recorded a growth rate of 131.4% (+ € 584.0 
million) among Dutch imports.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 8: Main changes in Dutch imports of goods during the period March-May 2020

7,4%
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-30,9%

-22,2%

-35,1%

-47,3%

85 - Elektrische machines (+€1.319,3 milj.)

30 - Farmaceutische producten (+€1.052,0 milj.)

63 - Textiel (+€584,0 milj.)

84 - Machines en toestellen (+€455,6 milj.)

…

29 - Organische chemische producten (-€493,9 milj.)

61 - Kleding (-€527,4 milj.)

62 - Kleding (-€537,6 milj.)

72 - Gietijzer, ijzer en staal (-€628,7 milj.)

87 - Automobielen (-€2.822,3 milj.)

27 - Minerale brandstoffen (-€10.323,9 milj.)

Import Export

7.4%

16.6%

131.4%

2.6%

-12.8%

-32.4%

-30.9%

-22.2%

-35.1%

-47.3%

85 - Electrical machinery (+ EUR 1.3 billion)

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 1.1 billion)

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 0.6 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (+ EUR 0.5 billion)

…

29 - Organic chemicals (- EUR 0.5 billion)

61 - Articles of apparel (- EUR 0.5 billion)

62 - Articles of apparel (- EUR 0.5 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 0.6 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 2.8 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 10.3 billion)

Imports Exports



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Germany 
t Exports

Table 15: Main changes in German exports to other countries

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Marshall Islands 56.5 607,9 976.0 551.4 0.2

…

Czech Republic 11,025.8 8,707.1 -21.0 -2,318.7 3.3

Belgium 11,766.3 9,310.2 -20.9 -2,456.1 3.5

Spain 16,705.9 13,377.5 -19.9 -3,328.4 5.0

Netherlands 22,938.5 19,525.3 -14.9 -3,413.2 7.4

Spain 11,422.6 7,655.0 -33.0 -3,767.6 2.9

Italy 17,565.4 12,740.3 -27.5 -4,825.1 4.8

United States 29,656.2 22,950.8 -22.6 -6,705.4 8.7

United Kingdom 21,283.2 14,146.3 -33.5 -7,136.8 5.3

France 27,427.1 18,737.3 -31.7 -8,689.8 7.1

Total 336,502.2 264,928.1 -21.3 -71,574.1 100.0

G ermany is the engine of the European econo-
my and one of the world’s leading exporters. 
The fact that its exports decreased by just un-

der € 71.6 billion (- 21.3%) during the period March-May 
2020 also had an impact on the foreign trade of other 
European countries. It is revealing for the German crisis 
that the strongest growth during the first lockdown was 
registered for exports to the Marshall Islands. Exports 
to this island country increased by € 551.4 million 
(+ 976.0%) during this period and this only because of 
the delivery of “seagoing vessels”. 

Of the ten countries to which German exports have fal-
len the most, the United States is the only non-Euro-
pean country. Exports to the US fell by just over € 6.7 
billion (-22.6%), due in part to the drop in German ex-
ports of “motor vehicles for the transport of persons”. 
The motor vehicles and parts thereof section also con-
tributed very significantly to the decrease in exports to 
the United Kingdom and Italy. Exports to France were 
also affected by the lower demand for motor vehicles 
and parts thereof, even though, in the case of France, 
the main reason for the decline of € 8.7 billion (- 31.7%) 
in exports is to be sought in fewer deliveries of “aerop-
lanes and other aircraft” and “parts of aeroplanes or he-
licopters”. These are probably “Intra-Airbus” trade flows.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Table 16: Importance of the different continents in German exports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 230,141.6 178,571.1 67.4 -51,570.5 -22.4

EU(27) 176,719.3 136,218.4 51.4 -40,500.9 -22.9

EU - Eurozone 125,491.1 94,649.9 35.7 -30,841.2 -24.6

EU - Outside Eurozone 51,228.2 41,568.5 15.7 -9,659.7 -18.9

Europe (outside EU) 53,422.3 42,352.7 16.0 -11,069.6 -20.7

Asia  54,142.8  46,675.9 17.6  -7,466.9 -13.8

Americas  41,088.4  31,302.3 11.8  -9,786.1 -23.8

Africa  6,457.9  4,594.1  1.7  -1,863.8  -28.9

Oceania  2,915.5  2,687.8  1.0  -227.7  -7.8

Others  1,756.0  1,096.9  0.4  -659.1  -37.5

Total  336,502.2  264,928.1  100.0  -71,574.1 -21.3

The importance of the automotive industry for both 
the German economy as a whole, and for its foreign 
trade in particular, proved to be disadvantageous dur-
ing the COVID-19 crisis. Only in Asia and Oceania did the 
decline in exports remain limited. While total German 
exports decreased by 21.3%, exports destined for Asia 
fell only 13.8%, which resulted in part from the fact that 

the category of motor vehicles and parts thereof fell 
less strongly in Asia than in other parts of the world. 
In Oceania, the delivery of “seagoing vessels” to the 
Marshall Islands partly offset the drop in exports to 
other countries in the region, which is why exports to 
this continent as a whole only decreased by 7.8%.

The 830,000 people employed in the automotive in-
dustry in Germany together produced some 4.7 million 
cars in 2019. Due to the crisis, demand is expected to 
drop to around 3.8 million cars, putting at risk some 
100,000 jobs in this sector in Germany. During the cri-
sis months between March and May 2020, motor ve-
hicles and parts thereof were the hardest hit section 
of German exports. Their value decreased by almost 
€ 31.5 billion (- 50.8%), reaching € 30.5 billion. This 
is mainly due to the decrease in sales to the United 
States and the United Kingdom. 

Exports of “aircraft and spacecraft” also fell by more 
than half. The following subsections were particularly 

affected: “aeroplanes and other aircraft with an un-
laden weight exceeding 15,000 kg” and “parts of aero-
planes or helicopters”. Exports of this section lost 52.1% 
(- € 5.2 billion) of their value, especially to France and 
to a lesser extent to China, the United Arab Emirates 
and the United States.

Nevertheless, there is a positive point to report: 
German exports of pharmaceutical products. As in 
many other countries, it was this sector that best with-
stood the crisis. Their value increased by just over € 2.5 
billion (+ 13.0%), mainly thanks to the increase in ex-
ports of “medicines” and, to a lesser extent, of “immu-
nological products”. 



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 9: Main changes in German exports of goods during the period March-May 2020

t Imports

While the 21.3% drop in German exports of goods was 
above the EU average (19.1%), the drop in this coun-
try’s imports (- 12.7%, or - € 34.6 billion) was by con-
trast lower than the 17.9% decrease recorded for the EU 
as a whole during the first lockdown. One of the rea-
sons for this is that the importance of the automotive 
sector in German imports represented only half of its 
share in exports in recent years. Furthermore, imports, 
particularly from China and Ireland, were significantly 
higher during the first lockdown compared to the cor-
responding period during the years 2017-2019. Imports 
from China increased by a little less than € 3.2 billion 
(+ 18.1%) due to the significantly higher value for tex-
tile articles, while imports from Ireland increased by 
60.3%, largely due to the subsection “lactams”.  These 

are a chemical component of high-quality plastics, of 
which not only Ireland, but also Belgium, are major 
producers.

Nevertheless, the general trend was negative: imports 
from France decreased by a quarter due to sharp re-
ductions in imports of “aeroplanes and other aircraft, 
of an unladen weight exceeding 15,000 kg”, “gear box-
es” and “motor vehicles for the transport of persons”, 
while a lower value for the subsections “crude petrole-
um oils”, “medium oils”, “light oils” and “immunological 
products” were the main reasons for the drop in im-
ports from the Netherlands. Lower demand for “crude 
oil” and its falling price also had negative consequenc-
es for imports from Russia.

13.0%

-21.5%

-28.8%

-13.1%

-14.8%

-30.5%

-14.9%

-52.1%

-19.5%

-50.8%

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 2.5 billion)

…

73 - Articles of iron or steel (- EUR 1.6 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.8 billion)

90 - Optical, precision and medical instruments 
       (- EUR 2.2 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 2.3 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 2.3 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 5.1 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 5.2 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 11.5 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 31.5 billion)

Exports Imports
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

During the first lockdown, nearly three quarters of 
total German imports of goods still came from other 
European countries. The 12.7% drop in total German 
imports mainly generated from the sharp decline 
in imports from across Europe. Despite the increase 
in imports from the United States (+ € 250.8 million) 
and from Canada (+ € 77.2 million), imports from the 
American continent still declined by 1.9%. Thus, 

imports from Mexico were down by € 440.5 million 
(- 24.5%), due in particular by the drop in purchases of 
“motor vehicles for the transport of persons”.

On the other hand, the 2.8% rise in imports from Asia 
during the period from March to May 2020 can be ex-
plained to a great extent by increased purchases of 
textile articles from China. 

Table 17: Main changes in German imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

China 17,516.0 20,694.9 18.1 3,178.9 8.7

Ireland 3,286.7 5,270.1 60.3 1,983.4 2.2

…

Austria  11,978.4 9,992.4 -16.6 -1,986.0 4.2

Spain 8,748.4 6,586.0 -24.7 -2,162.4 2.8

Belgium 16,262.9 14,035.6 -13.7 -2,227.4 5.9

Italy 14,871.9 12,085.1 -18.7 -2,786.8 5.1

Czech Republic 12,995.8 9,928.8 -23.6 -3,067.0 4.2

Russia 7,498.1 4,276.5 -43.0 -3,221.6 1.8

Netherlands 37,704.7 33,932.5 -10.0 -3,772.1 14.3

France 17,756.4 13,232.5 -25.5 -4,523.9 5.6

Total 271,489.8 236,926.4 -12.7 -34,563.4 100.0

Table 18: Importance of the different continents in German imports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 208,067.7 174,710.2 73.7 -33,357.5 -16.0

EU(27) 170,936.4 145,022.5 61.2 -25,913.9 -15.2

EU - Eurozone 123,168.7 104,805.8 44.2 -18,362.9 -14.9

EU - Outside Eurozone 47,767.6 40,216.8 17.0 -7,550.8 -15.8

Europe (outside EU) 37,131.3 29,687.6 12.5 -7,443.7 -20.0

Asia  38,753.7  39,857.7 16.8  1,104.0  2.8

Americas  18,074.0  17,727.7  7.5  -346.3  -1.9

Africa  4,596.7  3,106.0  1.3  -1,490.7 -32.4

Oceania  737.4  879.8  0.4  142.4  19.3

Others  1,260.3  645.0  0.3  -615.3  -48.8

Total 271,489.8  236,926.4  100.0 -34,563.4  -12.7



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The drop in imports of motor vehicles and parts there-
of and of mineral fuels was the main reason for the 
general decline in German imports of goods. This first 
section lost € 12.4 billion (- 39.7%) of its value during 
the period March-May 2020, while the decrease in de-
mand for oil and its lower price reduced German im-
ports of mineral fuels by 33.8% (- € 7.8 billion).

However, some product groups also displayed remark-
able growth in their imports during the first lockdown. 

For example, purchases of textile articles grew by no 
less than 360.3% (+ € 3.5 billion) due to increased im-
ports of articles such as face masks, surgical masks, 
disposable mouth masks and disposable protective 
clothing from China. Meanwhile, imports of pharma-
ceutical products as well as precious stones and met-
als rose by 26.0% (+ € 3.2 billion) and 78.4% (+ € 3.1 bil-
lion) respectively. The growth rate of the latter section 
results in part from the price increase and quantities 
purchased of “gold”.

Figure 10: Main changes in German imports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

360.3%

26.0%

78.4%

-25.0%

-11.6%

-32.8%

-13.2%

-14.4%

-33.8%

-39.7%

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 3.5 billion) 

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 3.2 billion)

71 - Precious stones and metals (+ EUR 3.1 billion)

…

76 - Aluminium (- EUR 1.0 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 1.2 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 2.3 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances 
       (- EUR 4.6 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 4.7 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 7.8 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 12.4 billion)

Imports Exports
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

France 
t Exports

Table 19: Main changes in French exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Kazakstan 86.0 200.2 132.8 114.2 0.2

…

Netherlands 4,587.4 3,634.8 -20.8 -952.6 4.1

China 4,765.2 3,681.3 -22.7 -1,083.9 4.1

Switzerland 4,401.1 3,187.0 -27.6 -1,214.1 3.6

United States 10,035.6 7,954.7 -20.7 -2,081.0 8.9

Belgium 8,870.0 6,740.4 -24.0 -2,129.6 7.5

Italy 9,716.6 6,843.4 -29.6 -2,873.3 7.6

United Kingdom 8,332.3 5,346.7 -35.8 -2,985.6 6.0

Spain 9,881.6 6,120.0 -38.1 -3,761.5 6.8

Germany 18,168.5 13,272.2 -26.9 -4,896.3 14.8

Total 126,782.0 89,488.8 -29.4 -37,293.2 100.0

The five countries to which French exports fell the most 
during the first lockdown are all located in Europe, 
which helps explain why total exports to the European 
continent dropped by € 24.3 billion (- 29.1%). 

In percentage terms, however, the greatest decline in 
exports was recorded in Asia. French exports to this 
continent decreased by 34.2% (- € 6.8 billion) over the 
period March-May 2020, mainly as a result of the lower 
value of “aeroplanes and other aircraft, of an unladen 
weight exceeding 15,000 kg”. This subsection is also the 
main culprit for the decline in exports to the Americas.

F rance experienced some difficult months in 
terms of exports during the COVID-19 crisis. 
Exports of goods to most of its trading part-

ners declined, resulting in a decrease in total exports 
of 29.4% (- € 37.3 billion) during the period March-May 
2020. One of the few bright spots was the increase of 
132.8% (+ € 114.2 million) of sales to Kazakhstan, thanks 
to the subsection “aeroplanes and other aircraft, of an 
unladen weight exceeding 15,000 kg”. 

However, the general trend was generally negative in 
France. Exports to Germany and Spain were strongly 
affected by the crisis in the automotive and aviation 
sectors. This is partly the reason why total exports to 
these two countries decreased by € 4.9 billion (- 26.9%) 
and € 3.8 billion (-38.1%) respectively.  The decrease in 
exports to the United Kingdom of around € 3.0 billion 
(- 35,8%) was then again the result of a lower value for 
‘articles of jewellery’, among other things.



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The automotive and aerospace industries are key 
and strategic industrial sectors in France. The French 
government therefore deployed stimulus plans in re-
sponse to the crisis to maintain these industries in 
good shape. Not only domestic demand for goods from 
these sectors, but also their exports, have been af-
fected in recent months. Thus, for the period March-
May 2020, exports of motor vehicles and parts thereof 
fell by 57.7% (- € 7.3 billion), mainly due to the drop 
in demand from Germany and Spain. However, no oth-
er category experienced such a sharp drop in exports 
as aerospace. Lower sales of “parts of aeroplanes or 
helicopters” and “aeroplanes and other aircraft, of an 
unladen weight exceeding 15,000 kg” to Germany, and 
to a lesser extent to the United States, caused a reduc-
tion in exports of this section of € 7.4 billion (- 64.1%). 
Exports of these products to Germany probably con-
cern “intra-Airbus” trade flows. 

In France, as in most other countries, pharmaceutical 
products were the category that obtained the best 
results during the first lockdown. This group of prod-
ucts recorded a growth rate in exports of 17.3% (+ € 1.3 
billion) due, amongst other causes, to the increase in 
sales of “medicines” and of “immunological products”.

Table 20: Importance of the different continents in French exports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 83,578.9 59,298.6 66.3 -24,280.3 -29.1

EU(27) 66,453.9 47,718.3 53.3 -18,735.6 -28.2

EU - Eurozone 58,131.5 41,206.1 46.0 -16,925.4 -29.1

EU - Outside Eurozone 8,322.5 6,512.2 7.3 -1,810.3 -21.8

Europe (outside EU) 17,125.0 11,580.3 12.9 -5,544.7 -32.4

Asia 20,004.1 13,157.3 14.7  -6,846.8 -34.2

Americas 14,106.3 10,500.3 11.7  -3,606.0 -25.6

Africa  6,902.7  5,054.1 5.6  -1,848.6 -26.8

Oceania  1,104.6  917.1 1.0  -187.5 -17.0

Others  1,085.4  561.4 0.6  -524.0 -48.3

Total  126,782.0  89,488.8  100.0  -37,293.2 -29.4
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 11: Main changes in French exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

t Imports

In France, as in Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium, 
the increase in purchases of textile articles, such as 
face masks, surgical masks, disposable mouth masks 
and disposable protective clothing, contributed signif-
icantly to the increase of € 1.1 billion (+ 16.3%) in total 
imports of goods from China during the March-May pe-
riod of this year.

Despite these increased purchases from China, total 
French imports were still down by € 37.9 billion (- 26.1%) 
during the first lockdown when compared to the 

average of the corresponding period for the years 2017-
2019. Lower demand for new foreign cars on the French 
market was one of the causes. This explains in part why 
imports from Germany and Spain fell by 30.6% (- € 8.2 
billion) and 28.4% (- € 3.0 billion) respectively. Imports 
from Belgium also decreased by € 4.0 billion (- 27.4%) 
following, in particular, the drop in demand and price 
of “natural gas”, while France not only imported fewer 
motor vehicles and parts thereof from Italy, but also 
jewellery. This is in part why total French imports from 
Italy fell by € 3.8 billion (- 31.7%).

17.3%

-26.1%

-27.4%

-52.7%

-43.6%

-52.6%

-26.8%

-33.4%

-57.7%

-64.1%

Exports Imports

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 1.3 billion)

…

22 - Beverages (- EUR 1.1 billion)

33 - Cosmetic preparations (- EUR 1.1 billion)

71 - Precious metals and stones (- EUR 1.2 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.6 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 2.0 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 2.6 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 4.9 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 7.3 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 7.4 billion)



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

While total French imports of goods decreased by 
26.1% in the months of March-May 2020, those from 
other European countries fell slightly more in percent-
age terms. During this period, other European coun-
tries were still responsible for almost three quarters 
of deliveries to France. The increase in imports from 
China partially compensated for the drop in imports 

from other Asian countries, which is why the decline in 
shipments from Asia was limited to 12.4%. 

The 40.2% drop in French imports from Africa can be 
attributed in large part to lower purchases of “crude 
petroleum oils” from Nigeria, Algeria and Libya.

Table 21: Main changes in French imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

China 7,001.3 8,144.9 16.3 1,143.6 7.6

…

Russia 2,142.8 1,223.5 -42.9 -919.3 1.1

Switzerland 4,158.2 2,885.0 -30.6 -1,273.3 2.7

United States 8,044.4 6,226.5 -22.6 -1,817.9 5.8

Netherlands 11,366.9 9,274.0 -18.4 -2,092.9 8.6

United Kingdom 6,203.0 3,959.0 -36.2 -2,243.9 3.7

Spain 10,612,3 7,595.7 -28.4 -3,016.6 7.1

Italy 12,134.2 8,289.1 -31.7 -3,845.1 7.7

Belgium 14,602.4 10,608.2 -27.4 -3,994.1 9.9

Germany 26,700.4 18,535.0 -30.6 -8,165.4 17.2

Total 145,624.6 107,679.4 -26.1 -37,945.2 100.0

Table 22: Importance of the different continents in French imports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 109,208.8 79,048.7 73.4 -30,160.1 -27.6

EU(27) 94,145.3 69,166.4 64.2 -24,978.9 -26.5

EU - Eurozone 84,029.5 61,631.2 57.2 -22,398.3 -26.7

EU - Outside Eurozone 10,115.9 7,535.2 7.0 -2,580.7 -25.5

Europe (outside EU) 15,063.5 9,882.3 9.2 -5,181.2 -34.4

Asia  18,072.8  15,827.3 14.7  -2,245.5 -12.4

Americas  10,594.4  8,461.0  7.9  -2,133.4 -20.1

Africa  6,032.7  3,606.6  3.3  -2,426.1 -40.2

Oceania  386.7  227.9  0.2  -158.8 -41.1

Others  1,329.2  507.9  0.5  -821.3 -61.8

Total  145,624.6  107,679.4  100.0  -37,945.2 -26.1
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The sections that represented the greatest drop in im-
ports in Germany also contributed to the decrease of 
just over a quarter of total French imports. In addi-
tion to the motor vehicles and parts thereof and the 
mineral fuels sectors, of which imports were down by 
51.6% (- € 8.5 billion) and 47.1% (- € 6.9 billion) respec-
tively, there were also fewer imports of machinery and 
mechanical appliances as well as electrical machinery. 
The negative development of this last group of prod-
ucts was generated, among other things, by lower im-
ports of “mobile telephones”, “ignition wiring sets and 
other wiring sets of a kind used in vehicles, aircraft 
or ships” and “machines for the reception, conversion 

and transmission or regeneration of voice, images or 
other data”. Another similarity to German imports is 
that French purchases of textile articles, such as face 
masks, surgical masks, disposable mouth masks and 
disposable protective clothing from China, displayed 
the largest growth rate during the first lockdown 
(+ 418.6%, or + € 2.4 billion). As in most other countries, 
French imports of pharmaceutical products increased 
during the COVID-19 crisis. Following a rise in imports 
of “medicines” and “immunological products” in par-
ticular, this section recorded an increase of just over 
€ 1.1 billion (+ 20.8%).

Figure 12: Main changes in French imports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

418.6%

20.8%

-57.9%

-41.5%

-23.3%

-48.1%

-25.8%

-24.7%

-47.1%

-51.6%

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 2.4 billion)

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 1.1 billion)

…

71 - Precious metals and stones (- EUR 1.2 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.3 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 1.4 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 2.8 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 3.2 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 4.6 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 6.9 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 8.5 billion)

Imports Exports 
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Spain 
t Exports

Table 23: Main changes in Spanish exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

China 1,560.4 1,815.1 16.3 254.7 3.2

…

Turkey 1,361.2 790.2 -41.9 -571.0 1.4

United States 3,470.4 2,767.2 -20.3 -703.2 4.9

Belgium 2,319.1 1,597.5 -31.1 -721.6 2.8

Morocco 2,203.8 1,281.6 -41.8 -922.2 2.3

Portugal 5,443.2 4,095.7 -24.8 -1,347.5 7.3

United Kingdom 5,276.6 3,637.7 -31.1 -1,638.9 6.5

Italy 6,231.8 4,072.2 -34.7 -2,159.6 7.2

Germany 8,656.4 6,393.0 -26.1 -2,263.4 11.4

France 11,492,.0 8,467,. -26.3 -3,024.6 15.1

Total 76,868.8 56,196.0 -26.9 -20,672.8 100.0

Spain is one of the countries in Europe most af-
fected by the coronavirus, both in human and 
economic terms. In the second trimester, the eco-

nomy contracted by no less than 18.5% compared to the 
first trimester. The impact on exports was also strongly 
felt. During the period March-May 2020, Spanish exports 
of goods fell by 26.9% (- € 20.7 billion) compared to the 
average for the same period in 2017-2019. The 24.8% 
(- €  1.3 billion) drop in exports to Portugal was partly 
due to the subsections “medium oils”, “parts and ac-
cessories for motor vehicles” and “motor vehicles”. 
Meanwhile, exports to Morocco were down by 41.8% 
(- € 922.2 million) because of a lower value for the sub-
sections “medium oils”, “reciprocating piston engines of 
a kind used for the propulsion of vehicles” and “copper 
wire”, amongst other things. 

However, the biggest drops in exports were to tradi-
tionally important trade partners such as France and 
Germany. Especially the decrease in exports of mo-
tor vehicles and parts thereof had an impact on total 
Spanish exports during the first lockdown.

China was one of the few countries to which Spanish 
exports still increased during the COVID-19 crisis.  
Total exports to this country increased by € 254.7 mil-
lion (+ 16.3%) compared to the average for the period 
March-May 2017-2019, thanks primarily to higher sales 
of ‘pork meat’.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

As previously mentioned, the decline in sales of mo-
tor vehicles and parts thereof to traditionally impor-
tant European trade partners had a significant im-
pact on Spanish exports during the first lockdown. 
While the value of exports to other European coun-
tries fell by 26.6%, those to the Americas and Africa 
dropped by 27.4% (- € 2.2 billion) and 34.5% (- € 1.8 
billion) respectively. These results were in part due 

to lower sales of motor vehicles and parts thereof 
and of mineral fuels. 

The increase in sales of pork meat to China partly off-
set the decrease in exports to other Asian countries, 
which is why total deliveries to this continent were 
only down by 17.7% during the period March-May 2020.

Table 24: Importance of the different continents in Spanish exports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 55,600.8 40,790.8 72.6 -14,810.0 -26.6

EU(27) 45,358.8 33,479.5 59.6 -11,879.3 -26.2

EU - Eurozone 39,983.6 29,351.7 52.2 -10,631.9 -26.6

EU - Outside Eurozone 5,375.1 4,127.8 7.3 -1,247.3 -23.2

Europe (outside EU) 10,242.0 7,311.3 13.0 -2,930.7 -28.6

Americas  7,914.7  5,746.4 10.2  -2,168.3 -27.4

Asia  6,580.6  5,416.5  9.6  -1,164.1 -17.7

Africa  5,121.2  3,356.7  6.0  -1,764.5 -34.5

Oceania  528,6  340.7  0.6  -187.9 -35.5

Others  1,122.9  544.9  1.0  -578.0 -51.5

Total 76,868.8  56,196.0  100.0  -20,672.8 -26.9

Besides the decline in sales of motor vehicles and parts 
thereof and of mineral fuels, two sections that are also 
hit hard in multiple other countries from this overview, 
Spanish exports of apparel and the aircraft and space-
craft sector fell by more than half as well during the 
period March-May 2020. The decrease of 53.3% (- € 1.1 
billion) in apparel exports is mainly due to declining 
sales of “long and short cotton trousers for men and 
women”. Meanwhile the sub-sections “aeroplanes and 

other aircraft, of an unladen weight exceeding 15,000 
kg” and “parts of aeroplanes or helicopters” were the 
primary cause for the € 891.5 million (-56.0%) cutback 
in exports of aircraft and spacecraft. 

Also in Spain, pharmaceutical products were the pro-
duct group for which exports increased the most dur-
ing the first lockdown. They grew by € 564.0 million 
(+ 20.5%) thanks to higher exports of “medicines”.



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 13: Main changes in Spanish exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

t Imports

China was not only the country where Spanish exports 
increased the most during the first lockdown, but it 
was also the country from where Spanish imports dis-
played the largest growth rate. The higher value for 
textile articles, such as face masks, surgical masks, 
disposable mouth masks and disposable protective 
clothing, can be considered the primary reason for the 
growth of € 357.0 million (+ 6.8%) of Spanish imports 
from China.

Albeit in a slightly different order, the five countries 
from where Spanish imports fell the most during the 

months of March-May 2020 were also those to where 
Spanish exports recorded the largest decrease over 
the same period. Imports from Germany and France 
fell by 30.3% (- € 3.5 billion) and by 33.6% (- € 3.2 billion) 
respectively due to lower imports of “motor vehicles” 
and “parts and accessories of motor vehicles”, among 
other things. Meanwhile, the mineral fuels section was 
one of the reasons for the decline of imports from 
Italy, the United Kingdom and Portugal. Total Spanish 
imports of goods fell by 27.5% over the period March-
May 2020, partly due to the decreases recorded for the 
latter 5 countries.

20.5%

-47.9%

-18.3%

-30.8%

-56.0%

-23.4%

-53.3%

-27.8%

-51.9%

-56.1%

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 0.6 billion)

…

61 - Apparel (- EUR 0.5 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 0.5 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 0.6 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 0.9 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 0.9 billion)

62 - Apparel (- EUR 1.1 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 1.6 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 2.8 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 7.6 billion)

Exports Imports
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The fall in the price and purchases of “crude oils” en-
tailed a decrease in imports from Libya, which fell 
from an average of € 799.9 million during the months 

of March-May 2017-2019 to only € 41.7 million during the 
same period this year. 

Table 25: Main changes in Spanish imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

China 5,223.2 5,580.2 6.8 357.0 9.3

…

Saudi Arabia 1,039.7 411.4 -60.4 -628.4 0.7

Morocco 1,884.1 1,134.8 -39.8 -749.3 1.9

Libya 799.9 41.7 -94.8 -758.1 0.1

Turkey 1,868.9 1,109.7 -40.6 -759.2 1.8

Portugal 3,036.6 2,203.5 -27.4 -833.0 3.7

United Kingdom 3,142.3 2,044.3 -34.9 -1,097.9 3.4

Italy 5,612.1 3,700.4 -34.1 -1,911.7 6.1

France 9,578.4 6,356.5 -33.6 -3,221.9 10.6

Germany 11,693.5 8,153.5 -30.3 -3,540.0 13.5

Total 83,141.1 60,245.9 -27.5 -22,895.2 100.0

Of the ten countries in this comparative overview, 
Spain recorded the largest drop in imports in percent-
age terms over the period March-May 2020. Despite the 
crisis, other European countries were still the source 
of about two-thirds of deliveries to Spain. However, 
imports from other European countries displayed an 
above average drop, due in particular to lower demand 
for motor vehicles and parts thereof, among other 
things. 

Furthermore, Spanish imports from Africa fell by 41.3%, 
which was partly the result of a considerable drop in 
purchases of “crude oils” from Libya and Nigeria. 

Despite the strong increase in purchases of, among 
other items, textile articles, such as face masks, sur-
gical masks, disposable mouth masks and disposable 
protective clothing, from China, total Spanish imports 
of goods from Asia still fell by 20.1%. The decline in 
imports from this continent as a whole can also be 
attributed to the fall in the price of “crude oils” and 
reduced Spanish demand for these types of pro ducts 
from countries like Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Kazakhstan.



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The groups of products that were already behind the 
largest falls in imports in Germany and in France were 
also to a large extent responsible for the decrease in 
Spanish imports by more than a quarter. In addition to 
the sections of motor vehicles and parts thereof and 
of mineral fuels, which fell by € 6.1 billion (-54.6%) and 
€ 5.2 billion (-47.6%) respectively, machinery and me-
chanical appliances, as well as electrical machinery 
also played a role in this decline. In the case of this last 
section, the decrease was due, among other things, to 
a lower value for “ignition wiring sets and other wiring 
sets of a kind used in vehicles, aircraft or ships” and 
“mobile phones”.

Another similarity to German and French imports is 
that the strongest growth rate in Spanish imports 
during the first lockdown was recorded by textile ar-
ticles, such as face masks, surgical masks, disposable 
mouth masks and disposable protective clothing, from 
China. As in most other countries, Spanish imports of 
pharmaceutical products also increased during the 
COVID-19 crisis. “Medicines” and “immunological pro-
ducts” partially generated the increase of € 766.5 mil-
lion (+ 22.7%) for this group of products.

Table 26: Importance of the different continents in Spanish imports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 54,088.4 38,625.0 64.1 -15,463.4 -28.6

EU(27) 46,007.9 32,995.7 54.8 -13,012.2 -28.3

EU - Eurozone 40,299.6 28,866.5 47.9 -11,433.1 -28.4

EU - Outside Eurozone 5,708.3 4,129.2 6.9 -1,579.1 -27.7

Europe (outside EU) 8,080.5 5,629.3 9.3 -2,451.2 -30.3

Asia 13,739.4 10,982.4 18.2  -2,757.0 -20.1

Americas  7,490.0  6,100.4 10.1  -1,389.6 -18.6

Africa  6,921.6  4,064.0  6.7  -2,857.6 -41.3

Oceania  228.7  115.6  0.2  -113.1 -49.5

Others  673.0  358.5  0.6  -314.5  -46.7

Total 83,141.1  60,245.9  100.0 -22,895.2 -27.5
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 14: Main changes in Spanish imports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

266.6%

22.7%

-46.7%

-37.9%

-32.5%

-37.5%

-24.3%

-29.5%

-47.6%

-54.6%

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 0.9 billion)

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 0.8 billion)

…

26 - Ores, slag and ash (- EUR 0.6 billion)

61 - Apparel (- EUR 0.6 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 0.8 billion)

62 - Apparel (- EUR 0.9 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 1.5 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances
       (- EUR 2.5 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 5.2 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof 
       (- EUR 6.1 billion)

Imports Exports
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Italy
t Exports

Table 27: Main changes in Italian exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Tanzania 24.1 48.3 100.7 24.2 0.1

…

China 3,432.2 2,590.4 -24.5 -841.9 2.9

Switzerland 5,698.9 4,795.5 -15.9 -903.4 5.4

Poland 3,435.6 2,519.5 -26.7 -916.0 2.8

Turkey 2,502.6 1,503.9 -39.9 -998.7 1.7

United Kingdom 6,097.9 4,335.5 -28.9 -1,762.3 4.9

Spain 6,163.4 4,101.7 -33.5 -2,061.7 4.6

United States 10,958.0 8,679.1 -20.8 -2,278.9 9.8

Germany 15,096.9 12,227.6 -19.0 -2,869.3 13.8

France 12,755.7 8,921.0 -30.1 -3,834.7 10.0

Total 120,180.3 88,906.0 -26.0 -31,274.3 100.0

T he first European country to be struck by the 
full force of the coronavirus crisis, Italy suffered 
a strong economic downturn, with a particular-

ly painful impact in human terms. Italian foreign trade 
is strongly linked to that of other European countries; 
there are particularly close economic links with France 
and Germany. It is therefore not surprising that exports 
to these two countries fell the most during the first lock-
down. The € 2.9 billion (- 19.0%) drop in total Italian ex-
ports of goods to Germany was in part generated by lo-
wer sales of “parts and accessories of motor vehicles”, 
“motor vehicles for the transport of persons”, “medici-
nes” and “motor vehicles for the transport of goods”. 
Meanwhile, the decrease in exports to France of 30.1% 

(- € 3.8 billion) was partially caused by the sub-sections 
“motor vehicles for the transport of goods”, “jewellery”, 
“motor vehicles for the transport of persons” and “me-
dium oils”. 

Italy only saw a growth in exports to a very limited 
number of countries during the months of March-May 
2020. The largest increase was achieved in Tanzania, 
where exports increased by € 24.2 million (+ 100.7%), 
thanks in particular to the rise in sales of “instruments 
and apparatus for measuring or checking the flow, le-
vel, pressure or other variables of liquids or gases” and 
“machinery for preparing, tanning or working hides, 
skins or leather”.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The eight countries to which exports fell the most 
during the first lockdown jointly represented 53.0% 
of Italian exports and seven of these countries were 
located in Europe. This is part of the reason why the 
value of total exports to other European countries 
decreased by 24.7% (- € 19.9 billion) during the period 
March-May 2020.

Sales to the Americas and Asia, which represented 
about a quarter of total exports during the crisis, fell 
by 24.9% and 31.2% respectively. The sharp decline in 

exports towards the latter continent was in part due to 
the lower value for the subsections “jewellery”, “motor 
vehicles” and “handbags”. These are essentially luxu-
ry products for which consumers postpone purchase 
during a crisis.  

In Africa, by contrast, the decline in sales of “light oils” 
and “medium oils”, among other things, contributed to 
the 35.3% reduction in exports to this continent as a 
whole.

Table 28: Importance of the different continents in Italian exports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 80,778.1 60,835.9 68.4 -19,942.2 -24.7

EU(27) 61,778.0 46,770.0 52.6 -15,008.0 -24.3

EU - Eurozone 49,755.2 37,869.3 42.6 -11,885.9 -23.9

EU - Outside Eurozone 12,022.8 8,900.7 10.0 -3,122.1 -26.0

Europe (outside EU) 19,000.1 14,065.9 15.8 -4,934.2 -26.0

Americas 15,619.0 11,731.2 13.2  -3,887.8 -24.9

Asia 16,496.1 11,354.0 12.8  -5,142.1 -31.2

Africa  4,484.6  2,900.5  3.3  -1,584.1 -35.3

Oceania  1,160.8  875.4  1.0  -285.4 -24.6

Others  1,641.7  1,209.0  1.4  -432.7 -26.4

Total  120,180.3  88,906.0  100.0  -31,274.3 -26.0

In Italy, a country with a proud tradition in the automo-
tive sector, it was exports of machinery and mechani-
cal appliances and not motor vehicles and parts there-
of (- 50.5%) that fell the most during the  first lockdown. 
The fall of machinery and mechanical appliances by 
€ 7.8 billion (- 33.0%) during the period under consid-
eration resulted, among other things, from a drop in 
exports of “taps, cocks, valves and similar appliances 
for pipes, boiler shells, tanks and vats”, of “reciprocat-
ing piston engines of a kind used for the propulsion 
of vehicles” and “turbojets, turbopropellers and other 
gas turbines”. 

Electrical machinery recorded a decrease of € 1.8 bil-
lion (- 25.5%) in their exports, in particular due to low-
er sales of “insulated wire, cable and other insulated 
electric conductors”, of “electric instantaneous or stor-
age water heaters and immersion heaters” and “elec-
trical apparatus for switching or protecting electrical 
circuits, or for making connection to or in electrical 
circuits”. Electrical machinery, together with mineral 
fuels (- 45.8%) and the two previously mentioned sec-
tions were also the four groups of products of which 
trade in the EU as a whole recorded the largest drop.
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Italy has seen the value of pharmaceutical products 
increase by € 2.5 billion (+ 41,0%), in part due to higher 

exports of “medicines”, “immunological products” and 
“vaccines for human medicine”.  

Figure 15: Main changes in Italian exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

41.0%

-44.3%

-33.8%

-44.6%

-27.8%

-41.7%

-45.8%

-25.5%

-50.5%

-33.0%

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 2.5 billion)

…

64 - Footwear (- EUR 1.1 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.1 billion)

62 - Apparel (- EUR 1.1 billion)

73 - Articles of iron or steel (- EUR 1.2 billion) 

94 - Furniture (- EUR 1.3 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 1.7 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 1.8 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 5.3 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances 
       (- EUR 7.8 billion)

Exports Imports
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Table 29: Main changes in Italian imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Ireland 973.0 1,219.0 25.3 246.0 1.5

…

Netherlands 5,670.2 4,840.1 -14.6 -830.1 6.1

Poland 2,576.7 1,713.0 -33.5 -863.7 2.2

Switzerland 3,112.1 2,135.8 -31.4 -976.2 2.7

Russia 3,560.8 2,453.6 -31.1 -1,107.1 3.1

Turkey 2,444.0 1,294.6 -47.0 -1,149.3 1.6

United Kingdom 2,949.5 1,679.3 -43.1 -1,270.2 2.1

Spain 5,667.7 4,069.1 -28.2 -1,598.7 5.2

France 9,392.4 6,532.3 -30.5 -2,860.1 8.3

Germany 17,940.1 12,726.4 -29.1 -5,213.7 16.2

Total 107,827.4 78,768.2 -26.9 -29,059.2 100.0

t Imports

Italy, traditionally the fourth largest importer of goods 
within the EU-27, lost this position to Belgium during 
the first lockdown and thus moved to fifth place in this 
ranking. This is because its imports decreased by € 29.1 
billion (- 26.9%) during this period, while imports of our 
country fell by only € 18.2 billion (- 18.7%).

Italy maintains close relations with Germany and 
France in terms of foreign trade, which is why it is not 
surprising that, similar to exports, Italian imports from 

these two countries recorded the strongest declines 
during the crisis. This results in part from the de-
crease in imports of “motor vehicles for the transport 
of persons”.

The largest increase during the months of March-May 
of this year was recorded in imports from Ireland. 
Imports from this country grew by € 246.0 million 
(+  25.3%), mainly due to the subsection “heterocyclic 
compounds with nitrogen hetero-atoms only”.

During the COVID-19 crisis, more than two-thirds of total 
Italian imports still came from other European coun-
tries even though, during this period, imports coming 
from the own continent decreased by 27.6%. Especially 
imports from European countries outside the EU fell 
significantly more than the average. For example, im-
ports from the United Kingdom and Turkey were down 
by € 1.3 billion (- 43.1%) and € 1.1 billion (- 47.0%) re-
spectively. This was partly due to lower imports of 

“motor vehicles and parts thereof”. In times of crisis, 
savings are also made on luxury products such as 
“jewellery” and “gold”, which reduced Italian imports 
from Switzerland by 31.4%. Imports from Russia were, 
for their part, affected by the drop in prices and in de-
mand for “natural gas” and “crude oils”. Reduced pur-
chases of “crude oils” also contributed to the drop in 
imports from Africa by almost half.
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As in Germany, France and Spain, there was no other 
group of products of which imports in Italy increased 
as much during the crisis as that of textile articles, 
such as face masks, surgical masks, disposable mouth 
masks and disposable protective clothing. Particularly 
purchases from China were the driving force behind 
the increase in imports of this type of products by 
€ 910.1 million (+ 303.1%) during the first lockdown. 
However, total imports from China were still down by 
€ 167.9 million (- 2.4%) during the period under con-
sideration. The decrease in purchases of, among other 
items, “trunks, suitcases, vanity cases, executive-cas-
es, briefcases and school satchels and “flat-rolled 
products of non-alloy steel” helps explain this general 
decline in imports from China. 

Pharmaceutical products were the only other group of 
products that recorded substantial growth during the 
period March-May 2020.

Despite the increase in the two aforementioned sec-
tions, total Italian imports fell by just over a quarter. 
Here too, the cause was, above all, the drop by more 
than half in imports of mineral fuels (- 52.7%) and of 
motor vehicles and parts thereof (- 56.9%).

Table 30: Importance of the different continents in Italian imports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 75,503.8 54,665.5 69.4 -20,838.3 -27.6

EU(27) 61,186.0 45,768.2 58.1 -15,417.8 -25.2

EU - Eurozone 50,922.1 38,230.7 48.5 -12,691.4 -24.9

EU - Outside Eurozone 10,263.9 7,537.5 9.6 -2,726.4 -26.6

Europe (outside EU) 14,317.7 8,897.3 11.3 -5,420.4 -37.9

Asia 17,783.4 13,965.3 17.7  -3,818.1 -21.5

Americas  7,120,4  6,247.5  7.9  -872.9 -12.3

Africa  5,248.3  2,752.7  3.5  -2,495.6 -47.6

Oceania  237.1  171.4  0.2  -65.7 -27.7

Others  1,934.4  965.8  1.2  -968.6 -50.1

Total  107,827.4  78,768.2  100.0  -29,059.2 -26.9
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 16: Main changes in Italian imports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

303.1%

14.8%

-37.2%

-41.9%

-21.6%

-19.5%

-38.3%

-23.6%

-52.7%

-56.9%

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 0.9 billion)

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 0.9 billion)

…

64 - Footwear (- EUR 0.5 billion)

61 - Apparel (- EUR 0.6 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 1.1 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 1.5 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 1.9 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances 
       (- EUR 2.5 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 6.8 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 7.0 billion)

Imports Exports



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

1.2.2.3  Positioning of Belgium in relation to countries with a comparable export 
structure

Ireland
t Exports

Table 31: Main changes in Irish exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

United States 9,659.9 12,803.2 32.5 3,143.3 31.6
Germany 2,773.7 4,401,4 58.7 1,627.7 10.9
China 1,567.8 2,465.4 57.2 897.6 6.1
Belgium 3,845.0 4,541.3 18.1 696.3 11.2
United States Minor 
Outlying Islands1 4.0 673.6 16,767.6 669.6 1.7

Italy 816.1 1,119.7 37.2 303.6 2.8
Greece 100.7 369,2 266.8 268.5 0.9
Japan 626.9 822.0 31.1 195.1 2.0
…
United Kingdom 4,042.3 3,390.2 -16.1 -652.1 8.4
Switzerland 1,717.2 696.0 -59.5 -1,021.1 1.7
Total 34,633.7 40,536.3 17.0 5,902.6 100.0

Ireland was the only one of the ten countries from 
this overview which, despite the health crisis, saw 
its exports increase during the first lockdown. This 

was largely thanks to its highly developed chemical and 
pharmaceutical industry, which represented 67.8% of to-
tal Irish exports of goods during the months of March to 
May of this year. 

The rise of € 3.1 billion in exports to the United States 
can partially be attributed to the subsections “im-
munological products”, “hormones, prostaglandins, 
thromboxanes and leukotrienes” and “nucleic acids 
and their salts”. This last sub-section, together with 
the category “medicines” were at the root of the 58.7% 
increase in exports to Germany. 

It should also be noted that exports to the United States 
Minor Outlying Islands, which amounted on average to 
only € 4.0 million during the months of March-May 2017-
2019, grew to € 673.6 million this year. This is thanks 
almost exclusively to the increase in Irish exports of 
“heterocyclic compounds with oxygen hetero-atoms 
only” and “oxygen-function amino-compounds”. 

These impressive overall export results for the Irish 
chemicals industry did not concern all countries. 
Exports to the United Kingdom thus decreased by 
€ 652.1 million (- 16.1%), partially due to declining sales 
of “vaccines for human medicine” and “immunological 
products”. Meanwhile, the subsection “heterocyclic 
compounds with oxygen hetero-atoms only” had a ma-
jor part in the decline of exports to Switzerland.

1  The United States Minor Outlying Islands consist of eight United States insular areas in the Pacific Ocean (Baker Island, Howland Island, 
Jarvis Island, Johnston Atoll, Kingman Reef, Midway Atoll, Palmyra Atoll and Wake Atoll) and one in the Caribbean Sea (Navassa Island).
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

While in the other nine countries from this overview 
two-thirds to three-quarters of goods exported were 
intended for other European countries during the first 
lockdown, this was only half in the case of Ireland. 
Export growth to Other European countries was limit-
ed to 5.3%. The positive results obtained in Germany, 
Belgium, Italy and Greece, among others, were partially 
offset by the drop in exports to Switzerland and the 
United Kingdom. 

The aforementioned growth in exports to the United 
States allowed exports to the American continent to 
grow by € 3.3 billion (+ 31.3%) during the period under 
consideration. 

In Oceania, as in Europe and the Americas, chemical 
products were the main reason for the growth of Irish 
exports. In the case of Asia, it was mainly electrical 
machinery sales and more particularly sales of “pro-
cessors and controllers” that had a positive impact on 
exports.

Table 32: Importance of the different continents in Irish exports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 19,044.2 20,057.1 49.5 1,012.9  5.3

EU(27) 12,774.7 15,496.4 38.2 2,721.7 21.3

EU - Eurozone 11,767.5 14,612.7 36.0 2,845.2 24.2

EU - Outside Eurozone 1,007.3 883.7 2.2 -123.6 -12.3

Europe (outside EU) 6,269.4 4,560.6 11.3 -1,708.8 -27.3

Americas 10,639.4 13,974.2 34.5 3,334.8 31.3

Asia  3,832.4  4,669.3 11.5  836.9 21.8

Africa  366.4  387.5  1.0  21.1  5.8

Oceania  214.8  925.0  2.3  710.2  330.6

Others  536,.5  523.2  1.3  -13.3  -2.5

Total  34,633.7  40,536.3  100.0  5,902.6  17.0

The rise in Irish exports by € 5.9 billion resulted in 
large part from the higher value for pharmaceutical 
products and organic chemicals.

In addition, the increase in exports of the sub-section 
“processors and controllers” to China was the driving 
force behind the increase of € 741.8 million (+ 35.1%) in 
sales of electrical machinery. 

Despite the fact that pharmaceutical products and or-
ganic chemicals were the main factors for the growth 
in Irish exports, there were other product groups of 
the chemical industry of which sales declined during 
the first lockdown. Thus the miscellaneous chemical 
products section recorded a decrease of € 280.5 mil-
lion, while exports of perfumery and cosmetics de-
creased by 44.6%, mainly due to the decline in “mix-
tures of odoriferous substances used in the food or 
drink industries”.



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

The slump in the aviation sector has also been a re-
ality in Ireland. Exports of aircraft or spacecraft de-
creased by € 683.8 million (- 52.7%) due to lower sales 

of “aeroplanes and other aircraft, of an unladen weight 
exceeding 15,000 kg”, especially to France and the 
United States. 

Figure 17: Main changes in Irish exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

47.2%

44.5%

35.1%

18.5%

-24.8%

-37.9%

-30.3%

-14.3%

-52.7%

-44.6%

Exports Imports

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 4.9 billion)

29 - Organic chemicals (+ EUR 3.1 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (+ 0.7 billion)

04 - Dairy produce (+ EUR 0.1 billion)

…

22 - Beverages (- EUR 0.1 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 0.1 billion)

38 - Miscellaneous chemical products (- EUR 0.3 billion)

90 - Optical, precision and medical instruments 
        (- EUR 0.5 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 0.7 billion)

33 - Essential oils and cosmetic preparations (- EUR 0.9 billion)
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Unlike exports, Irish imports of goods did not increase 
during the first lockdown. However, Irish imports de-
creased by only 10.8%, which means that among the 
ten countries in this study, only Denmark and the 
Netherlands recorded a smaller drop in their imports 
during the period in question. Switzerland was not only 
the country where Irish exports recorded their larg-
est decrease during the months of March-May of this 
year, it was also the country from where Irish imports 
increased the most, mainly due to a higher value for 
“lactams”. 

Irish imports from Germany, by contrast, decreased by 
€ 745.7 million (- 33.3%), mainly due to lower purchases 
of “medicines”. The subsection “aeroplanes and oth-
er aircraft, of an unladen weight exceeding 15,000 kg” 
was the primary cause for the decline in imports from 
France and the United States.

Whereas only half of Irish exports were intended for 
the European market between March and May 2020, 
about two-thirds of goods imported by Ireland came 
from other European countries during this period. 
While total Irish imports fell by 10.8% during the first 
lockdown, those from the Americas fell much more 

sharply in percentage terms, mainly by the drop in 
purchases of aircraft and spacecraft from the United 
States. The value of imports from Asia grew by a quar-
ter during the period under consideration, which was 
partially due to increased purchases of apparel and 
textile articles.

t Imports

Table 33: Main changes in Irish imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Switzerland 217.3 880.6 305.2 663.3 4.6

China 754.1 902.6 19.7 148.5 4.7

Belgium 529.7 630.4 19.0 100.6 3.3

Netherlands 966.8 1,046.3 8.2 79.5 5.4

…

Norway 199.1 134.6 -32.4 -64.5 0.7

Italy 480.1 328.5 -31.6 -151.6 1.7

United Kingdom 5,925.8 5,570.3 -6.0 -355.4 29.0

Germany 2,236.3 1,490.6 -33.3 -745.7 7.8

United States 3,670.7 2,770.9 -24.5 -899.7 14.4

France 2,583.0 1,081.3 -58.1 -1,501.7 5.6

Total 21,531.3 19,215.9 -10.8 -2,315.4 100.0
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Aircraft and spacecraft was by far the category with 
the largest negative impact on Irish imports of goods. 
It lost € 2.7 billion (- 56.9%) in value during the first 
lockdown, which was mainly due to reduced purchases 
of “aeroplanes and other aircraft, of an unladen weight 
exceeding 15,000 kg” from France and the United 
States.

While the value of pharmaceutical products grew for 
both exports and imports in all other countries in this 
study, Irish purchases of these products, on the other 
hand, decreased by € 324.7 million on account of a low-
er value for “immunological products” and “medicines”, 
among other things.

The growth of the section “organic chemicals”, of which 
purchases increased by € 972.0 million over the period 
March-May 2020, mainly results from the increase in 
imports of “lactams” from Switzerland.

During the first lockdown, Ireland imported considera-
bly more horses from the United Kingdom and France 
than during the same period in 2017-2019. Purchases 
from the live animals section thus increased by 222.0% 
(+ € 41.9 million).

We also note the remarkable rise in imports of textile 
articles into Ireland. The increase in purchases from 
China of textile articles, such as face masks, surgical 
masks, disposable mouth masks and disposable pro-
tective clothing, caused imports of this group of pro-
ducts to grow by € 79.9 million (+ 142.1%).

Table 34: Importance of the different continents in Irish imports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 14,767.2 12,946.7 67.4 -1,820.5 -12.3

EU(27) 8,151.2 5,947.9 31.0 -2,203.3 -27.0

EU - Eurozone 7,508.9 5,190.2 27.0 -2,318.7 -30.9

EU - Outside Eurozone 642.3 757.7 3.9 115.4 18.0

Europe (outside EU) 6,616.0 6,998.9 36.4 382.9 5.8

Americas  4,061.7  3,122.2 16.2  -939.5  -23.1

Asia  1,892.6  2,386.5 12.4  493.9  26.1

Africa  118.4  98.6  0.5  -19.8  -16.7

Oceania  25.3  27.1  0.1  1.8  7.1

Others  666.1  634.8  3.3  -31.3  -4.7

Total  21,531.3  19,215.9  100.0  -2,315.4  -10.8
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 18: Main changes in Irish imports of goods during the period March-May 2020

94.8%

35.1%

8.7%

142.1%

30.6%

222.0%

-19.3%

-32.9%

-12.8%

-56.9%

Imports Exports

29 - Organic chemicals (+ EUR 1.0 billion)

90 - Optical, precision and medical instruments 
       (+ EUR 0.2 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (+ EUR 0.2 billion)

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 0.1 billion)

62 - Apparel (+ EUR 0.1 billion)

01 - Live animals (+ EUR 0.0 billion)

…

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 0.2 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 0.3 billion)

30 - Pharmaceutical products (- EUR 0.3 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 2.7 billion)
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Austria
t Exports

With the exception of the United States, the ten coun-
tries from where Austrian exports fell the most are 
all located in Europe. During the first lockdown, none 
of the other nine countries covered in this study fo-
cused so strongly on the home continent for their ex-
ports as did Austria. The consequence of this is that 
exports to other European countries decreased by 

13.3% (- € 4.3 billion) during the months of March to 
May of this year.

Deliveries of goods to the United States declined by 
€ 431.5 million (-17.7%) during the period under consid-
eration, because of decreased exports of “reciprocat-
ing piston engines of a kind used for the propulsion of 

Table 35: Main changes in Austrian exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

France 1,760.4 1,924.3 9.3 163.8 5.6

…

Romania 656.3 534.8 -18.5 -121.4 1.6

Hungary 1,377.5 1,161.0 -15.7 -216.5 3.4

Czech Republic 1,409.3 1,153.8 -18.1 -255.5 3.4

Spain 692.7 427.8 -38.2 -264.9 1.3

United Kingdom 1,097.3 811.8 -26.0 -285.5 2.4

United States 2,436.6 2,005.1 -17.7 -431.5 5.9

Slovakia 1,844.2 1,406.0 -23.8 -438.1 4.1

Italy 2,508.1 1,914.8 -23.7 -593.3 5.6

Germany 11,716.7 10,076.2 -14.0 -1,640.5 29.5

Total 39,768.2 34,169.7 -14.1 -5,598.6 100.0

T he Austrian economy, like that of Belgium, 
is highly dependent on foreign trade. This is 
shown by the fact that imports and exports of 

goods together represented 108% of GDP in 2019. Its ex-
port structure, however, shows a great dependence on 
Germany. Austrian exports of “reciprocating piston en-
gines of a kind used for the propulsion of vehicles” fell 
sharply during the months of March-May 2020 due to 
the crisis in the automotive sector. This explains in part 
why total exports of goods to Germany were down by 
€ 1.6 billion (- 14.0%) during this period. Nevertheless, 
Germany remained by far the main client of Austria 

during the first lockdown with more than a quarter of 
total exports. 

However, positive results were also obtained during 
the period under consideration. Exports to France in-
creased by € 163.8 million (+ 9.3%), mainly thanks to 
higher sales of “hormones, prostaglandins, thrombox-
anes and leukotrienes”. Unfortunately, exports only 
increased in a minority of countries which is why to-
tal Austrian exports declined by 14.1% during the first 
lockdown.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Table 36: Importance of the different continents in Austrian exports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 32,057.2 27,787.3 81.3 -4,269.9 -13.3

EU(27) 27,279.1 23,519.6 68.8 -3,759.5 -13.8

EU - Eurozone 21,358.4 18,293.6 53.5 -3,064.8 -14.3

EU - Outside Eurozone 5,920.7 5,226.0 15.3 -694.7 -11.7

Europe (outside EU) 4,778.1 4,267.8 12.5 -510.3 -10.7

Asia  3,265.6  2,866.4  8.4  -399.2 -12.2

Americas  3,487.7  2,787.1  8.2  -700.6 -20.1

Africa  481.2  388.2  1.1  -93.0 -19.3

Oceania  336.9  235.0  0.7  -101.9 -30.2

Others  139.6  105.7  0.3  -33.9 -24.3

Total  39,768.2  34,169.7  100.0  -5,598.6 -14.1

In Austria too, there was no other section of which 
exports grew as fast as those of pharmaceutical pro-
ducts during the period March-May 2020. Their value 
internationally grew by € 668.9 million (+ 30.4%) due to 
the growth recorded for “immunological products” and 
“medicines”.

The rise of € 643.4 million (+ 107.3%) in exports of or-
ganic chemicals during the period under consideration 
was partly generated by increased sales in France of 
the sub-section “hormones, prostaglandins, throm-
boxanes and leukotrienes”.

Furthermore, exports of precious metals and stones 
grew by € 482.7 million (+ 139.6%). The higher value for 
“gold” and increased exports of this commodity to 
Germany were at the origin of this growth.

However, these positive results were not enough to 
compensate for the negative development of other 
sections. Austria not only lost 40.7% of its direct ex-
ports of motor vehicles, but the global decline in car 
sales also reduced exports of “reciprocating piston 
engines of a kind used for the propulsion of vehicles”. 
Lower exports of this last subsection are part of the 
reason why exports of the machinery and mechanical 
appliances section dropped by 24.9% (- € 1.8 billion).

vehicles” and “machines for the reception, conversion 
and transmission or regeneration of voice, images or 
other data”. This also significantly impacted exports to 
the Americas as a whole, which fell by 20.1% (- € 700.6 
million) overall.

Exports to Oceania and Africa are traditionally quite 
limited and represented jointly less than 2% of total 
Austrian exports during the first lockdown.
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Figure 19: Main changes in Austrian exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

t Imports

Austria is even more dependent on Germany for its im-
ports of goods than for its exports. Although total im-
ports from Germany decreased by € 3.2 billion (- 18.6%) 
during the first lockdown, this country still represent-
ed 40.5% of total Austrian imports. This decrease re-
sults in part from lower demand for motor vehicles and 
parts thereof and the fall in the price of oil. 

Similar to exports, Austrian imports of “hormones, 
prostaglandins, thromboxanes and leukotrienes” in-
creased significantly. Note also that the higher val-
ue for “gold” generated an increase in imports from 
Switzerland.

As with several other countries in this study, Austrian 
imports of textile articles from China, such as face 
masks, surgical masks, disposable mouth masks and 
disposable protective clothing, increased significantly 
during the period under consideration. They were the 
main cause of the increase of 19.5% (+ € 249.8 million) 
in imports from this country.

30.4%

107.3%

139.6%

-26.7%

-12.9%

-20.7%

-35.9%

-19.7%

-40.7%

-24.9%

Exports Imports

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 0.7 billion)

29 - Organic chemicals (+ EUR 0.6 billion)

71 - Precious metals and stones  (+ EUR 0.5 billion)

…

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 0.2 billion)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 0.2 billion)

73 - Articles of iron or steel (- EUR 0.3 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 0.6 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 0.9 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 1.7 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances 
       (- EUR 1.8 billion)
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Austrian imports of goods, like exports, come mainly 
from other European countries. Since Austria is sur-
rounded by many major car-producing countries, It is 
not surprising that the 16.6% drop in imports from oth-
er European countries was mainly related to motor ve-
hicles and parts thereof.

The increase in imports of textile articles from China, 
such as face masks, surgical masks, disposable mouth 
masks and disposable protective clothing, partially 
offset the drop in imports from other Asian countries 

such as Vietnam, which is why the decline in imports 
from this part of the world was limited to 4.5%.

The preceding table already indicated that Austrian 
imports of goods from of the United States have de-
creased by € 302.4 million (-26.4%) during the months 
of March-May 2020. In view of the significance of the 
United States in trade with the Americas, this result 
largely explains why the decline in imports from this 
continent amounted to 28.2%.

Table 37: Main changes in Austrian imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Switzerland 1,767.7 2,147.0 21.5 379.3 6.2

China 1,277.9 1,527.7 19.5 249.8 4.4

…

Netherlands 1,807.9 1,576.2 -12.8 -231.7 4.5

Russia 600.1 330.1 -45.0 -270.0 1.0

Slovakia 1,100.1 809.2 -26.4 -291.0 2.3

Hungary 1,176.6 881.6 -25.1 -295.0 2.5

United States 1,147.2 844.8 -26.4 -302.4 2.4

Czech Republic 1,819.5 1,431.2 -21.3 -388.4 4.1

Italy 2,527.8 2,007.3 -20.6 -520.5 5.8

Germany 17,248.5 14,043.5 -18.6 -3,205.0 40.5

Total 41,572.5 34,644.8 -16.7 -6,927.7 100.0
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Of all the different product groups, the precious stones 
and metals section displayed the largest growth among 
Austrian imports during the first lockdown. Increased 
purchases of “gold” from Germany and Switzerland, as 
well as the higher price for this commodity, generated 
an increase of € 391.6 million (+ 85.3%).

In addition, Austria, like several other countries of this 
study, imported considerably more textile articles, 
such as face masks, surgical masks, disposable mouth 
masks and disposable protective clothing from China, 
which explains the growth of € 356.5 million (+ 226.0%) 

in this category. The four sections of which imports de-
creased the most in the European Union as a whole 
during the period March-May 2020 were also those 
whose value fell the most among Austrian imports. 
Besides motor vehicles and parts thereof, and machin-
ery and mechanical appliances, there were also min-
eral fuels and electrical machinery. The drop of 15.8% 
(- € 746.6 million) of the latter group of products partly 
results from reduced imports of “mobile phones” and 
“ignition wiring sets and other wiring sets of a kind 
used in vehicles, aircraft or ships”.

Table 38: Importance of the different continents in Austrian imports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 35,831.3 29,867.4 86.2 -5,963.9 -16.6

EU(27) 31,662.0 25,923.8 74.8 -5,738.2 -18.1

EU - Eurozone 26,406.2 21,550.1 62.2 -4,856.1 -18.4

EU - Outside Eurozone 5,255.8 4,373.7 12.6 -882.1 -16.8

Europe (outside EU) 4,169.3 3,943.6 11.4 -225.7 -5.4

Asia  3,578.9  3,417.2  9.9  -161.7  -4.5

Americas  1,385.4  995.4  2.9  -390.0 -28.2

Africa  319.4  167.5  0.5  -151.9 -47.6

Oceania  33.8  23.6  0.1  -10.2 -30.2

Others  423.7  173.7  0.5  -250.0  -59.0

Total  41,572.5  34,644.8  100.0  -6,927.7 -16.7
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 20: Main changes in Austrian imports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

85.3%

226.0%

15.9%

-16.2%

-11.6%

-26.4%

-15.8%

-37.0%

-20.7%

-42.6%

71 - Precious metals and stones (+ EUR 0.4 billion)

63 - Textile articles (+ EUR 0.4 billion)

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 0.2 billion)

…

73 - Articles of iron or steel (- EUR 0.2 billion EUR)

39 - Plastics (- EUR 0.2 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 0.3 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 0.7 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 1.1 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 1.2 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 2.1 billion)

Imports Exports
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Sweden 
t Exports

Table 39: Main changes in Swedish exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

China 1,679.7 1,932.6 15.1 252.9 6.1

…

Italy 1,026.0 840.7 -18.1 -185.3 2.7

Poland 1,173.5 972.3 -17.1 -201.2 3.1

Finland 2,420.4 2,177.2 -10.1 -243.3 6.9

France 1,515.7 1,172.9 -22.6 -342.7 3.7

Norway 3,670.7 3,278.5 -10.7 -392.2 10.4

Netherlands 1,951.1 1,477.1 -24.3 -474.0 4.7

Germany 3,977.4 3,471.9 -12.7 -505.6 11.0

United Kingdom 2,038.3 1,457.9 -28.5 -580.4 4.6

Belgium 1,539.7 931.5 -39.5 -608.2 3.0

Total 35,894.1 31,488.7 -12.3 -4,405.3 100.0

B ecause Sweden implemented security measu-
res that were less restrictive than other coun-
tries when the COVID-19 pandemic began, the 

repercussions on the local economy were also more 
limited. Nevertheless, the drop in foreign demand for 
goods had an impact on Swedish exports. Especially 
exports to other European countries suffered during 
the health crisis, which is shown by the fact that each 
of the ten countries to which Swedish exports fell the 
most during the months of March-May 2020 is located 
in Europe. Exports to Belgium thus decreased by € 608.2 
million (- 39.5%) due to reduced deliveries of “gear-
boxes”, “reciprocating piston engines of a kind used for 

the propulsion of vehicles” and “drive-axles with diffe-
rential”, while reduced demand and lower prices of “me-
dium oils” and “light oils” had an impact on exports to 
the United Kingdom.

The most significant positive development was record-
ed for exports to China, where Swedish sales achieved 
a growth rate of 15.1% (+ € 252.9 million) during the first 
lockdown, in part thanks to higher exports of “pharma-
ceutical products”.  
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

As previously mentioned, the top 10 countries to which 
Swedish exports fell the most during the first lock-
down were all European. Even though Swedish exports 
to other European countries decreased by € 4.3 billion, 
they still represent two thirds of the total.

Swedish exports registered a slight growth of 2.3% 
(+ 103.1 million) in Asia, mainly thanks to the aforemen-
tioned deliveries of “medicines” to China, while sales 

to the American continent have, for their part, declined 
by 3.2% (- € 115.9 million), mainly in Argentina, Mexico 
and Canada.

Swedish deliveries of goods to Africa and Oceania 
were rather limited during the health crisis and only 
accounted for just under 4% of the country’s total 
exports. 

Table 40: Importance of the different continents in Swedish exports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 26,380.4 22,092.4 70.2 -4,288.0 -16.3

EU(27) 19,014.6 15,894.0 50.5 -3,120.6 -16.4

EU - Eurozone 14,833.8 12,031.6 38.2 -2,802.2 -18.9

EU - Outside Eurozone 4,180.8 3,862.5 12.3 -318.3 -7.6

Europe (outside EU) 7,365.8 6,198.4 19.7 -1,167.4 -15.8

Asia  4,506.1  4,609.2 14.6  103.1  2.3

Americas  3,627.6  3,511.7 11.2  -115.9  -3.2

Africa  714.4  650.8  2.1  -63.6  -8.9

Oceania  467.2  475.5  1.5   8.3  1.8

Others  198.4  149.1  0.5  -49.3 -24.8

Total 35,894.1 31,488.7  100.0  -4,405.3 -12.3

The section of pharmaceutical products was the one 
for which exports grew the most during the first lock-
down, as with many other countries of this study. This 
resulted primarily from the increase of € 1.1 billion 
(+ 53.0%) in exports of “medicines” and, to a lesser ex-
tent, of “immunological products”. 

The higher price of “gold” and the increased sales of 
this commodity to the United Kingdom and Germany 
were the primary reason for the rise in exports of pre-
cious metals and stones by € 74.3 million (+ 29.1%).

However, the positive results mentioned above were 
still not enough to compensate for the negative de-
velopment in other groups of products. Exports of 
Swedish motor vehicles and parts thereof fell by 43.0%, 
while the global drop in demand for motor vehicles  
also caused exports of “reciprocating piston engines 
of a kind used for the propulsion of vehicles” to di-
minish. This is also part of the reason for the 16.3% 
(-  €  975.6 million) reduction in exports of machinery 
and mechanical appliances. In addition, exports of 
mineral fuels decreased by 48.3% (- € 1.1 billion) in val-
ue, notably as a result of the downward trend in road 
and air traffic during the first lockdown.



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 21: Main changes in Swedish exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

t Imports

The decline in purchases from Germany had a nega-
tive impact on total Swedish imports of goods, which 
decreased by 15.7% (- € 5.6 billion) during the first 
lockdown. Imports from Germany fell by € 1.4 billion 
(- 20.8%), partly because of a lower value for the sec-
tion “motor vehicles and parts thereof”. Germany has 
nevertheless remained Sweden’s main supplier of 
goods, with a share in imports of 17.5% during the pe-
riod under consideration. “Motor vehicles and parts 
thereof” were also partly responsible for the drop in 
imports from Belgium. 

The fall in demand for mineral fuels and their lower 
price also caused imports from Russia and Nigeria 
to drop by € 523.2 million (-51.6%) and € 315.1 million 
(-87.1%) respectively.

The United States accounted for the largest increase 
among Swedish imports between March and May 2020. 
Imports from this country increased by € 132.3 million 
(+ 14.4%), in particular thanks to “microtomes”, “immu-
nological products”, “turbojets of a thrust exceeding 25 
kN” and “antisera and other blood fractions”. 

53.0%

29.1%

-6.1%

-22.6%

-15.9%

-13.6%

-17.6%

-16.3%

-48.3%

-43.0%

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 1.1 billion)

71 - Precious metals and stones (+ EUR 0.1 billion)

…

39 - Plastics (- EUR 0.1 billion)

76 - Aluminium (- EUR 0.1 billion)

73 - Articles of iron or steel (- EUR 0.1 billion)

03 - Fish and crustaceans (- EUR 0.1 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 0.3 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 1.0 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 1.1 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 2.3 billion)

Exports Imports
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Table 42 illustrates the fact that most goods imported 
by Sweden during the first lockdown came from oth-
er European countries. Nevertheless, it was especial-
ly in Europe that imports decreased during the period 
March-May 2020. 

The slight drop in imports from Asia was mainly due 
to the decline in purchases from Japan and South 
Korea, while the growth rate of 3.2% (+ € 44.1 million) 

in imports from the Americas was mostly generated by 
higher imports from the United States.

The decline in demand for mineral fuels sharply re-
duced imports from Nigeria. Since this country was 
by far the main supplier of African goods to Sweden, 
imports from the African continent collapsed by 75.4% 
during the period under consideration.

Table 41: Main changes in Swedish imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

United States 920.2 1,052.6 14.4 132.3 3.5

…

Norway 2,876.4 2,598.7 -9.7 -277.7 8.5

Netherlands 3,230.3 2,920.0 -9.6 -310.3 9.6

Nigeria 361.8 46.7 -87.1 -315.1 0.2

France 1,414.9 1,050.3 -25.8 -364.6 3.5

Denmark 2,486.1 2,081.1 -16.3 -405.0 6.8

Belgium 1,743.1 1,309.6 -24.9 -433.4 4.3

Russia 1,014.0 490.7 -51.6 -523.2 1.6

United Kingdom 1,810.9 1,224.6 -32.4 -586.2 4.0

Germany 6,724.7 5,323.0 -20.8 -1,401.7 17.5

Total 36,060.6 30,412.9 -15.7 -5,647.8 100.0



Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Motor vehicles and parts thereof and mineral fuels 
were, in Sweden too, the primary cause for the decline 
in imports. Imports of motor vehicles and parts thereof 
decreased by € 2.0 billion (- 43.7%) in value during the 
months of March-May 2020, while the lower demand 
for oil products and the lower price of this commodity 
caused Swedish imports of mineral fuels to decline by 
39.8% (- € 1.5 billion).

Note also the drop in imports related to the aircraft 
and spacecraft. Since imports of the subsection “aer-
oplanes and other aircraft, of an unladen weight ex-
ceeding 15,000 kg” completely disappeared during the 
first lockdown, the value of this group of products de-
creased by € 100.5 million (- 72.0%).

Pharmaceutical products saw the strongest growth in 
imports. The value of this group of products increased 
by € 314.0 million (+ 31.6%) due to higher imports of 
the subsections “medicines” and “immunological 
products”.  

Table 42: Importance of the different continents in Swedish imports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 30,245.9 25,148.6 82.7 -5,097.3 -16.9

EU(27) 23,895.5 20,248.6 66.6 -3,646.9 -15.3

EU - Eurozone 18,861.4 15,810.9 52.0 -3,050.5 -16.2

EU - Outside Eurozone 5,034.0 4,437.6 14.6 -596.4 -11.8

Europe (outside EU) 6,350.4 4,900.0 16.1 -1,450.4 -22.8

Asia  3,785.5  3,587.3 11.8  -198.2  -5.2

Americas  1,362.7  1,406.8  4.6  44.1  3.2

Africa  558.4  137.1  0.5  -421.3  -75.4

Oceania  82.2  61.1  0.2  -21.1 -25.7

Others  25.9  72.0  0.2  46.1  178.0

Total 36,060.6  30,412.9  100.0  -5,647.8 -15.7
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 22: Main changes in Swedish imports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

31.6%

-21.7%

-72.0%

-14.2%

-14.0%

-4.5%

-33.4%

-14.1%

-39.8%

-43.7%

Imports Exports

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 0.3 billion)

…

40 - Rubber (- EUR 0.1 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 0.1 billion)

73 - Articles of iron or steel (- EUR 0.1 billion)

03 - Fish and crustaceans (- EUR 0.2 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 0.2 billion)

72 - Iron and steel (- EUR 0.4 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 0.7 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 1.5 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 2.0 billion)
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Denmark
t Exports

Table 43: Main changes in Danish exports to other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

United States 1,939.7 2,698.0 39.1 758.3 11.9

Netherlands 1,087.9 1,487.7 36.8 399.8 6.6

China 1,027.4 1,303.0 26.8 275.6 5.8

Poland 730.9 888.0 21.5 157.2 3.9

…

Norway 1,486.2 1,403.0 -5.6 -83.2 6.2

Italy 640.6 469.9 -26.6 -170.7 2.1

France 897.1 725.2 -19.2 -171.9 3.2

Sweden 2,717.6 2,105.4 -22.5 -612.2 9.3

Germany 3,654.5 3,012.9 -17.6 -641.6 13.3

United Kingdom 1,624.6 934.9 -42.5 -689.7 4.1

Total 23,739.1 22,590.0 -4.8 -1,149.0 100.0

C ompared to many other countries, the Danish 
economy held up relatively well to the global 
crisis during the first lockdown. In point of fact, 

the spread of the coronavirus was kept largely under 
control in Denmark, which  meant that the economy 
could make a quick recovery.  At the same time, the 
Danish pharmaceutical industry helped support exports 
during a period of sharp decline in demand worldwide, 
thanks to which the decrease in Danish exports could 
be limited to 4.8%.

Danish exports even increased considerably to several 
countries during the months of March-May 2020: thus, 
during the first lockdown, sales to the United States 
grew by € 758.3 million (+ 39.1%) compared to the cor-
responding period in 2017-2019, while those to the 
Netherlands gained € 399.8 million (+ 36.8%). 

The rise in exports to China and Poland by 26.8% and 
21.5% respectively, was partly due to an increase in 

sales of animal products including meat of pork and 
fish.

Despite these positive results, total Danish exports 
declined over the period under consideration, which 
is almost entirely attributable to the decrease in sales 
to other European countries. Besides the current crisis, 
the forthcoming Brexit also played a role in the fall of 
exports towards the United Kingdom, as it did for the 
other countries presented in this overview. Meanwhile, 
exports to Germany fell by 17.6%, in part due to lower 
exports of “wind-powered generating sets”.

Denmark also supplies mineral fuels to Sweden. The 
decrease in both demand and price of these products 
contributed to the drop of € 612.2 million in exports to 
this country.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Deliveries to other European countries, which repre-
sented two-thirds of Danish exports, decreased by 
nearly € 2.2 billion during the first lockdown. This re-
sult is remarkable since total exports of Denmark fell 
by only € 1.1 billion during the period March-May 2020. 
The loss of turnover in Europe was partially offset by 

increased exports in other parts of the world. Higher 
sales to the United States thus generated growth of 
30.5% (+ € 834.9 million) in exports to the American 
continent, while growth in Asia was primarily driven by 
deliveries to China.

Table 44: Importance of the different continents in Danish exports

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 16,951.0 14,791.9 65.5 -2,159.1 -12.7

EU(27) 12,712.1 11,402.0 50.5 -1,310.1 -10.3

EU - Eurozone 8,734.7 7,876.4 34.9 -858.3 -9.8

EU - Outside Eurozone 3,977.4 3,525.6 15.6 -451.8 -11.4

Europe (outside EU) 4,238.9 3,390.0 15.0 -848.9 -20.0

Americas  2,738.6  3,573.5 15.8  834.9  30.5

Asia  3,258.4  3,459.4 15.3  201.0  6.2

Africa  365.4  389.1  1.7  23.7  6.5

Oceania  287.8  259.7  1.1  -28.1  -9.8

Others  137.9  116.4  0.5  -21.5  -15.6

Total  23,739.1  22,590.0  100.0  -1,149.0  -4.8

For many years, the pharmaceutical industry has been 
one of the key sectors of the Danish economy. Similar 
to the other countries in this study, pharmaceutical 
products are the section that recorded the strongest 
increase in Denmark. Their exports grew by € 1.2 billion 
(+ 38.1%) thanks to the higher value for “medicines”.  

The largest drop on the other hand was registered in 
exports of mineral products. The decrease in demand 
from Sweden, among others, for “crude oils”, “light oils” 
and “medium oils” as well as lower prices for these 
products generated a fall of € 764.1 million (- 61.9%) in 
total Danish exports of this group of products during 
the first lockdown.

Sales of furskins and artificial fur represented only 
€ 51.0 million over the period March-May 2020 against 
an average value of € 379.0 million for the same period 
during the years 2017-2019. This drop of € 328.0 mil-
lion (- 86.5%) is mainly due to the decrease in exports 
of “raw furskins of mink” to Asian countries such as 
Cambodia, China, Hong Kong and Thailand. This sec-
tor has suffered another hard blow because Denmark, 
which is the world’s largest exporter of mink skins, 
decided in early October to cull over 1.5 million ani-
mals farmed for their fur because 60 of the 150 farms 
in the country experienced COVID-19 infections. Since 
the start of the pandemic, several suspected cases of 
mink transmission to humans have been recorded, es-
pecially in the Netherlands.
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Figure 23: Main changes in Danish exports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

t Imports

Of the ten countries in this study, Denmark record-
ed the smallest percentage decline in imports during 
the first lockdown. Germany remained by far the main 
supplier of goods to Denmark during the period under 
consideration despite the fact that imports from this 
country fell by € 623.9 million (- 12.3%). The main rea-
son for this decrease was that the subsection “seago-
ing vessels” was no longer part of Danish imports. The 
disappearance of this subsection also largely explains 
the decrease of € 150.8 million (- 62.2%) in imports 
from South Korea.

In addition, the decline in demand and prices of min-
eral fuels resulted in lower imports from both Norway 
and Russia. 

One of the countries from which Danish imports con-
tinued to progress during the period March-May 2020 
was the Netherlands. Imports from this country in-
creased by € 117.2 million (+ 6.9%), above all due to the 
demand for “laptop computers”.

38.1%

11.2%

-11.7%

-15.8%

- 27.2%

-6.7%

-19.1%

-8.4%

-86.5%

-61.9%

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 1.2 billion)

02 - Meat products (+ EUR 0.1 billion)

…

90 - Optical, precision and medical instruments  
       (- EUR 0.1 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 0.1 billion)

62 - Apparel (- EUR 0.1 billion)

85 - Electrical machinery (- EUR 0.1 billion)

03 - Fish and crustaceans (- EUR 0.1 billion)

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (- EUR 0.3 billion)

43 - Furskins and artificial fur (- EUR 0.3 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 0.8 billion)

Exports Imports
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Denmark mainly depends on other European countries 
for its imports. Even though imports from Europe de-
creased by almost € 1.7 billion due to the decline in 
purchases from Germany and Norway, four fifths of 
Danish imports still came from Europe during the first 
lockdown.

The decline of € 413.5 million (- 14.8%) in Danish im-
ports from Asia is partly due to the disappearance of 
the “seagoing vessels” subsection in purchases from 
South Korea. In addition, the drop in imports from 
China (- € 75.1 million) and Singapore (- € 50.2 million) 
also contributed to this negative trend.

Table 45: Main changes in Danish imports from other countries 

In millions of EUR
Avg.  

March - May 
2017 - 2019

March – May 
2020

Variation  
(in %)

Variation  
(in value)

Share  
(March-May 
2020 - in %)

Netherlands 1,687.7 1,804.9 6.9 117.2 9.2

…

Italy 731.9 675.4 -7.7 -56.5 3.4

United Kingdom 813.6 749.8 -7.8 -63.7 3.8

France 669.5 600.4 -10.3 -69.0 3.1

China 1,464.4 1,389.6 -5.1 -74.8 7.1

Sweden 2,513.8 2,408.2 -4.2 -105.6 12.2

South Korea 242.6 91.8 -62.2 -150.8 0.5

Russia 424.8 205.1 -51.7 -219.7 1.0

Norway 1,280.1 833.7 -34.9 -446.5 4.2

Germany 5,063.7 4,439.8 -12.3 -623.9 22.6

Total 21,838.4 19,680.3 -9.9 -2,158.2 100.0
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Table 46: Importance of the different continents in Danish imports 

  Avg. March - 
May 2017 - 2019

March – May  
2020 Variation

Continent (in millions  
of EUR)

(in millions  
of EUR)

(in %) (in millions  
of EUR)

(in %)

Europe 17,713.6 16,051.1 81.6 -1,662.5  -9.4

EU(27) 14,652.2 13,760.4 69.9 -891.8 -6.1

EU - Eurozone 10,581.8 9,826.7 49.9 -755.1 -7.1

EU - Outside Eurozone 4,070.4 3,933.7 20.0 -136.7 -3.4

Europe (outside EU) 3,061.4 2,290.7 11.6 -770.7 -25.2

Asia  2,791.9  2,378.4 12.1  -413.5 -14.8

Americas  1,064.4  1,045.2  5.3  -19.2  -1.8

Africa  136.2  105.5  0.5  -30.7 -22.5

Oceania  100.6  46.0  0.2  -54.6 -54.3

Others  31.7  54.1  0.3  22.4  70.7

Total  21,838.4  19,680.3  100.0  -2,158.2  -9.9

Figure 24 illustrates that “ships, boats and float-
ing structures” was the section of Danish imports of 
which the value decreased the most during the period 
March-May 2020. The disappearance of the subsection 
“seagoing vessels” from Germany and South Korea ex-
plains partially the decrease of € 793.5 million (- 83.4%) 
in imports of this group of products.

Lower imports of motor vehicles and parts thereof by 
€ 644.7 million and of mineral fuels by € 544.7 million 
were also part of the reason why total Danish imports 
of goods were down by 9.9% during the first lockdown.

Two sections of which imports did rise were machin-
ery and mechanical appliances and pharmaceutical 
products. The first of these two product groups added 
10.5%, in particular due to purchases of “laptop com-
puters” from the Netherlands, while the 16.1% growth 
rate of the second group of products can be partially 
attributed to the purchase of “medicines” and “immu-
nological products”.
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Positioning of Belgium in relation to neighbouring countries and compared to countries with a comparable export structure

Figure 24: Main changes in Danish imports of goods during the period March-May 2020 

10.5%

16.1%

-29.8%

-18.8%

-63.5%

-14.7%

-13.3%

-41.7%

-34.6%

-83.4%

84 - Machinery and mechanical appliances (+ EUR 0.3 billion)

30 - Pharmaceutical products (+ EUR 0.2 billion)

…

64 - Footwear (- EUR 0.1 billion)

61 - Apparel (- EUR 0.1 billion)

88 - Aircraft or spacecraft (- EUR 0.1 billion)

62 - Apparel (- EUR 0.1 billion)

03 - Fish and crustaceans (- EUR 0.1 billion)

27 - Mineral fuels (- EUR 0.5 billion)

87 - Motor vehicles and parts thereof (- EUR 0.6 billion)

89 - Ships, boats and floating structures (- EUR 0.8 billion)

ExportsImports
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essenscia
The Belgian federation for the chemical and life sciences industry

2.1

essenscia
The Belgian federation for the chemical and 

life sciences industry 
(This interview was conducted on 27 May 2020) 
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The Belgian federation for the chemical and 
life sciences industry 

An essential industry during a health crisis 

A s soon as the first ministerial decree of 18 
March 2020 was issued concerning the emer-
gency measures to be adopted to contain the 

spread of the coronavirus, the chemical, plastics and 
life sciences industry as a whole, just like the food in-
dustry, was seen as one of the sectors essential to the 
protection of the vital needs of the nation and of the 
population. “The Belgian authorities immediately recog-
nised the essential character of the chemical, plastics 
and life sciences industry, in particular due to its vital 
production activities for the health care sector (manu-
facturing of medical protective equipment, hydroalco-
holic gels and oxygen tanks, among other items)”, states 
Yves Verschueren, CEO of essenscia.

At the European level, essenscia ensured that the 
European Commission rapidly implemented reserved 
lanes, known as “Green Lanes”, at border crossing 

points in order to ensure continuity for the transport of 
goods throughout the EU during the pandemic. “Being 
in favour of free movement of goods and services, we 
believe it was essential for our industry to guarantee 
the continuity of European supply chains by the means 
of reserved lanes such as the “Green Lanes”, says Yves 
Verschueren.

An industry running at full capacity on the domestic 
market… 
“Recognition of our industry as essential enabled our 
companies to continue their normal operations taking, 
of course, the necessary health precautions. Overall, 
the economic activity of the chemical, life sciences 
and pharmaceutical industry therefore remained at a 
very good level during the months of strict lockdown 
and our federation did not notice a major halt in the 
production apparatus of our companies”, declares 
Verschueren.

Yves Verschueren 
CEO of essenscia

essenscia, the Belgian federation for the chemical and life sciences industry, defends the interests of more 
than 720 companies that are active in chemicals, plastics, pharmaceuticals and biotechnologies. With a 
turnover of € 65 billion in 2019 and more than 93,000 direct jobs and 220,000 indirect jobs, the sector 
represents a quarter of the Belgian manufacturing industry, i.e., the most important industrial branch 
in the country. Note that Belgium is the world leader in chemicals and plastics in terms of turnover per 
capita and one of the European leaders in the development of new drugs. 

In addition, the chemical, plastics and life sciences industry is also strongly oriented internationally 
and accounts for a third of all Belgian exports. The sector exported more than 80% of its production in 
2019 and generated a trade surplus of € 24 billion, thus making a major contribution to the growth and 
prosperity of the Belgian economy. 

Finally, the sector generates more than a third of the added value of the Belgian manufacturing industry 
and remains the undisputed leader in innovation with its expenditure of € 4.5 billion in research and 
development in chemicals, plastics and pharmaceuticals. The sector represents nearly two thirds of 
industrial R&D expenditure in Belgium.
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Regarding the use of statistics and figures to measure 
in a more tangible way the impact of COVID-19 on its 
sector, essenscia refers exclusively to statistics from 
the National Bank of Belgium (NBB) compiled in the 
statistical section of parts 1.1 and 1.2 of this study. The 
answers provided by Yves Verschueren therefore have 
a qualitative rather than quantitative scope in line 
with the situation of the companies in this sector.

However, some comments were based on employment 
statistics, such as the temporary unemployment rate 
in the sector, for example. “The activity of our sector 
has remained at a very good level and, to our knowl-
edge, our facilities have not experienced any closures 
or stoppages. This operation at full capacity can also 
be seen in the temporary unemployment figures pro-
vided by the National Social Security Office (NSSO), 
which are virtually zero for our industry. The chemi-
cals sector thus practically continued to run at regu-
lar capacity, with the lowest temporary unemployment 
rate after the pharmaceutical sector”, states Yves 
Verschueren.

As its industrial output has remained extreme-
ly strong, and demand even increased in some of its 
sub-sectors, essenscia had to ensure that its compa-
nies implemented all measures that were required to 

guarantee the safety and health of workers at the sites. 
“The companies in our industry, which are very active 
internationally, were in a state of alert at the very on-
set of the health crisis in Asia. In our sector, companies 
therefore very quickly established the necessary strict 
health precautionary measures for the maintenance of 
their activities: social distancing, wearing masks, good 
hand hygiene, rearranged passageway flows, limited 
number of people in the same area etc.”, says Yves 
Verschueren.

However, due to the variety of sub-sectors covered by 
essenscia (basic chemicals; pharmaceuticals; process-
ing plastics; soaps, detergents and cosmetics; paints, 
varnishes and inks; processing rubber; agrochemicals; 
synthetic and artificial fibres, etc.), the impact of the 
crisis may have been somewhat different depending 
on the market of end consumers. “The sub-sector of 
plastics processors, which is a significant part of our 
industry, presents the most contrasted picture,” says 
Yves Verschueren.

The situation is indeed very different depending on the 
supply chains to which the plastics processing com-
panies belong. “Some plastics suppliers experienced 
greater demand and an overload of work, especially in 
the healthcare sectors (production of personal pro-
tective medical equipment) and food (plastic pack-
aging). Conversely, among certain other sub-trades of 
the plastics processing sector, some economic actors 
forming part of the chain of automotive production 
and construction, for example, recorded a significant 
decrease or even a halt of their activities. If the auto-
motive industry begins to under-perform, it goes with-
out saying that all companies upstream see their activ-
ities decrease”, explains Yves Verschueren.

… and internationally
At the European level, the implementation of the 
“Green Lanes” ensured the essential continuity of 
international trade in goods. “The continuity of the 
transport of goods throughout the territory of the 
EU is all the more crucial for an industry as interna-
tionally oriented as ours. What is more, since the vast 
majority of export flows from our sector are directed 
to our neighbouring countries, we are delighted that 
the European Commission quickly implemented its re-
served lane strategy and ensured the stability of the 
international movement of goods,” says Verschueren.
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Thanks to the implementation of the “Green Lanes” 
system, the flow of imported and exported goods has 
remained significant in the chemical and life scienc-
es industry. “The many chemical product flows at the 
Port of Antwerp throughout this period of crisis indeed 
attest that in general the international activity of our 
companies did not experience a significant drop in 
pace”, stresses Yves Verschueren.

International transport of chemical goods by road, 
rail, and pipeline also continued perfectly normally 
thanks to the optimal interaction between companies 
falling under essenscia and the Belgian customs au-
thorities. “In order to enable the customs services to 
understand and respond better to any problems that 
our companies might encounter, we set up a weekly 
discussion forum. In this way, the inflows and outflows 
of our companies were hardly affected at all”, says Yves 
Verschueren.

Towards more local production?
Nevertheless, the COVID-19 health crisis did also high-
light a certain dependence on supply chains that were 
too long and vulnerable, in the health sector in par-
ticular. Europe lost control of certain kinds of equip-
ment and products (such as hygienic masks or adjuvant 
drugs, for example) the production of which is entirely 
outsourced, mostly in Asia. It is therefore hardly sur-
prising that there has been increased discussion about 
the possible “repatriation” to Europe of certain value 
chains since the outbreak of the pandemic.

“We are obviously in favour of Belgian and European 
production of protective hygienic equipment,” says 
Yves Verschueren. “This reshoring, that is to say, the 
return to local production of sanitary goods on an in-
dustrial scale, however, should not harm free trade 
and therefore international trade. This practice should 
be carefully analysed between member states of the 
European Union and, assuming it is adopted, take place 
in compliance with international rules governing trade 
and competitiveness”, says the CEO of essenscia.

In addition, the establishment of a certain protection-
ism on certain types of sanitary products labelled “es-
sential” should not harm companies of essenscia, 75% 
of whose production is for export. Of these exports, 
about two-thirds are for the intra-European market 
and one third for extra-European markets. “We are a 

net exporter. Unlike other sectors, the European chem-
ical industry exports more to the world than it imports. 
Despite the crisis, this trend is unlikely to change. We 
need exports to keep our industry going”, says Yves 
Verschueren.

Although it may no doubt be too early to assess it 
properly at this stage, the real question is whether the 
health crisis will lead to a change in consumer behav-
iour and buying habits and therefore new production 
flows, considers Yves Verschueren. “Following the on-
set of the crisis, consumers have logically expressed 
an increased demand for health protection, which al-
lowed some of our companies to do well: production 
of hygienic masks, hydroalcoholic gel, coronavirus 
screening tests etc. Then, although it does not directly 
concern our companies, another change in consumer 
habits that could occur is a certain trend towards the 
digitalisation of sales and e-commerce. Finally, in the 
field of business life, teleworking is expected to gain 
in importance after the crisis and, more generally, the 
use of the digital and virtual dimensions should be 
strengthened”, considers Yves Verschueren.

Restarting economic activity: yes, but under what 
form?  
essenscia is very attentive to restarting the economic 
activity of its industry. More specifically, the federation 
pays particular attention to the health safety of its 
workers and the form that economic recovery will take. 

“Controlling the spread of the coronavirus in the work-
place is a key priority for the health of our workers and 
for the production activity of our companies”, explains 
Yves Verschueren. “Despite all health measures that 
can be implemented in a chemical production unit, it is 
possible that someone with COVID-19 visiting the work-
place would infect colleagues. Therefore, logic would 
dictate conducting a contact-tracing operation within 
the company in question in order to detect, as quick-
ly as possible, any contamination of other employees. 
Eventually, quarantining an entire team that has inter-
acted with an employee affected by the coronavirus 
could destabilise the production activity of our busi-
nesses, some of which might even be forced to stop 
their activities for lack of staff. Given the high level of 
security of our sector and the drastic measures im-
plemented to avoid contaminations, in addition to the 
being recognised as an essential sector, classifying the 
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sector as low risk with regard to contacts within com-
panies is essential”, adds Yves Verschueren.

“The recovery plans established by the European 
Commission and by our authorities are another point 
to which we are paying close attention. The measures 
implemented to restart economic activity are most 
certainly positive but raise two major concerns”, con-
siders Verschueren. 

First, according to Yves Verschueren, states have in-
curred a huge debt during this crisis period and no one 
knows how it will be dealt with. “The last thing we want 
is for this increase in the budgetary burden of the state 
to lead to an increase in the tax rate for our companies, 
which is a factor of loss of international competitive-
ness”, stresses Yves Verschueren. “At the European lev-
el, it is moreover, in my opinion, the decisive moment 
to show solidarity. The pooling of debt at the European 
level has been advocated by some countries and de-
cried by others. However, this approach would consti-
tute a huge oxygen tank for Member States and com-
panies, whose business development has been badly 
impacted”, according to Verschueren.

Secondly, in connection with the Green Deal propos-
al of the European Commission with the objective of 
achieving carbon neutrality in 2050, there is talk of 
economic recovery that must be “green” at all costs. 
“Our industry is ready to reduce its CO2 emissions to 
the maximum of its possibilities and invest in new fa-
cilities to make our economy progress in a sustaina-
ble way. However, decarbonising our industry must 
not be achieved to the detriment of our international 
competitiveness and our production capacity within 
Europe. Greening the European economy by pushing 
our production capacities beyond EU borders would be 
against the interests of Europeans themselves”, con-
siders Verschueren. Another example of an environ-
mental project launched by the European Commission 

is the carbon tax at the borders. “The carbon adjust-
ment mechanism at the border plans to tax imports 
that do not meet a series of environmental criteria in 
order to achieve the objectives of decarbonising the 
economy and guaranteeing the competitiveness of 
Europe. Current proposals to tax carbon at the borders 
address only the issue of unfair competition from the 
most carbon intensive producers and do not solve the 
problem of competitiveness of exporting sectors like 
ours. We are happy that the Commission focuses on 
competitiveness solutions but let’s wait for holistic 
proposals”, adds Verschueren.

The triple economic leap to get out of the crisis 
In order to get out of this crisis caused by COVID-19, 
Yves Verschueren proposes a business resumption 
plan in three phases. “The economy is the best reme-
dy for an industry that is so strongly oriented towards 
export, international trade and investments in infra-
structures like ours. This is why we need a triple eco-
nomic leap to relaunch the activity of our companies”, 
he states.

The first phase thus consists in avoiding bankruptcies 
and structural unemployment by government support 
measures. “This first leap should allow us to cushion 
the economic shocks associated with this crisis period. 
Measures adopted at the Belgian and European levels 
have thus enabled our companies to maintain a good 
level of production while respecting the safety of their 
workers, strict hygiene rules and social distancing”, ex-
plains Yves Verschueren.

The second step involves gradually restarting econom-
ic activity. Nationally, special attention should be paid 
to the sectors most affected by the crisis. “If the gov-
ernment helps the sectors most affected by the crisis, 
the activity of companies linked to these sectors will 
also be stimulated”, considers Verschueren. Once the 
national economy is back on track, international free 

“Thanks to the implementation of the ‘Green Lanes’ 
system, the flow of imported and exported goods has 

remained significant.” 
Yves Verschueren
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trade will then play a driving role, especially for a coun-
try strongly oriented towards exports like Belgium. 

Once the economy is back in full swing, the third and 
last “leap” will consist of adopting policies of long-
term investment, innovation and internationalisation. 
“We must continue to encourage investment in tech-
nological, energy and logistics innovation in order to 
strengthen our economy and international competi-
tiveness further. We must not fall back into a protec-
tionist logic but strengthen collaborations between 
crucial links in the logistics and industrial value chains 
which have maintained our country and Europe afloat 
in recent weeks”, insists Yves Verschueren.  

A second wind for plastics
Overall, future prospects for the chemical and life 
sciences industry remain very favourable. The plastics 
sector, the perception of which has changed consid-
erably during this period of crisis, should experience 
an unexpected development. “Consumers have real-
ised during this health crisis the importance of plas-
tics, a material that was shunned until recently for its 
polluting properties. European legislation prohibiting 
the use of plastics will undoubtedly have to be re-
considered when consumers become aware of the ex-
cellent barrier properties of plastics”, considers Yves 
Verschueren.

“What is certain is that this health crisis has direct-
ly affected the entire world population and shaken 
all sectors of the economy. It is therefore very likely 
that some states will invest more proactively in the 
fight against future pandemics and the protection of 
their populations against health risks. The healthcare 
sector overall should also regain importance and this 
could benefit some companies in our industry”, contin-
ues Yves Verschueren. 

The global vaccine race 
According to Yves Verschueren it is impossible to know 
with accuracy which country will discover a vaccine first. 
However, Belgium is in the leading group. “There is no 
doubt that the major pharmaceutical companies (like 
Janssen Pharmaceutica which is part of the Johnson & 
Johnson group and GlaxoSmithKline – GSK, for exam-
ple) located in our country are very actively involved in 
this research. As such, it is likely that a vaccine will be 
discovered in Belgium”, stresses Verschueren.

In any case, regardless of the country where the first 
vaccine against the coronavirus is developed, Belgium 
will certainly have a role to play in global supply chains. 
“In a context of sharing knowledge and global health 
solidarity, our country can in any case hope to ensure 
large-scale production of a vaccine using its very high-
ly developed pharmaceutical production tool”, con-
cludes Yves Verschueren.
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2.2

pharma.be
The General Association of the Pharmaceutical Industry 

(This interview took place on 07 October 2020)
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The General Association of the Pharmaceutical Industry 

The pharmaceutical sector in Belgium is a power-
house of sustainable economic growth:
• The biopharmaceutical sector employs 38,500 peo-

ple in our country (+ 13% over five years) and also 
creates many indirect jobs.  Jobs in the biopharma-
ceutical sector go on to act as catalysts for jobs in 
other sectors of our economy.  As a result, every 
biopharmaceutical sector job creates at least two 
additional jobs in other sectors.  The activities of 
companies in this sector have generated a total of 
more than 121,000 jobs.

• In 2019, Belgian biopharmaceutical companies in-
vested € 3.8 billion in research and development of 
new vaccines and treatments (+ 7.7% compared to 
2018 and + 50% compared to 5 years ago).  In 2019, 
5,400 researchers were employed in biopharmaceu-
tical companies, an increase of 26.7% since 2015. As 
a result of increased research activity, companies 
are filing more patent applications: up to 359 in 
2019, or nearly one per day.

• In 2019, Belgium strengthened its position as an 
importer and exporter of medicines and became 
one of the world’s leading centres for the distribu-
tion and supply of medicines and vaccines.  Belgian 

exports of medicines and vaccines, half of which 
go to non-EU countries, increased by no less than 
16.3% in 2019 and almost reached the 50-billion-eu-
ro mark.  Between 2015 and 2019, exports increased 
by 21.5%.  This exceptional growth is mainly due to 
a sharp increase of more than 50% in exports to the 
US, which was already the main export destination.

• These growing export figures ensure a strong pos-
itive trade balance for Belgium. The balance be-
tween imports and exports amounted to € 7.2 bil-
lion in 2019 (community concept).  This corresponds 
to 43.5% of Belgium’s total positive trade balance.  
An impressive result which highlights the substan-
tial contribution the biopharmaceutical sector 
makes to the Belgian economy.

A sector made critical during the COVID crisis
Referenced in the ministerial order of 18 March 2020 
on emergency measures to contain the spread of the 
coronavirus, the pharmaceutical sector is one of the 
essential sectors for protecting the vital needs of the 
country and its people. “The Belgian authorities im-
mediately recognised the essential role of the phar-
maceutical industry as a whole.  It is why our com-
panies have been able to continue their production 

pharma.be, the General Association of the Pharmaceutical Industry, is comprised of more than 130 
biopharmaceutical companies that are active in Belgium. These companies are focused on the research 
and development of new drugs, for both human and veterinary use, and employ more than 38,500 
people in Belgium.

In full partnership with doctors, pharmacists, hospitals, governments and other health stakeholders, 
pharma.be’s stated mission is the promotion of better healthcare by encouraging innovative treatments 
in the field of human medicine.  Its top priority is therefore to provide patients with the latest therapies 
produced by research and development as quickly as possible.

Geert Steurs 
Chief Economist of pharma.be
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activities as usual, with the necessary health precau-
tions, and the impact of COVID-19 has been limited,” 
declares Geert Steurs, Chief Economist of pharma.be.

The impact of the health crisis on the sale of reim-
bursable drugs is difficult to assess.  “Here in Belgium, 
while we found that individuals tended to stock up 
on drugs from pharmacies before March, sales went 
down during lockdown. Today, pharmacy sales appear 
to be stabilizing,” Mr Steurs says.

Sales of drugs used to treat COVID patients naturally 
rose sharply in hospitals during this period. On the 
other hand, some treatments for other diseases and 
issues have been postponed and, as a result, other 
drugs have been sold less.  “Due to the need to free 
up hospital beds for the treatment of COVID patients, 

some non-emergency treatments and procedures 
have been postponed. The sale of drugs to hospitals 
was more severely affected by the health crisis as a 
result,” Mr Steurs assesses.

Estimates from the Belgian National Institute for 
Health and Disability Insurance (NIHDI), which pro-
vides reimbursements for eligible drugs, support this 
claim.  As a result, it was therefore estimated that 100 
million less euros were spent reimbursing hospitals 
for drugs in the first six months of 2020, whereas drug 
reimbursement expenditure remained more or less 
stable for community pharmacies.

No critical shortages
Belgium was able to continue importing necessities 
such as medicines almost as usual during the health 
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crisis.  “Given the priority nature of drugs, imports 
were able to continue fairly normally, there were basi-
cally no critical shortages in the supply chain, and all 
patients were able to receive the drugs they needed,” 
Mr Steurs stresses.

“The continued supply and availability of essential 
drugs for the treatment of COVID-19 patients was en-
sured, also thanks to regular consultations between 
the Federal Agency for Medicines and Health Products 
(FAMHP), pharmaceutical companies and (hospital) 
pharmacists.” The exchange of data between the 
FAMHP and businesses made it possible to identify 
where essential products were needed and where 
they were available, and then to match supply with 
demand.  A quota system was used to ascertain the 
needs of each hospital and then to provide the cor-
rect amounts of COVID drugs.  This helped avoid lo-
cal shortages.  In some cases, the FAMHP also bought 
raw materials abroad and companies freed up capac-
ity to produce drugs when necessary.  “Their flexibility 
helped avoid bigger problems,” he added.

However, the pharmaceutical sector’s reliance on for-
eign suppliers has been brought into question during 
this pandemic.  The question of relocating some glob-
al supply chains to Europe is being increasingly dis-
cussed. “Reshoring drug production cannot be real-
ized in the short term. Building and developing a new 
production site takes a long time because of the strict 
legislation as well as the numerous inspections and 
checks which have to be carried out.  Nevertheless, 
Europe does want to do this,” he said. “If the produc-
tion of certain drugs is brought back to Europe one 

day, Belgium should be able to benefit economical-
ly thanks to its strong biopharmaceutical ecosystem. 
The shorter-term solution involves providing strate-
gic stocks of essential drugs,” Steurs explains.

Avoiding a protectionist approach
In the midst of the coronavirus crisis, the FAMHP 
could have banned the export of a whole list of drugs.  
This would have been a bad idea according to pharma.
be. “There was talk in our country of stopping certain 
drugs useful in the treatment of COVID-19 patients 
from being exported. Legal provisions had even been 
introduced for this purpose,” Mr Steurs states.

Fortunately, this was never more than a theory. But 
if the Belgian government had de facto adopted this 
protectionist approach, it could have had a counter-
productive effect on the entire export supply chain. 
“This worried the European Commission and, in the 
long term, could be negative for Belgium, which is a 
medicine distribution hub.  As an exporting country, 
we cannot run the risk of damaging our reputation.  It 
would be like shooting ourselves in the foot,” Steurs 
underlines.

The Belgian pharmaceutical sector produces indeed 
many medicines intended for export to EU and non-
EU countries.  In 2019, Belgium exported € 50 billion 
worth of medicine. In addition, Belgium’s role as a 
European logistics and distribution centre means 
that it also imports a lot of medicine.  “In this context, 
the sector should absolutely not run the risk of being 
banned from exporting and it was a good thing that it 
did not end up happening,” he insists.

“Given the priority nature of drugs, imports were able to 
continue fairly normally, there were basically no critical 

shortages in the supply chain, and all patients were able to 
receive the drugs they needed.”

Geert Steurs
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A pioneer in the fight against COVID-19
In 2019, Belgium cemented its position as leader for 
clinical trials within Europe, with 526 requests ap-
proved, 80% of which were initiated by the private 
sector.  “A clinical trial assesses the effectiveness of 
a new molecule and is therefore an important step 
in the development of a new vaccine or drug.  Over 
the past five years, Belgium has consistently ranked 
among the top European countries in terms of clinical 
trial authorisations per capita,” Mr Steurs explains.

This unprecedented health crisis has put pressure on 
the pharmaceutical sector to develop a vaccine rapid-
ly and provide the necessary treatments for COVID-19.  
Belgium has therefore made the most of its strengths 
as a benchmark country for clinical trials.  As a result, 
25 requests for clinical studies for the treatment or 
prevention of COVID-19 have already been submitted 
in our country: 21 COVID-19 drug studies, during which 
more than 3,000 patients will participate in 31 cen-
tres over the long term, and 4 vaccine studies.  “In 
the race for COVID-19 vaccines and treatments, the 
pharmaceutical industry is playing the leading role in 
Belgium,” Steurs states.

In addition, the Belgian authorities have taken 
measures to further stimulate clinical research on 
COVID-19.  “The Federal Agency for Medicines and 
Health Products (FAMHP) has developed an acceler-
ated procedure which allows it to approve, within a 
maximum of 4 working days, clinical trial requests for 
drugs for treating or preventing COVID-19.  This will 
help our country remain one of the pioneers in the 
fight against this virus,” he says.

The FAMHP is not alone in approving clinical tri-
als more efficiently and speedily, as similar devel-
opments have been seen at European level.  “The 
European Medicines Agency (EMA) has accelerated 
the approval process for certain vaccines.  Steps that 
are normally performed sequentially are now being 
performed in parallel,” Steurs explains.

The various stakeholders in the Belgian pharma-
ceutical sector quickly sought out collaboration and 
joined forces with public institutions and academia 
to provide responses to the health crisis. Recently 
(on 6 October 2020), for example, the Center for 
Vaccinology (CEVAC) at Ghent University Hospital 

“In the race for COVID-19 vaccines and treatments,  
the pharmaceutical industry in Belgium is playing  

a leading role.”
Geert Steurs
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began preparations for the final development phase 
of three candidate coronavirus vaccines, whose effec-
tiveness will now be tested.  This is the first time that 
this final phase has been reached in Belgium.  If all 
goes well, the first coronavirus vaccine developed on 
Belgian soil could be available by summer 2021.

“This once again illustrates our country’s leading po-
sition in the European pharmaceutical landscape,” 
Steurs believes.  “Moreover Belgium has the infra-
structure necessary for large scale vaccine produc-
tion, and it will be put to good use once one or more 
vaccines are made available on the market.  I am 
convinced that we will live up to our pharmaceutical 
reputation,” Mr. Steurs concludes.



Febiac
 Belgian Federation of the Car and Two-wheeler Industries

2.3

FEBIAC
Belgian Federation of the Car and Two-wheeler Industries

(This interview took place on 07 October 2020)
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Belgian Federation of the Car and Two-wheeler Industries

COVID-19 and the automotive industry: facts and 
figures 

F or the automotive sector, which was already 
under pressure long before the pandemic, the 
crisis came at the worst possible time. Reasons 

for the sector’s fragile situation before COVID include: 
the China-US trade war, weak sales in China (the larg-
est automotive market in the world), the emergence of 
new mobility concepts, and, of course, the reassessment 
of the internal combustion engine in favour of clean-
er technologies and environmental considerations that 
call for greater climate protection.

From this vulnerable position, the automotive indus-
try was then dealt a harsh blow by the economic crisis 
caused by the coronavirus. The industry was suddenly 
faced with a comprehensive shutdown of its activity, 
during which workers were required to stay at home, 
supply chains were blocked and factories had to tem-
porarily close their doors.  This sudden shutdown of 
production also resulted in job losses and rising un-
employment across all supply chains of the automo-
tive industry. In addition, the automotive industry has 
been hit by the cyclical impact of rising unemployment 

across all lines of business, which goes hand in hand 
with a drop in income, as seen by the reduction in 
sales of new vehicles.

New vehicle registrations have indeed collapsed 
globally.  According to the European Automobile 
Manufacturers’ Association (ACEA), European demand 
for passenger cars fell by 32% in the first eight months 
of 2020. A total of 6,123,852 new cars were registered in 
the European Union from January to August, almost 2.9 
million less than in the same period last year.

As a result, the three months of full lockdown (March, 
April, May) saw the largest monthly declines in car de-
mand. While new passenger car registrations in the 
EU fell by more than half in March (-55.1%) and May 
(-52.3%) 2020 compared to the same period last year, 
April 2020 noted a dramatic drop of 76.3%. In July 2020, 
registrations of new passenger cars in the European 
Union saw a relatively small drop of 5.7% compared to 
the same month in the previous year.  In August how-
ever, the EU car market again saw a sharper drop in 
new registrations (-18,9%), albeit this drop was less 
dramatic than those at the start of the year.

Laurent Willaert
Director for Public Affairs, FEBIAC

With over a hundred years of experience, FEBIAC is the non-profit federation for the Belgian Car and 
Two-wheeler Industries in Belgium and Luxembourg. It represents the manufacturers and importers 
of road transport vehicles (cars, commercial vehicles and motorized two-wheelers) in Belgium and 
Luxembourg at the European and international levels as well as at federal and regional levels. very 
January, FEBIAC organizes the Brussels Motor Show at the Heysel Palace in Brussels.

Belgium’s open economy encouraged several major automotive brands to establish themselves in our 
country. As a result, approximately 370,000 cars and 40,000 vans, buses and coaches are assembled in 
Belgium every year. The automotive industry as a whole (assemblers, manufacturers, importers, dealers 
and garage owners) therefore has a strong influence on the economy and provides employment for some 
120,000 people.
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In Belgium, new car registrations saw a similar fall over 
the first eight months in comparison with the same pe-
riod in 2019: a total of 297,524 new cars were registered 
from January to August 2020, compared to 403,534 dur-
ing the same period last year.  With a 26.3% drop in 
new registrations during the first eight months of 2020, 
Belgium is doing slightly better than the European 
average.

Belgium also saw the biggest drop in demand for 
new vehicle registrations during the months of full 
lockdown.  These months, March, April and May, saw 
drops of 47.5%, 90.1% and 32% respectively in compar-
ison with the same months in 2019.  The Belgian mar-
ket then seemed to recover during June and July 2020, 
which saw drops in registrations of only 1.8% and 1.3% 

compared to last year.  This recovery was short-lived 
however, as new registrations again fell by 24.1% in 
August 2020.

Impact on the Belgian car industry
The economic crisis brought about by coronavirus has 
had a considerable impact on the Belgian automotive 
industry in the short term.  “Following the economic 
crisis, the availability of new vehicles has been reduced 
due to the shutdown of production activity caused by 
disruptions in supply chains.  This shortage of vehicles 
and spare parts, coupled with the health measures in-
troduced, has also interrupted production at certain 
factories around the world,” explains Laurent Willaert, 
Director of Public Affairs at FEBIAC.

Source: European Automobile Manufacturers’ Association (ACEA), Registrations of new cars in the EU compared to 
the previous year.

Source: European Automobile Manufacturers’ Association (ACEA), Registrations of new cars in Belgium compared 
to the previous year.
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Moreover, this disruption of the supply chain has not 
only halted automotive production activity but also 
caused a short-term upheaval in the market.  “New ve-
hicle registrations have fallen by around 25% this year, 
while the market for modern second-hand cars has 
seen the opposite trend with 20% more applications 
for registrations.  This change in the market can be 
explained by the fact that orders for some new vehi-
cles cannot be fulfilled quickly due to production being 
stopped or disrupted,” Willaert says.

It is the heavy goods vehicle sub-sector which has 
been worst hit by the crisis however, seeing a 40% 
drop in registrations.  “HGVs are an especially useful 
economic indicator, as purchasing one represents an 
investment in a new work tool.  As the transportation 
of goods declined due to the economic crisis, transport 
companies were more reluctant to make the significant 
investments needed to renew their fleets,” he added.

HGV manufacturers are not the only companies taking 
steps to preserve their liquidity, with measures such as 
reducing production costs and delaying non-essential 
investments; certain sub-sectors of the automotive 
industry, such as equipment manufacturers and auto-
motive parts suppliers, are doing so as well.  “If vehicle 
production drops, it inevitably impacts subcontractors.

Because of lockdown, production stoppages and the 
sharp rise in short-term layoffs and even redundan-
cies, demand for automotive equipment and parts has 
been severely disrupted.  But lockdown also meant 
fewer journeys, therefore less maintenance needed, 
fewer tyre changes, fewer body repairs, etc. An entire 
value chain has been affected,” Willaert says.

Today, the shortage of equipment and spare parts is 
being resolved and the automotive market can grad-
ually recover.  Automotive manufacturers have been 

“Europe must seriously consider making certain value 
chains local again and setting up a local strategic supply 

capacity over the long term.”

Laurent Willaert
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able to resume production, and vehicles are now be-
ing sold and delivered as well, all while ensuring that 
the health requirements necessary for work to be car-
ried out are met.  “Protecting car industry workers 
and customers against the health risks of COVID-19 in 
the workplace is our companies’ top priority,” Willaert 
stresses.

Relocating certain value chains?

Many factories that export vehicles and automotive 
parts to Europe – and elsewhere in the world – have 
been severely affected by the coronavirus outbreak.  
Following the disruption of the main link in the sup-
ply chain, it has been difficult for Belgian car assem-
bly factories to obtain the equipment and spare parts 
they needed, as well as to deliver vehicles to custom-
ers.  “Because the production of our companies was 
shut down for a period of time due to the disruption 
of the supply chain, there have been stock shortages.  
The shortage of parts has had a particularly major im-
pact on the assembly and sale of hybrid and electric 
vehicles in Belgium”, explains Willaert.

Depending on a hegemonic intermediate supplier 
entails risks for Belgian and European car manu-
facturers.  The heavy dependence of many automo-
tive companies on “just-in-time” production and the 
lack of reserve stocks lead to shortages, which re-
duce their production capacities and overall exports.   
FEBIAC’s Director of Public Affairs believes that, re-
gardless of the current health crisis, Europe must 
seriously consider making certain value chains local 
again and setting up a local strategic supply capacity 
over the long term.  “We need to diversify our supply 
chains and not be so reliant on certain third-party 
countries.  We must not, for example, swap our re-
liance on Middle Eastern oil for a reliance on Asian 
batteries,” Willaert said.  “It is for this reason that 
the European Commission launched the European 
Battery Alliance and the European Clean Hydrogen 
Alliance,” he adds.

What does the future hold for mobility?
Furthermore, FEBIAC expects the crisis to change how 
we move around.  “Although we do not expect a com-
plete reversal of current trends, the crisis could have 
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a major impact on people’s mobility.  Indeed, remote 
working has reduced the number of journeys we take 
and, for some consumers, the need for a personal car 
could evolve towards a preference for a shared car, es-
pecially in urban areas.  The “mobility service” aspect 
of a connected car will become more important,” says 
Willaert.

FEBIAC is not against this development. “Basically, the 
need for mobility will remain the same.  Vehicle sharing 
will only be an additional means of mobility available 
to people who have fewer means or less need of mo-
torised transport,” he argues.

However, individual means of motorized transport 
could also experience a renaissance in this period.  
“The demand for personal cars has certainly increased 
during the pandemic, especially among young people 
buying a vehicle for the first time.  Some people may 
well feel safer, in terms of their health, if they are driv-
ing their own car and not using public transport, where 
it is harder to social distance.  In addition, air travel 
also fell sharply during the crisis, which benefited car 
travel,” Willaert says.

Nothing will stop the ongoing transition
In 2020, the Russia–Saudi Arabia oil price war and the 
decline in motorised journeys following the Covid crisis 
has driven down the price of oil.   This drop in the price 
of oil could make one think that the ongoing ecolog-
ical transition might be slowed down.  Nothing could 
be further from the truth. “The fall in oil prices should 
not put the brakes on the transition from internal 
combustion engine vehicles to clean technology vehi-
cles,” Willaert confirms.  Moreover, the European CO2 

emission reduction targets leave car manufacturers 

no choice but to take the sustainable path.  “Cars pro-
duced by manufacturers for the European market can-
not produce more than an average of 95 grams of CO2 

per kilometre.  By 2030, this restriction on emissions 
will be even stricter.  Due to these compulsory stand-
ards, our automotive companies are encouraged to 
turn to clean technologies such as hybrid or electric 
vehicles,” Willaert says.

Therefore, the main support measure that should be 
adopted for the automotive sector at national and 
European levels must be the establishment of alter-
native fuel infrastructures and charging stations.  “Our 
sector has not received any specific support during 
this time of crisis.  But we believe that, in the context 
of the Green Deal, our governments should adopt bet-
ter public infrastructure policies.  The installation of 
fast charging stations, for example, must be a priority 
investment for our governments in order to reach their 
European climate goals,” he recommends.

In addition, the industry is investing more and more 
in connected vehicles, which have now become real 
“computers on wheels”.   “While in the short term the 
top priority is achieving climate goals and achieving the 
progressive decarbonisation of Belgium’s motor vehi-
cles, in the long term, the concept of MaaS (Mobility 
as a Service) should further promote the development 
of smarter and more sustainable urban mobility,” he 
concludes.

“Protecting car industry workers and customers 
against the health risks of COVID-19 in the 
workplace is our companies’ top priority.”

Laurent Willaert
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2.4

The Belgian Petroleum Federation
Sector federation and official spokesperson  

for the main oil companies 
(This interview was conducted on 9 October 2020)
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Sector federation and official spokesperson  
for the main oil companies 

The present context

I n April 2020, during lockdown, Belgium experien-
ced the largest drop in production of diesel and 
petrol. Compared to April 2019, diesel consumption 

halved and petrol consumption fell by a third. Today the 
situation is recovering slowly. 

“For the refineries, it was a challenge because they are 
limited in reversing their production levels. The point 
could then be reached where a choice had to be made 
between stopping production or continuing it for stor-
age, so long as there are possibilities for storage. 

Today, with the increase in demand, we are no longer 
in this situation.  Nevertheless, our sector has been se-
verely affected and is now suffering the consequenc-
es of reduced consumption in Belgium and Europe as 
well as the rest of the world”, says Jean-Pierre Van Dijk, 
Secretary General of the Belgian Petroleum Federation. 

The impact of COVID-19
The consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic in the oil 
sector are above all economic. “The impact of the glob-
al COVID-19 health crisis affected our sector in terms 
of production. Production is caught between the price 

that refiners pay for oil and the price at which they can 
sell the finished products. Between the two, the gross 
margin, i.e., the difference between the two, must cov-
er industrial costs and generate a net profit. This gross 
margin is currently under pressure, which has an im-
pact on revenues.

“Sometimes the situation is such that a refinery must 
close its doors. Refineries that produce a certain type 
of product in greater proportion may also be more vul-
nerable. Simply think about the continued decline in 
kerosene demand”, says Mr Van Dijk. “If things are go-
ing well and you have very large facilities, you make 
a colossal profit, but if things go wrong, the loss can 
be considerable. It’s the law of large numbers. And the 
rest of the world remembers only the short time when 
things were going well.” 

As far as concerns distribution companies, the crisis 
had an impact on domestic consumption. There are 
two main groups: transport by truck, where activi-
ty was less affected, and passenger transport, where 
the combination of commuting and leisure traffic has 
declined. “Statistics from the FPS Economy show that 
there has been a rebound but, with the current drop 

The Belgian Petroleum Federation (BPF) represents the majority of the petroleum sector in Belgium: on 
the one hand, there are refineries to which the oil is supplied and then refined into finished products. 
These refineries have an output of around 35 million tonnes per year, some of which is for domestic 
consumption and some for export to Europe and overseas. These finished products consist partly of fuels 
for the transport and heating sector and partly of raw materials for the petrochemical industry. On the 
other hand, the Federation represents the oil companies involved in storage of petroleum products and 
in sales to consumers, businesses or roadside petrol stations. 

The BPF represents 14 member companies including 4 refineries, 7 companies involved in the distribution 
of petroleum products and 3 storage companies.

Jean-Pierre Van Dijk 
Secretary General of the Belgian Petroleum Federation 



The Belgian Petroleum Federation
Sector federation and official spokesperson for the main oil companies

of 20-25%, distribution companies have also been 
affected. In other words, you lose part of your gross 
margin because the distribution companies ultimately 
gain from their distribution activity: bringing the prod-
uct to the customer,” explains Mr. Van Dijk. In Belgium, 
there are maximum prices for petroleum products and 
therefore also for the distribution margin.

The uncertainty of kerosene 
The kerosene sub-sector is still a large question mark 
due to the coronavirus crisis. At one point, production 
of kerosene dropped by 90%. “The refineries that pro-
duce a lot of kerosene and have not had the possibility 
of adapting their production process in this short pe-
riod of time clearly suffered. This was particularly the 
case for smaller refineries, which have less flexibility to 
adapt their production”.

Mr. Van Dijk continues: “The fact that we consume a 
lot less kerosene has an impact on the functioning of 
refineries and ends up flooding the market. When you 

refine oil, you separate the different products, with 
the bitumen at the bottom and the gas at the top, and 
in the middle light products such as kerosene, petrol, 
diesel etc. Each of these parts inevitably has a deter-
mined proportion and each of these particles is pro-
duced during the oil refining process. If demand for 
these particles is zero, there is a problem because they 
cannot all be stored or transformed into petrol or die-
sel, for example”. 

Recovery at a cost 
The question is whether levels of consumption can re-
turn to pre- COVID-19 crisis levels. The crisis and the 
general development are likely to change demand. 
Mr. Van Dijk thinks that it will take another two or 
three years before kerosene returns to a normal lev-
el. “These last few months have already seen two clo-
sures, one refinery in Antwerp and another in France, 
which represents a decrease of 10 million tonnes of 
kerosene production per year within a radius of 300 
km. Consequently, there will be an improvement in the 
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“It is important that the refineries can continue to evolve 
and constantly adapt in order to be efficient, to have their 

place in national and foreign markets and to provide 
customers with fuels of today and of the future.”  

Jean-Pierre Van Dijk



The Belgian Petroleum Federation
Sector federation and official spokesperson for the main oil companies



115  

IM
PA

CT
 O

F 
TH

E 
CO

VI
D-

19
 C

RI
SI

S 
O

N 
BE

LG
IA

N 
FO

RE
IG

N 
TR

AD
E

The Belgian Petroleum Federation
Sector federation and official spokesperson for the main oil companies

situation for the remaining refineries, to the detriment, 
however, of their own interventions”, explains Mr. Van 
Dijk.

“By relaunching trade flows, our sector learns to be 
flexible and responsive, especially at the production 
level. However, adaptation is a long-term process re-
quiring interventions that cannot be done alone. The 
market adapts, but is subject to long economic cycles”, 
he stresses. “In addition to the general relaunching of 
activity, it would be good for Europe to examine how it 
can create the conditions for people to start travelling 
safely by air again”, he adds.  

Energy transition and recovery plan 
According to Mr. Van Dijk, this crisis will accelerate 
two things: “A crisis is an external force which causes 
movements. The current crisis will accelerate the ener-
gy transition. As the sector was preparing to contribute 
more to these efforts, Europe is raising its ambitions, 
which makes the situation of the sector just as difficult 
as it was before. You have realised that you are walking 
faster, but now you must walk twice as far.”  

The petroleum sector is one that, in these hard times, 
must also think about energy transition and the recov-
ery plan for Europe. “It is important that the share of 
stimulus plans allocated to Belgium is fully used and 
that there are projects that fulfil it completely. The 
sectors participating in energy transition must make 
efforts at a time when the financial results are not op-
timal. This is a very difficult time to invest in the future, 

for example in innovative fuels and in carbon capture 
and use”, says Mr Van Dijk. “This is why we are awaiting 
positive signs from the government, a political frame-
work to stimulate investments, and a maximum ex-
ploitation of the opportunities that Europe offers to 
Belgium as a Member State”.

“It is important that the refineries can continue to 
evolve and constantly adapt in order to be efficient, 
to have their place in national and foreign markets 
and to provide customers with fuels of today and 
of the future. The ensuing concern is the interac-
tion and pressure of the COVID-19 effect on our re-
sponsiveness and our ability to deploy for energy 
transition. It is also a priority for the recovery plan”.  
Mr. Van Dijk concludes that it is important that the gov-
ernment remains attentive to the trajectory of the en-
ergy transition and maintain the sector on the right 
track, despite the obstacles and the impact that the 
COVID-19 health crisis will have.

“The refineries that produce a lot of kerosene 
and have not had the possibility of adapting 

their production process in this short period of 
time, have clearly suffered. This was particularly 

the case for smaller refineries, which have less 
flexibility to adapt their production.”

Jean-Pierre Van Dijk
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Agoria
The federation for the technology industry

(This interview was conducted on 06 October 2020)
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The federation for the technology industry

A goria is made up of five sector-specific teams 
tasked with providing advice to its mem-
bers: Aeronautics, Space, Security & Defence 

Industries; Building, Contracting & Technical Services 
Industries; Digital Industries; Manufacturing Industries 
and Materials Industries. This article will focus on the 
export challenges manufacturing and material indus-
tries have been or are being faced with in the context of 
the health crisis resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Manufacturing Industry team lends support to 
companies specialising in the production and supply 
of products, services and solutions for the manufac-
turing industry (particularly solutions for transport 
and intelligent vehicles and systems manufacturing), 
while the Materials Industry team provides assistance 
to non-ferrous metal producers, foundries and manu-
facturers of metal products, plastics and composites, 
as well as mechanical assembly companies.

Facts and figures showing the impact of 
the COVID-19 crisis on the sector
Agoria’s figures include the outcome of the Economic 

Risk Management Group (ERMG) surveys. Every month 
since the beginning of the crisis, Agoria has been con-
ducting among its members a survey, offering a real-
istic assessment of the short and long-term impact of 
the coronavirus crisis on the sector.

These figures show that the situation in the sector dur-
ing April and May 2020 was worse than during the same 
period in 2019. Turnover of manufacturing and materi-
als companies represented by Agoria fell by an aver-
age of 29.1% in April and 33.4% in May. The transport 
equipment sub-sector saw a 60% slump in April and 
47% in May, with these two months accounting for the 
steepest decline.

Companies’ turnover in June was still well below the 
level for the same period in 2019 (-22.9%). However, the 
downturn was smaller than the slump in April and May 
2020. This more positive trend therefore continued in 
August and September 2020, when there was a decline 
of 16.43% and 19.5% respectively compared with the 
same period in 2019.

Frank Vandermarliere 
Head of Agoria’s Research Department

Agoria, the federation for the technology industry, has nearly 2,000 member companies and is there to 
serve all those inspired by technology. The technology sector is the sector with the highest added value in 
our country (€ 30 billion in 2019) and the highest level of real economic growth (11.5% since 2015). More 
than 310,000 people work in the technology industry. In 2019, the sector’s turnover reached € 129 billion, 
with investments exceeding € 4 billion.

Agoria’s services and positions cover talent policy, market development, regulatory issues, digitalization, 
smart ecosystems, infrastructure, manufacturing, climate, the environment and energy. 
“Be the change” forms the background to Agoria’s firm commitment to how digital technology can 
influence the labour market.  Agoria is the main sponsor of the Agoria Solar Team, a group of 20 Belgian 
students whose goal is to repeat its earlier performance by becoming the world solar car-racing champion 
in Australia in 2021. The organisation employs around 200 people based in Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent, 
Liège and Charleroi.
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The dwindling turnover of manufacturing companies 
was accompanied by a higher number of workers in 
this sector being put on temporarily unemployment 
during the lockdown period: 18% of employees were 
on temporary unemployment in March, almost half in 
April (42%) and almost a quarter in May (22%). This tem-
porary cessation of activity then slowed down in June 
(12%) to level off at 7% in July and August. The resump-
tion of workers’ production activity - albeit not yet at 
full capacity - therefore reflects an economic upturn 
and a slower decline in companies’ turnover in this 
sector.

In the longer term, by 2021, turnover for the companies 
in the manufacturing and materials industries repre-
sented by Agoria should be about 10% lower (-8.3%) 
according to the August survey, -11.3% according to the 
September one) than that expected in a COVID-19-free 
situation. 

This means that companies will be gradually recover-
ing from the pandemic-induced economic crisis and 
the fall in turnover should remain at a reasonable level 
in the long term.

Finally, mention should also be made of all the efforts 
Agoria has made to lend support to its member compa-
nies from the start of the COVID-19 epidemic. The fed-
eration’s various support measures include: additional 
support for companies in financial difficulty, a tempo-
rary extension of public procurement procedures, cre-
ating a temporary manpower exchange platform, provi-
sion of subordinated loans for start-ups and scale-ups, 
etc. Under the “#LetsTechTogether” banner, Agoria also 
presented Belgian political decision-makers with nine 
proposals for a successful recovery. Thanks in part to 
Agoria’s firm support, the risk of bankruptcy for com-
panies in the manufacturing and materials industries 
was only 8% according to the August survey and 7% 
according to the September one.

Turnover compared to the same period in 2019

In % April May June 18 August 22 September

Total -29.1% -33.4% -22.9% -16.43% -19.5%

Metallurgy (Nace 25 metal products 
included) -24% -31% -29% -25% -24%

Manufacture of computers, electronic  
and optical products -24% -22% -15% -43% -21%

Manufacture of electrical machinery  
and equipment -30% -30% -15% -19% -9%

Manufacture of transport equipment -60% -47% -19% -4% -16%

Information and communication -21% -33% -23% -9% -21%

Source: ERMG - FEB - Voka - UWE - Beci study
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Current situation
Three reasons may be cited for the production con-
straints Agoria member companies have had to con-
tend with owing to the health crisis. “The first cause 
is the soaring level of absenteeism. As the number of 
coronavirus cases escalates, workers often have to be 
quarantined because they fall ill or came in contact 
with high-risk individuals. Production is even now on 
the wane in our companies due to rising levels of ab-
senteeism attributable to the coronavirus”, explains 
Frank Vandermarliere, Head of Agoria’s Research 
Department.

“Second, the health crisis has depressed the level of 
demand for our companies’ products. The lower de-
mand is one of the main challenges our companies 
have had to contend with. As a result, companies’ 

liquid assets could be squeezed, while they could find 
themselves in a difficult financial situation. But if they 
can manage to keep going financially in the short term 
without losing their industrial capability, our compa-
nies remain optimistic from the longer-term perspec-
tive and are examining the opportunities available,” 
explains Mr. Vandermarliere.

The problem of declining demand has of course also 
shifted to other investment-dependent industri-
al sectors “Given the uncertainties created by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, new investment projects are also 
being pushed back. In other words, as the pipeline of 
new projects is not being filled, this can be regard-
ed as a potential threat in the future,” explains Mr. 
Vandermarliere. 

“If they can manage to keep going financially in the short 
term without losing their industrial capability,  

our companies remain optimistic.”
Frank Vandermarliere

Turnover 2021 compared to the situation without COVID-19

In % 18 August 22 September

Total -8.3% -11.3%

Metallurgy (Nace 25 metal products included) -5% -12%

Manufacture of computers, electronic and optical products -17% -31%

Manufacture of electrical machinery and equipment -11% -10%

Manufacture of transport equipment -12% -11%

Information and communication -8% -9%

Source: ERMG - FEB - Voka - UWE - Beci study

Perceived risk of bankruptcy

In % Survey 18 August Survey 22 September

Total 8% 7%

Metallurgy (Nace 25 metal products included) 8% 7%

Manufacture of computers, electronic and optical products 5% 4%

Manufacture of electrical machinery and equipment 5% 6%

Manufacture of transport equipment 8% 2%

Information and communication 10% 8%

Source: ERMG - FEB - Voka - UWE - Beci study



Agoria
The federation for the technology industry

Third, some companies are also having to deal with 
structural social problems on top of the coronavirus 
crisis. “Belgian suppliers of aerospace products (such 
as Sabca, Sonaca and Asco), for example, have seen 
demand for their products decrease and their growth 
rates stalling. This lower production output in the avia-
tion sector is of course attributable to the health crisis, 
as well as to environmental and climate factors. The 
output of aerospace products would have been in a 
crisis in any case but the dire situation has now been 
exacerbated by the coronavirus,” says Vandermarliere.

The same applies to the automobile industry, which is 
currently shifting to electric cars, although Belgium is 
experiencing a smoother changeover to electric power 
than other European countries. “Our two automobile 
assembly companies in Belgium (Audi Brussels and 
Volvo Ghent) have luckily embarked on this changeover 
but many auto parts suppliers still have to switch from 
fossil-fuel cars to electric vehicles while reorganising 
their production lines.

Suppliers who fail to change will therefore see a 
dwindling level of demand for their products”, says 
Vandermarliere, adding that “Even though automobile 
manufacturers are focusing on future-oriented busi-
ness units such as electric buses (Van Hool, VDL Bus 
Roeselare), it must be possible to guarantee produc-
tion continuity in order to receive orders and ensure 
short-term profitability. Companies obviously have to 
address the existing structural challenges but should 
not underestimate the short-term difficulties that may 
arise when production has to be shut down on account 
of COVID-19.”

The Agoria industry companies bearing the brunt 
of the coronavirus crisis are therefore the ones that 
have already been confronted with this ecological and 
technological structural shift.” Our companies need 

to find a solution to overcome the combined effects 
of the health crisis and the structural shift the sec-
tor needs to maintain its industrial capability,” says 
Vandermarliere.

New production opportunities
The activities of the manufacturing companies repre-
sented by Agoria are input-based. “Although our com-
panies work together with global partners and are 
heavily dependent on supply chains, we do have an 
industrial production chain that is deeply rooted in 
European value chains. Hence the free movement of 
goods and services on the European market remains 
a top priority and we are keeping a close eye on the 
latest Brexit developments,” says the head of research.

In the long term, relocating production chains closer to 
home could be one solution for reducing dependence 
on supply chains that are sometimes too long. But oth-
er production options, such as 3D printing, have also 
emerged during the crisis. “Our companies are first of 
all trying to stay afloat. In the second place, businesses 
are also trying to break new ground. Most of our com-
panies are trying to incorporate 3D technologies into 
their business models,” explains Vandermarliere.

A company with a 100-year track record in the manu-
facture of switchgear and sockets, Niko is considering 
just how feasible it is, for example, for switches to be 
mass-produced using 3D printers. “This years-long in-
novative trend has been accelerated by the COVID-19 
crisis,” he explains. 

The digitalisation of certain processes in the man-
ufacturing industry is indeed gaining momentum in 
the face of the coronavirus crisis but, as in other sec-
tors, teleworking opportunities have also exploded. 
Businesses in the manufacturing sector have begun to 
stand out from the competition in this way by remotely 

“In the long term, relocating production chains 
closer to home could be a solution for reducing 

dependence on sometimes overly long supply 
chains.”

Frank Vandermarliere
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The federation for the technology industry

monitoring their production equipment. “For example, 
Volvo Trucks’ maintenance department can service 
trucks remotely by fitting trucks with sensors to pro-
vide technical experts with a constant flow of infor-
mation. The manufacturing industry too, can operate 
remotely and perform tasks at a distance,” the head of 
research stresses.

Energy transition and digitalisation
In line with the European Commission’s “Green Deal”, 
the post-COVID-19 policy has to include two key com-
ponents: energy transition and digitalisation. “Other 
incentives need to be effectively applied to encourage 
our companies to embark upon this energy transition.
Our technology companies in the construction indus-
try, for example, could also develop themselves further 

if climate targets for buildings are effectively reached”, 
explains the head of research, adding that “Based on 
the same approach, Agoria’s non-ferrous metal must 
reinvent themselves. A highly energy-intensive indus-
try such as the non-ferrous metals industry will have 
to find a way to remain competitive at European level.” 
Our Belgian non-ferrous metals companies can seize 
the opportunity offered by the circular economy to fo-
cus more on recycling activities and less on the prima-
ry production of metals”.

The public authorities’ commitment to innovation, dig-
italisation and the energy transition is set to have a 
positive impact on Agoria companies’ exports, 80% of 
which are earmarked for the EU and 20% for the rest of 
the world. “Our exports are generally affected by the 
current level demand for investment. Our machinery 
industry is experiencing a health crisis-induced eco-
nomic recession. As companies in the agricultural and 
textile sectors, for example, no longer have the finan-
cial capacity to invest, the demand for machinery is 
flagging.”

China’s rising fortunes have also meant that the man-
ufacturing and materials industries have seen their in-
ternational market shares being steadily eroded over 
the last twenty years. “Consequently, our companies 
were busy aligning their export portfolios with the en-
ergy transition and digitalisation long before the cri-
sis in order to stabilise their market share losses. If 
we continue to focus on innovation and digitising pro-
duction processes in the post-Coronavirus era, our in-
ternational market shares can be expected to stabi-
lise and even undergo a slight upturn,” concludes Mr 
Vandermarliere.
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(This interview was conducted on 3 June 2020)
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Official representative of the Belgian diamond industry 

Coronavirus: another serious blow for 
the Antwerp diamond industry 

While the diamond trade in Belgium was log-
ging a 20% downturn as early as 2019 due 
to oversupply and geopolitical instability, 

the diamond industry was sent reeling by the impact 
of the health crisis in the first half of 2020. A survey 
within the industry showed that 50% of the companies 
questioned report a 90%-plus slump in turnover dur-
ing the lockdown. Some 22% of companies also record-
ed a drop in turnover of between 75 and 90%. By the 
end of 2020, the respondents expect their sales figures 
to be down by at least 32%, which could lead to a loss 
of turnover equal to almost $5.8 billion for the Belgian 
diamond industry as a whole. AWDC expects around 
1,000 jobs to be lost as a result of the crisis (out of a to-
tal of 6,600). “A comparison of the April-May 2020 turn-
over with the one two/three years ago shows that the 
situation is particularly alarming. The COVID-19 crisis is 
having a huge impact on turnover. Turnover in May as 
a whole dropped by a further 80% compared with the 
same month in the previous year. Is this a good thing? 
Of course not, but we are seeing signs of a steady im-
provement,” says Karla Basselier, AWDC Head of Public 
Affairs & External Affairs.

The diamond industry is operating in 
a highly international context
Thanks to its status as a trading centre, Antwerp is 
primarily operating in an international B2B environ-
ment. Rough diamonds are brought from huge min-
ing areas in Africa, Canada, Russia etc., to Antwerp, 
where they are then sorted before being sold on the 
international market again. The industry’s interna-
tional reach means that there is a heavy reliance on 
air transport for importing and exporting diamonds. 
Diamonds cannot reach their destinations now that 
planes have been grounded. “The impact of the coro-
navirus crisis is mainly seen through the shutdowns 
in China. Even before our country went into lockdown, 
we were already noticing a negative buying behav-
iour pattern emerging in China. Our concern is that 
the current crisis will also have a more severe impact 
on the diamond industry than on the ‘real’ Belgian 
sectors in the future, as the United States and Latin 
America are likely to suffer the repercussions of the 
coronavirus crisis even longer than we have. The in-
ternational climate is a huge concern for our indus-
try,” says Karla Basselier.

Karla Basselier (l), Head Public & External Affairs and 
Margaux Donckier (r), Head of Communications & Spokeswoman

AWDC is the official umbrella organisation of the Belgian diamond industry, representing the general 
interest of all companies operating in this sector, which includes 1,600 diamond merchants, polishers 
and diamond laboratories, as well as specialised service providers such as insurers and secure logistics 
companies. In Antwerp, 6,600 people are directly employed in the diamond sector and 26,000 jobs are 
indirectly linked to this industry.

AWDC’s role is to make the process for importing and exporting diamonds from and into Antwerp as 
smooth as possible. This is mainly achieved through marketing campaigns, services, conferences, trade 
fairs and trade missions. Some 86% of all rough diamonds and 50% of all polished diamonds are traded 
in Antwerp. Diamonds account for 5% of Belgian overall exports within the European Union and 15% 
outside the EU.



Antwerp World Diamond Centre
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Liquidity and solvency issues
Liquid asset issues are weighing heavily on the sec-
tor in the short term, while the crisis can be ex-
pected to generate long-term solvency problems. 
Karla Basselier describes the situation as follows: 
“Diamonds are sourced from major countries and dia-
mond companies on the basis of long-term contracts 
which were continued, at the outset. Antwerp dealers 
had to honour these contracts, whether they need-
ed the diamonds or not. They were therefore com-
pelled to buy a huge quantity of diamonds, resulting 
in stockpiles.  This inventory build-up is tremendous-
ly expensive, while other fixed costs, such as oper-
ating costs, still need to be covered, causing liquidi-
ty issues and, in the longer term, creating a solvency 
problem as well. Air traffic must be reopened in order 
to give the industry some valuable breathing space. 
We operate on an international basis, hence as long 
as air traffic is essentially at a standstill, we cannot 
deliver our products to their destinations”.

Fewer flights equal higher transportation costs
Diamonds are mainly carried on international com-
mercial flights. As these planes are being grounded 
for the time being, secure logistics companies often 

show great ingenuity in finding the best routes for de-
livering the goods to Antwerp. Even private jets some-
times have to be used to fly goods into our country, 
which of course involves enormous additional costs. 
Margaux Donckier, AWDC spokesperson, highlights 
the challenge: “Alternative solutions now have to be 
found to overcome the shortage of commercial flights. 
Secure logistics companies are required to take fur-
ther steps to ensure the safe receipt of these goods 
and bring them to the Diamond Office for screening. 
They then have to charge more for these service add-
ons. Which flights are actually taking place or not are 
sometimes only announced at the last minute. They 
are then charged the costs associated with keeping 
up to date with the latest information”. Cargo flights 
are sometimes used, but freight transport involves a 
huge insurance cost or is not included in the policy,” 
adds Karla Basselier.

No access to Belgian banks
Many diamond companies do not have direct access 
to funding on the Belgian market. State-guaranteed 
“Bazooka” loans introduced by the federal govern-
ment and banks, are apparently not accessible to 
diamond companies in practice, as they do not en-
joy any customer relationship with Belgian banks. 
Karla Basselier explains the problem: “In the wake of 
the measures announced by the government in late 
March as part of the banking agreement, diamond 
merchants are really struggling to obtain ‘corona 
loans’. Their main sources of payment and funding 
support in Belgium are foreign bank branches, while 
mainly Belgian banks offer ‘corona loans’ in the light 
of their relationship with the customer, but as dia-
mond merchants do not enjoy any such relationship 
it is much more difficult for them to secure these 
special loans. Consequently, they have to contend 
with higher financing costs, while not qualifying for 
the federal-level support offered under the banking 
agreement”.

The crisis is having an impact on the entire industry
The diamond industry is divided into three main cat-
egories of companies: first of all, SMEs with a turno-
ver of € 0 to 30 million, then medium-sized compa-
nies with a turnover of € 30 to 100 million, and finally 
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companies with a turnover of more than € 100 million. 
According to an initial survey conducted in early April, 
companies in each of these three categories report-
ed a turnover downturn of only 4% from the previous 
year’s level. Almost 90% of the companies surveyed 
in a later survey, reported using the temporary un-
employment system during the lockdown period on 
the grounds of force majeure. After the lockdown, in 
early May, 76% of companies were still having staff 
on temporary unemployment. “One category of com-
panies cannot be said to be more affected than an-
other, while the differences are found in other areas. 
Smaller SMEs are more likely to experience liquidi-
ty problems as they often have fewer reserves, while 
larger companies do have reserves, but are bound by 
long-term contracts with rough diamond suppliers, 
who turned out to be rather inflexible, especially at 
the beginning of the crisis. The upshot is that all the 
industry’s different groups have seen their turnovers 
reduced and are in urgent need of tax or economic 
financial support measures.”

“I am afraid that, the diamond industry’s recovery will 
follow a flat L-curve after the crisis. We felt the im-
pact of COVID-19 very quickly and we are expecting 
recovery in our sector to be very slow. International 
experts have predicted that more or less normal ac-
tivity within the diamond industry will not resume un-
til 2021. This can be explained by first the shutdown 
of the Chinese market, followed by the fact that India 
and the United States were badly affected. If you con-
sider the current situation in Brazil, the impact on 
the Latin American market is only likely to get worse. 
Of course, this will have an effect on buying habits.  
Whether at wholesale or retail level, there is a strong 
chance that people will spend less on luxury products 
such as diamonds,” Karla Basselier says.

The industry continues to be highly concentrated 
on China and the United States.
Owing to its status as a major diamond trading centre, 
Antwerp mainly supplies diamonds to large jewellery 
organisations and associations, as well as to brands 
operating in traditionally large markets. So it is not 
always easy to tap into new markets to spread the in-
vestment risk. A huge level of investment is required 
if a specific brand seeks to penetrate a new market: 
an in-depth exploration of the local market has to 
be undertaken, and the segment where the brand is 
keen to establish itself has to be clearly identified. As 
Margaux Donckier explains: “When an economy is far-
ing better with people earning higher incomes, they 
tend to spend more on luxuries such as diamonds. 
With its large population, China remains one of the 
main markets for the time being. People in China are 
now also emulating the United States, and its tradi-
tion of choosing a diamond to seal an engagement. 
We are also seeing sales growing in India, as it too 
is a huge market, where the economy is going from 
strength to strength. The Middle East is of course also 
in the running, but the problem there is that Dubai, as 
the world’ s second largest trading hub, offers easier 
access to the eastern market than Antwerp. We re-
cently starting setting our sights on Japan and South 
Korea, where we saw a real potential and discovered 
a great deal of enthusiasm for working with Antwerp. 
In the wake of the State Visit, we have certainly been 
able to build up excellent trade relationships with 
South Korea, even though they are now on hold owing 
to the crisis.”

Trade fairs continue to be important
Trade fairs continue to be a key focus for the dia-
mond industry, even though the cost of participating 
in these events is often exorbitant when compared 

“The impact of the coronavirus crisis is mainly seen 
through the shutdowns in China”. 

Karla Basselier
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with their benefits, but no viable alternative to these 
trade fairs is yet available. Margaux Donckier explains 
the situation: “Three of the four major trade fairs we 
attend are in Hong Kong and one is in Las Vegas. The 
three events in Hong Kong have been struggling for 
a number of years now because of a combination 
of factors. For one thing, the local riots have had a 
major impact and tense relations with China have 
kept many Chinese customers away from Hong Kong. 
There is still no alternative to these fairs at present. 
With the Antwerp Diamond Experience, we have now 
launched some small-scale initiatives, focusing on 
certain countries and major jewellers we are keen 
to work with. We bring them over here and then put 
them in contact with our companies. One will no-
tice that the way the industry operates has stayed 
the same for several years. The crisis has meant that 
some of the initially cautious shifts are now acceler-
ating. We also held a virtual trade fair in cooperation 
with Israel, which is another major diamond hub. We 
are keen to continue going in this direction in the fu-
ture. Contacts are being established at the moment, 
but purchases and exchanges are not really done in 
the same way as is the case of a more traditional fair.”

Measures required
The AWDC survey showed that diamond companies 
were mainly seeking financial and tax support meas-
ures. AWDC raised two specific tax-related issues. 
Firstly, the diamond system: the tax base for diamond 
companies is calculated differently from that of ‘tra-
ditional’ companies. Under the standard system, prof-
it is used as the tax base, whereas turnover is applied 
for diamond merchants because the sales figures are 
much easier to verify than profit. “Profits were trans-
ferred in the past to other, more tax-friendly trading 
centres. We have undertaken to use turnover as the 

tax base in order to ensure the base is properly calcu-
lated. Otherwise, the diamond system complies with 
the usual company taxation requirements. It also op-
erates on the basis of a “floor”, according to which 
turnover is assessed at a minimum rate, after sub-
tracting costs equal to 0.55%. COVID-19-related loss-
es may not be included in these costs, it should be 
stressed. We are therefore calling for the 0.55% floor 
be abolished for this year and for diamond compa-
nies to be allowed to include COVID-19-induced loss-
es,” says Karla Basselier.

A second question concerns the specific character 
of the diamond system. If, as a diamond trader, you 
have a company, you as a manager are required to 
pay a management fee on which you will be taxed for 
income tax purposes. Karla Basselier: “A significant 
number of companies have decided against paying 
this management fee in order to ensure the compa-
ny has sufficient liquid assets available. However, al-
though this fee is no longer being paid, entrepreneurs 
are still being taxed on it. What we are calling for then 
is for managers to be exempted from paying the per-
sonal income tax this year insofar as they have not 
received any management fee. This will ensure that 
companies will once again have a sufficient level of 
liquid resources at their disposal”.

In the case of taxation, the industry has also put for-
ward a proposal for an alternative funding model. As 
mentioned above, diamond companies find it very dif-
ficult to obtain corona credit from banks. Consequently, 
consideration has been given to alternative ways of se-
curing funding and liquid assets for the industry. The 
stock financing proposal was put on the table in which 
huge unsold stocks of diamonds is being offered as 
collateral to banks in exchange for funding.

“Air traffic must be restarted in order to give the industry 
some valuable breathing space”

Karla Basselier
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Antwerp will continue to be the diamond capital
As the diamond industry is a tiny niche market where 
competition is rife, Antwerp’s position sometimes 
comes under pressure. Karla Basselier sees the fu-
ture as follows: “The biggest competitor is, in my view, 
India, because they are involved in both stone cut-
ting and stone processing. India is also an increas-
ingly important market, being the world’s number two 
in terms of population size. They are now trying to 
compete more with Antwerp in the rough diamond 
trade. Should they succeed to attract the rough dia-
mond trade, centralise processing and create a mar-
ket all at the same time, one single country will then 
possess the three most vital links in the value chain. 
Companies may then elect to bypass Antwerp, going 
straight to India with their products. Dubai is also of-
ten referred to in this connection, but this is mainly a 
matter of tax optimisation. The diamond system has 
meant that Dubai’s role has become less important 
for Antwerp companies, as the system offers them a 
lot more certainty in terms of taxation. Consequently, 
Dubai’s appeal as a potential competitor for tax pur-
poses has become less compelling. Antwerp’s fu-
ture status as the diamond capital will depend on 
safeguarding the direct supply lines for rough dia-
monds, as this will continue to be the core business. 
We also need to make sure that polished diamonds 
that pass through Antwerp can still be exported to 
large markets, such as China, the United States and 
India. The flow has to be guaranteed above all, mak-
ing sure that the stones are centralised in Belgium. 
Antwerp’s future role as market leader depends on 
creating added value based on guarantees of certifi-
cation, transparency and inspections, as well as the 
diamond sorting process. Applicable to both polished 
and rough diamonds, a certain quantity is required to 
ensure the stones are correctly sorted. The supply and 

demand situation in Antwerp is perfectly matched,” says 
Karla Basselier.

Brexit as an opportunity
While many sectors are concerned about the impact 
of Brexit, AWDC believes the impact could have a pos-
itive side to it. As preparations for Brexit have taken 
so much time, and Brexit itself was repeatedly post-
poned, mining companies were no longer prepared to 
operate in a climate of uncertainty. This is why they 
have altered their flight itineraries and now fly di-
rectly to Brussels or Schiphol instead of via London. 
Brexit could therefore offer the opportunity for ship-
ments to arrive directly in Antwerp instead of first 
having to pass through London. This is good news, 
because the shorter the value chain, the better it is 
for Antwerp. “However, if the pound were to plunge 
in value as a result of Brexit, the outcome could have 
a negative effect on buying behaviour in the UK. A 
number of major jewellery houses and brands over 
there will buy less if private demand falls and prices 
increase accordingly,” warns Karla Basselier.
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(This interview was conducted on 8 October 2020)
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Exclusively international players

T he steel industry is a sector whose production 
and sales are worldwide in scope. The centre 
of gravity of the steel production is currently 

concentrated in Asia, notably in China (with a steel out-
put of 928.3 million tonnes in 2018), India (106.5 million 
tonnes in 2018) and, thirdly, Japan (with 104.3 million 
tonnes in the same year). China accounts for more than 
half of world production and consumption, while the 
European steel industry is responsible for 10% of world 
steel manufacturing.

The Belgian market boasts some well-established 
players, such as the listed company Aperam and 
ArcelorMittal. Two research centres are located in 
Ghent and Liège. “All these Belgian companies are in-
ternational players, there is no such thing as an exclu-
sively Belgian operator. This international playing field 

is indicative of the huge impact of the COVID-19 crisis 
on our steel industry, especially in the second quarter 
of 2020,” says Philippe Coigné, Director-General of the 
Belgian Steel Federation.

Steel demand in freefall in 2020
“The demand for steel can be seen as a bellwether for 
assessing the economic situation, and this demand 
has fallen dramatically in 2020. We are back to 2009 
levels. A kind of upturn has been underway since 2012, 
but the industry is now struggling,” continues Philippe 
Coigné. 

Worldwide, steel production is down 9.7%, while the 
figure is triple that in Belgium (-30%). Philippe Coigné 
explains: “In Belgium, steel is produced in two ways, 
using blast furnaces or electric furnaces. Over 40% 
of Belgian steel is made from scrap metal to ensure 

The Belgian Steel Federation (GSV) is the professional federation of steel companies producing or 
processing steel in Belgium.
Founded in 1953, the federation currently has 10 affiliated members representing approximately 10,500 
direct jobs and 15,000 indirect ones. The industry employs a total of 25,500 people.
 
Belgium ranks twentieth among the world’s steel-producing countries, with an output of just under 8 
million tonnes in 2019. Belgium is the sixth largest steel producer in Europe, but the largest in terms of 
stainless-steel production. Some 90% of Belgian steel remains in the European Union, with 27% of the 
total being earmarked for Germany, and our eastern neighbours are therefore our biggest customers.

The Belgian Steel Federation represents and defends the sector at international, European, federal 
and regional levels, provides its members with a range of services and benefits, studies and analyses 
developments in the economic, commercial, social, environmental, transport, energy and raw materials 
fields and their implications for the industry, and, finally, keeps the public up to date on the sector’s 
achievements. It has also joined forces with Infosteel for the purpose of promoting the steel industry.

Philippe Coigné 
Director-General of the Belgian Steel Federation
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optimum integration in the circular economy. Thanks 
to our advanced production processes, our steel en-
joys an excellent reputation as a high-quality steel, 
mainly used in installations such as bodywork for the 
automobile sector.  The heavy blow to the automobile 
industry sent the level of demand plummeting. But 
the second and more important reason is that China 
was hit by the COVID-19 crisis in January and February, 
ahead of Europe. In consequence, output was down 
10%, but China is now back on track. China’s steel pro-
duction in July and August is actually higher than the 
same period in the previous year. And since, as men-
tioned earlier, China accounts for more than half of 
steel production and consumption, this means that the 
world average is drawn upwards to produce an overall 
figure of 9.7%. But apart from China, the other coun-
tries have undergone a severe recession.”

The impact of safeguard measures
A trend analysis of non-European steel imports into 
the European Union confirms that around 13 million 
tonnes of steel were imported into the EU in 2012. 
These imports continued to increase year after year 
up until 2018, when they almost doubled to reach 28 
million tonnes. Major steel-producing countries, such 
as China, Turkey and India, were supplying European 
markets at ultra-low rates, often at dumped rates, 
driving down the level of steel prices. Due to the huge 
size of their share, they were also setting prices in 
this way.”

The industry reported a sharp decline in prices as early 
as 2019, followed by a modest recovery in early 2020. 
“But the advent of the coronavirus pandemic com-
pletely undermined this upturn and companies’ failure 
to turn a profit in 2019 will of course be replicated in 
2020. If prices remain depressed, exporting outside the 
EU will become hugely difficult because the burden of 
transports costs is made even heavier by the addition-
al carbon costs that European steel companies have to 
bear,” says Phillippe Coigné.

“President Trump’s trade policy has played havoc with 
the steel industry. The Trump administration imposed 
a 25% import duty in 2018 on all steel imported into the 
United States, starting with the first tonne. There were 
concerns that foreign steel imported into the United 
States would be redirected to the European Union. And 
this was happening at a time when our EU market was 
already under pressure from non-EU steel imports. The 
European Commission published additional measures 
at the time, known as “safeguard measures”, taking 
into account average imports in 2015, 2016 and 2017 
by country and by product. If import volumes exceed 
this average, 25% levies are also charged on this sur-
plus. The difference is that the EU measures only apply 
to above-average tonnes, in the US it applies starting 
from the first tonne,” he adds. 

The safeguard measures succeeded in slightly reduc-
ing the level of third-country steel imports in 2019. The 
economy is also slowing down while prices are at a very 
low level, making it an unenticing proposition to ex-
port steel to Europe. Despite these measures, Europe’s 

APPARENT STEEL CONSUMPTION EU

ABH 2020 10Belgian Steel Federation

Steel consumption in the EU will dramatically fall down in 2020

8

CRUDE STEEL PRODUCTION

ABH 2020 10Belgian Steel Federation

-1,0%-8,2% -30,0%

Belgium World

Decrease in crude steel production in Belgium is 3x bigger than worldwide

-9,7%
kt kt
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Belgian Steel Federation
Professional federation of steel companies

trade balance has remained negative since 2015 and is 
expected to remain so.

The Green Deal is a game changer 
“The Green Deal is a real game changer for the whole 
of society and consequently for our industry as well,” 
explains Philippe Coigné. “A key component is the 
Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS). The aim is to re-
duce CO² emissions by assigning a maximum number 
of emission rights each year for a number of sectors 

combined. This maximum quantity decreases from 
year to year. Belgian steel produced by blast furnaces 
has to be matched by purchased emission rights equal 
to ±30% of the output (ETS cost). Whereas three years 
ago the price per tonne of CO² was +/- € 5, it is now 
+/- € 30 per tonne. For a company like ArcelorMittal 
Ghent, this means an additional cost of several tens 
of millions of euros per year, a cost that is constant-
ly escalating within the industry”. This is why Europe 
is currently developing the Carbon Border Adjustment 

“The demand for steel can be seen as a 
bellwether for assessing the economic 
situation, and this demand has fallen 

dramatically in 2020.
We are back to 2009 levels. A kind of upturn 

has been underway since 2012, but the industry 
is now struggling”

Philippe Coigné



Belgian Steel Federation
Professional federation of steel companies

Mechanism, a European frontier scheme which will also 
subject non-European actors to a similar cost. “For the 
Green Deal to become a reality, there has to be a lev-
el playing field. Otherwise, European producers risk 
becoming uncompetitive, even though the European 
steel industry’s carbon footprint is lower than the 
world average. An average 2.5 tonnes of CO2 are emit-
ted worldwide to produce one tonne of steel from a 
blast furnace. The European average is 2 tonnes of CO2 
and ArcelorMittal Ghent is in the lead with 1.7 tonnes. 
ArcelorMittal is aspiring to reduce this figure even fur-
ther by 2030 in keeping with the climate agreements, 

but to achieve this, they need to switch to other, state 
of the art production technologies, which can only be 
funded if a company makes healthy profits and can be 
a player operating in a fair marketplace,” emphasises 
Philippe Coigné.

Coronavirus exacerbates existing tensions on interna-
tional markets
“To sum up,” continues Philippe Coigné, “we find it dif-
ficult to export outside the EU owing to the general 
economic slowdown, and the consequent downturn 
in demand. Our higher cost structure also requires us 
to focus on productivity and product development to 
stay internationally competitive. A level playing field, 
transparency and reciprocity in international trade are 
particularly important if we are to achieve better re-
sults in this area.  We also have to contend with the key 
issue of creating a framework for the extra cost of CO2 
reduction. This is the only way to make a success of the 
Green Deal. The COVID-19 crisis is bringing these issues 
to the forefront.”

Manufacturers and steel processing companies under 
pressure
Not only Belgian producers of the raw materials, but 
also the entire steel chain, including steel processing 
companies, are affected.

Automobile production has been particularly hardly 
hit since the second quarter of this year. This is a criti-
cal sector for the Belgian steel industry due to the pro-
vision of high-quality steel grades. However, there has 
recently been a modest recovery.

The construction industry, the European steel indus-
try’s largest sub-sector, is currently more resilient 
in Belgium and Europe than other sub-sectors be-
cause it is involved in projects that had already been 
decided upon in 2019. So there is a kind of time lag. 

“The Green Deal is a real game changer for the whole of 
society and consequently for our industry as well”.

Philippe Coigné



133  

IM
PA

CT
 O

F 
TH

E 
CO

VI
D-

19
 C

RI
SI

S 
O

N 
BE

LG
IA

N 
FO

RE
IG

N 
TR

AD
E

Belgian Steel Federation
Professional federation of steel companies

“However, concern is now being expressed that the 
recent re-emergence of the COVID-19 epidemic may 
slow down new investments. Other major industrial 
projects or investments in heavy equipment may also 
come under pressure,” explains Philippe Coigné.

“A very specific difficulty of this situation is the lack 
of visibility for many companies. Businesses that used 
to have order books covering several months are now 
seeing these backlogs go down to several weeks. 
Despite a mild recovery in recent months, compared 
to the situation in April and May 2020, it will take years 
before we have absorbed the impact of COVID.”

Measures required
The federation acknowledges the strong support the 
industry enjoys from the Belgian federal and regional 
authorities. “But as the European economy obviously 
needs to be relaunched, we are calling for a recovery 
plan at European and national level. It is particular-
ly important to keep an eye on neighbouring coun-
tries, which are the main markets for our Belgian steel 

industry. A continued and positive approach has to be 
adopted for European issues such as the safeguard 
measures and the costs of the ETS. Social measures 
with regard to the COVID-19 temporary unemployment 
have been applied by steel producing and process-
ing companies and we are grateful to the government 
for introducing this policy. It is vital for these support 
measures to be continued,” says Philippe Coigné.
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(This interview was conducted on 5 June 2020)
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Federation of the Belgian Food Industry

Health crisis deals a heavy blow to the Belgian food 
industry

T o say that the COVID-19 virus has hit the Belgian 
food industry hard is an understatement. A sur-
vey conducted by Fevia between 15 and 22 May 

shows that turnover was down in no less than 89% of 
the sector’s companies. Three out of four companies 
have applied for temporary layoffs, of which one in four 
was for all employees. According to the survey, 34% of 
the companies surveyed were struggling with liquidity 
problems, partly due to loss of turnover and customers’ 
late payment of invoices. Higher production costs also 
had an impact on the cash flow position. Some 76% of 
respondents said that these costs have escalated be-
cause of the need to purchase protective equipment, 
guaranteed wages in the event of illness, and higher 
transport, raw material and storage costs. Moreover, 54% 
of companies reported postponing investments, while 
20% even mentioned cancellations. Carole Dembour, 
Economic Affairs Advisor, says the reopening of the ho-
tel and restaurants industry should help to improve the 
situation: “The reopening comes as a welcome deve-
lopment, given that around a quarter of the products 
earmarked for the Belgian market are intended for the 
hotel and restaurants industry.” However, this does not 
mean that turnover will soon return to its normal level. 
Some small businesses will therefore be forced to lay 
off people in the short term owing to their tight liquid 

assets. Even in the longer term, companies still expect a 
significant loss of turnover. A real recovery is unlikely to 
occur before 2022.”

Apart from products earmarked for the domestic mar-
ket, exports, which account for more than half of the 
sector’s overall turnover, have plummeted in recent 
months. The aforementioned survey shows that 40% 
of companies attribute the drop in turnover to a down-
turn in exports. Companies saw their export sales fall 
by an average of 30%, partly due to the fact that at B2B 
level, foodservice was halted, the hospitality sector 
also remained closed abroad and there was no trav-
el or duty-free sales. Second, logistical problems have 
also arisen, but no serious disruptions to the supply 
chain have been reported.

Some subsectors bearing the brunt 
Most Belgian food industry companies are SMEs. All 
sub-sectors are feeling the impact of the health crisis, 
but the lockdown situation has been particularly diffi-
cult for brewers and other companies that mainly sup-
ply the hotel and restaurant industry, both in Belgium 
and abroad. For example, the frozen potato products 
industry, where around 90% of Belgian output is ex-
ported abroad, has experienced major setbacks. The 
chocolate industry also reported a lower turnover, 
partly due to the suspension of duty-free and travel 

Tine Vandervelden (l), International Business Manager 
and Carole Dembour (r), Economic Affairs Advisor

Fevia, the Federation of the Belgian Food Industry, represents 27 sectors and more than 700 companies 
producing innovative and high-quality food and drink products in Belgium. Altogether, these sectors 
achieved a turnover of € 54.9 billion in 2019 (€ 27.0 billion in exports) and provide employment for 
94,631 people in Belgium.  

Fevia helps to boost its members’ economic and commercial impact by providing advice, organising 
training programmes and workshops, compiling statistics, producing and publishing economic surveys, 
offering networking opportunities, lending support to exports and promoting innovation.
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retail. Chocolate is still considered a luxury product 
and is often bought by foreigners to offer as a gift. In 
the absence of tourism, sales go into a steep decline 
as well.

“Not one single sector has been spared by the health 
crisis. A company’s specific situation depends to a 
large extent on the distribution channel. Companies 
that serve only the retail trade have experienced pos-
itive turnover trends. Those that export or work with 
the hospitality business have suffered a lot because 
of the crisis situation. Some companies have seen al-
most all of their turnover evaporate,” explains Carole 
Dembour.

Sharp rise in transport costs
In the case of transport, the problems mainly affect air 
and sea freight, while road transport fared quite well. 
Tine Vandervelden, International Business Manager, 
explains the situation: “The problem in the first in-
stance was products being unable to leave the port of 

Antwerp or goods being blocked abroad. There was also 
a shortage of containers owing to disrupted “transport 
loops”. Containers scheduled to return to Europe from 
China remained stranded locally because business ac-
tivities were also interrupted there. The outcome was a 
container shortage and a serious disruption of supply 
and demand, leading to sharp price increases. Freight 
transport was cancelled in the aviation sector ow-
ing to a shortage of orders. In some cases, goods can 
also be carried on commercial flights under normal 
circumstances, but this too has been largely brought 
to a standstill. Now that the economy is recovering, 
transport costs should return to an acceptable level. 
Otherwise, guaranteeing exports abroad will become 
very expensive.”

A sector strongly committed to diversification and 
digital technology
As mentioned above, about half of the Belgian food 
industry’s output is exported. About 80% of this total 
remains in the European Union, while 20% is intended 
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for large-scale export sales, with Asia (38%) and North 
America (20%) being the two main markets. In recent 
years, the food industry has had to contend with a 
number of challenges as a result of the trade embargo 
with Russia, Brexit, growing protectionism and now the 
health crisis. Tine Vandervelden believes these events 
have helped bring about changes in the food indus-
try: “Introduced in 2014, the trade embargo with Russia 
has encouraged our industry to focus more on diver-
sification rather than putting all its eggs in one bas-
ket. Aware of the crucial need to diversify, we launched 
the ‘Food.be - Small country. Great Food.’ brand at the 
time. As a powerful image is essential for conquering 
foreign markets, we are focusing more on promoting 
our image, especially when it comes to exports.”

As activities were at a lower level in many cases dur-
ing the lockdown, the time freed up within companies 
was allocated to conducting desk research. Analyses 
were undertaken to perform “online store checks”, to 
discover the latest trends in the sector and identify 
market opportunities. “Better product quality, food 
safety and sustainability are areas that are now at-
tracting a great deal of attention. Our companies are 
taking this into account, trying to assess the long-term 
impact and determine whether it can become part of 
the business strategy. As certain choices have to be 
made about where to allocate money, time and oth-
er resources, most companies are concentrating on a 
number of key countries.”

“In some cases, the crisis has created opportunities: 
some companies in our sector have reported that 
the lockdown period was a good time to look for new 
partners from a long-term perspective. Some retail-
ers or buyers, who are normally over-stretched or are 
too busy, now seem to be more available: a) because 
they now have more time, and b) because they are now 

more open to meet virtually, an option that was not 
used so often in the past,” says Tine Vandervelden.

The crisis is also accelerating the move to digitaliza-
tion in the food industry.  It makes sense for a com-
pany to have its own website, but most sales within 
the sector are made via online platforms and partners.  
One competitive drawback is that Asian and American 
companies are much more advanced than Belgian ones 
in terms of e-commerce, so there is a crucial need to 
do some catching-up in this area. Tine Vandervelden 
explains why this transformation is so very important: 
“Trade fairs were crucial in the past, both as oppor-
tunities to meet existing partners and to meet new 
ones, but upcoming fairs are all being postponed until 
the autumn or even cancelled. Expectations are that 
participants will meet much less in person in the long 
term, while online meetings will become much more 
common.”

Measures required
The government provides general recovery and sup-
port measures, while export agencies offer services 
to exporting companies. “Support for the necessary 
changes and the accelerated move to digital in the 
sector means looking to the various export agencies 
for assistance. We are currently examining the current 
trade fair situation together and considering how we 
can offer added value to exhibitors. Digital tools de-
veloped for the trade fairs are also a key focal point for 
us,” says Tine Vandervelden.

As 80% of Belgian exports remain within the European 
Union, the recovery within the European internal mar-
ket is vital for Fevia to overcome this turmoil. Various 
support measures are being developed at European 
level coming with the appropriate budgets, but it is not 
yet clear what these funds will achieve for the Belgian 

“A company’s specific situation depends to a large extent 
on the distribution channel.”

Tine Vandervelden
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food industry and its companies. Fevia is keen to gain 
a clear view on this, so as to identify which European 
funds can be allocated to the Belgian food sector and 
how.

Tine Vandervelden also mentions a few other food in-
dustry concerns: ‘Because image building is such a pri-
ority, we have produced a video to illustrate our safe 
working practices and stress that foreign companies 
can count on our trustworthiness when placing their 
orders with us. In the context of the Belgian Economic 
Missions and the State Visits, we always try to arrange 
events calculated to enhance our image. The right sup-
port is always helpful.” 

“We also ask for support that is as specific as possi-
ble for individual companies. The economic and com-
mercial representatives of FIT, AWEX and hub.brussels 
abroad are available to help exporting companies in 
their search for new partners and in arranging prelim-
inary meetings.”

We still have no idea whether the trade fairs planned 
for the second half of 2020 will take place. As compa-
nies will have to focus on reopening and relaunching 
their business, this autumn’s trade fairs are not excit-
ing any great enthusiasm. “One question that is often 
asked here is how to make up for the expenses that 
have already been incurred. In any case, we would like 
the registration fees to be refunded if it turns out that 
a trade fair has been cancelled. In Brussels, additional 
compensation is available to cover expenses such as 
hotels, publications, etc.”.

“Another idea is for export agencies to help find on-
line alternatives to cancelled trade fairs. Virtual fairs, 
e-sampling and online speed dating are potential op-
portunities, but this is still fairly uncharted territory. 
So we can certainly rely on their advice in this area. 
It would certainly be helpful if companies were able 

to attend courses on the subject, during which ad-
vice would be provided. Reports on opportunities and 
trends in specific foreign markets are always welcome.”

A further key development for the food industry is the 
African swine fever situation. As our country is appar-
ently set to become officially ASF-free from October 
onwards, Fevia will be meeting with the Belgian Federal 
Agency for the Safety of the Food Chain (FASFC) and the 
Federal Public Service for Foreign Affairs with a view to 
conveying this information to countries that are still 
blocking imports of Belgian pork.

Growth mainly in foreign markets
As previously mentioned, 80% of Belgium’s food ex-
ports remain within the European Union and 54% of 
these are earmarked for neighbouring countries, the 
Netherlands, France and Germany. While Europe is a 
major outlet, the strongest level of export growth is 
seen in overseas markets. Tine Vandervelden lists the 
main growth markets: “Exports to China have doubled 
in five years. During this period, we have also seen ex-
ports grow by 68% to the United States and 67% to 
Saudi Arabia. It’s not clear if we can talk about a CETA 
effect in the case of Canada, but here again we see 
a 38% increase in exports in the past five years. It is 
hard to tell whether large-scale trade agreements are 
having a positive impact on food exports. Trade with 
Japan continues to grow cautiously, but no significant 
increase has been observed in that country in the 
wake of the partnership agreement. Some work obvi-
ously remains to be done to make companies aware of 
certain opportunities that are available. Companies of-
ten fail to take enough advantage of some of the tariff 
reductions offered under a trade agreement.”

Uncertainty set to last for some time in the industry
Food industry companies are aware that sales and 
exports cannot be expected to reach pre-crisis lev-
els immediately, mindful that it will take at least 18 

“The trade embargo with Russia has encouraged our 
industry to focus more on diversification.”

Tine Vandervelden
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months for a recovery to set in. The survey highlighted 
the major concern about the resumption of logistical 
flows and companies are hoping that container prices 
will return to a reasonable level. Companies hope that 
business relations with existing customers will be re-
stored as soon as possible. New customers are expect-
ed to meet mainly via digital channels, as almost all 
food fairs have been postponed or cancelled.

Tine Vandervelden emphasises the uncertainty pre-
vailing in the food industry: “It is difficult to say at the 
moment whether or not companies have an optimis-
tic view of the future. Most companies in our industry 
have very mixed feelings: they are trying to stay up-
beat, but they are not sure that the entire workforce 
can be put back to work. Recovery will occur only very 
gradually. It is crucial for the temporary unemployment 
measures to be extended until late August, as some 
companies might have to result to such measures in 
fall. A review of recent years’ figures shows that 2019 
provided a firm basis for a return to recovery.

Carole Dembour signals a note of caution in her pro-
jections: “It will not be easy to offset the losses re-
sulting from the COVID-19 crisis. People are not going 
to start consuming more to make up for what was lost 
during the three months of the crisis. It will take time 
to offset today’s losses.”
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Fedustria
The federation of industrial companies in the textile,  

wood and furniture industries
(This interview was conducted on 26 May 2020)
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The federation of industrial companies in the textile,  
wood and furniture industries

Traditional channels are still the mainstay of sales

COVID-19 has had a huge impact on the texti-
le and furniture industry, which is still heavily 
dependent on interaction with physical sales 

outlets. This is true not only in Belgium, but also in its 
main export markets, such as the Netherlands, France 
and, in the case of textiles, the United Kingdom. Kevin 
Snyders, Product Manager for Furniture and Director 
of BelgoFurn, explains the situation: “There is a clear 
discernable difference between the figures for March, 
April and May, but overall, turnover in the sector fell by 
61% compared to an average drop of 33% in turnover 
during this period for the Belgian economy as a whole.
Sales were at a standstill as stores remained closed 
in many countries. As a result, the majority of compa-
nies were forced to halt production when the stores 
shut down. However, business got off to a brisk start 
in January and February, and companies that still had 
outstanding orders stayed open at first to finish them. 
But as manufacturing companies could no longer deli-
ver to stores, they were left holding on to the finished 
products. Once their warehouses reached their storage 
capacity, they too had to stop production. “

Strong dependence on foreign countries
The textile and furniture industries are very much 
export-based. Some 57% of the furniture industry’s 

turnover is generated abroad, compared with 70% in 
the textile industry (95% for home textiles). “Belgian 
companies focusing on the Dutch export market ex-
perienced fewer problems because stores remained 
open, whereas in France, for example, goods were no 
longer allowed to enter”, explains Kevin Snyders. 

Fedustria advises its members to refrain, as far as 
possible, from concentrating exclusively on a single 
foreign market, while achieving a differentiated posi-
tion according to the type of sales channel. However, 
this is not always straightforward, as typically, main-
stream retailing has been the norm rather than 
e-commerce.

COVID-19-related problems
At the onset of the current health crisis, textile and 
furniture production companies still had, in many 
cases, sufficient stocks and parts to continue pro-
duction. New orders were rather limited during the 
first few weeks. The lockdown made it impossible for 
deliveries to be made to stores, which after a while 
resulted in storage capacity problems. Belgium is 
well-known as a producer of outdoor furniture, but as 
this sector typically has the highest turnover between 
March and May, the situation this year has been par-
ticularly dire. Within the textile industry, companies 

Kevin Snyders, 
Product Manager Furniture and Director of BelgoFurn

Fedustria is the federation of industrial companies in the textile, wood and furniture industries. 
Together, these sectors, which employ 37,315 people in 1,761 companies in Belgium, generated a turnover 
of €9.6 billion in 2019, of which 70% came from exports. 

Fedustria focuses on maintaining and boosting the industrial activities of Belgian textile, wood and 
furniture companies. The association’s primary role is to represent these sectors, actively defend the 
common interests of its member companies and to create a common training and meeting platform for 
its members.
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supplying bed and table linen and decorative items 
to the hospitality business are bearing the brunt, as 
this business has been out of action for much longer 
than other sectors.

Kevin Snyders lists other problems that arose during 
the first lockdown: “As our companies still mostly op-
erate in a B2B environment, they often use their own 
means of transport to deliver goods in Belgium and 
the border areas. These companies were concerned 
about being able to continue supplying their custom-
ers and how they could do this practically. They often 
drive with two drivers in the cabin, which now caused 
social distancing problems. In many cases no one was 
on hand in the customer’s warehouse to receive the 
goods. Seaborne exports were also mostly at a stand-
still. Containers shipped to Asia, for example, in the 
context of trade fairs, were left stranded in ports for 
weeks in some cases. Furniture shipments from Asia 

also caused problems, as they quite simply failed to 
arrive here. Many port terminals were closed down or 
were operating at half capacity, causing all deliveries 
to be delayed. They are now being started up again, 
but it will take some time before they are operating at 
their normal capacity again.”

Measures required
The government has not taken any specific measures 
for the textile and furniture industries. When it be-
came clear that the first stores would reopen at the 
beginning of May, Fedustria tried to encourage textile 
and furniture stores to reopen as soon as possible 
as well, even though they are not directly represent-
ed by the sector federation. Companies in the sector 
also have a number of other requirements: “Securing 
bridge loans from banks can help companies, because 
as soon as one business fails to meet its payment 
obligations, this can create a knock-on effect having 
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an impact on other businesses. Another priority is 
smoother payout for employees in the event of tech-
nical unemployment. There is also the impression 
that non-unionised employees have to wait longer 
to receive their unemployment benefits. The feder-
ation’s members would also like to have the tempo-
rary unemployment measures extended at least until 
the end of the year, as the stores have already been 
supplied with stocks needed for the first few months 
of the year and are still trying to sell them.  Many 
company managers in the sector are also keen to see 
a more widespread encouragement to get back to 
work. Ever since the crisis erupted, the industry has 
taken appropriate measures to ensure that produc-
tion can be carried out safely and in compliance with 
the regulations in force. Many companies have huge 
warehouses where social distancing is not an issue. 
Companies unable to guarantee sufficient distanc-
ing opted for shift work, so that fewer staff would be 
onsite at any given time. Lots of office staff working 
in these manufacturing companies have switched to 
teleworking while ensuring constant availability for 
customers. Some staff are still being put on tempo-
rary unemployment, but as soon as production re-
starts, more people will go back to work to run the 
machines”, says Kevin Snyders.

Markets with growth potential
The lockdown has added to the problems the industry 
was already facing, one such being the fierce competi-
tion from Turkey and Asia that has caused many com-
panies to go out of business in recent years. Brexit 
was already a major challenge for the Belgian textile 
industry, but the advent of the coronavirus pandemic 
has only exacerbated the problems. The sector was 
trying to curb its dependence on the United Kingdom, 
but the room for manoeuvre in this respect is fairly 
small, as there is obviously no call to enter the Asian 

market. Similarly, initiatives are few and far between 
in South America, where import taxes are still very 
high. However, the question remains as to what the 
future has in store for us. Will sales and export man-
agers still be able to travel abroad to promote their 
products? Will large scale trade fairs abroad still con-
tinue to be organised in the future? Kevin Snyders 
shares his view of what the future holds: “Fedustria 
constantly seeks to analyse the potential export mar-
kets by examining how much the producing countries 
already export to specific foreign markets. Even be-
fore the crisis, companies were looking for alterna-
tives to traditional fairs, as the number of visitors 
had been on the decline for some time. The Canadian 
market is one with the desired potential for growth. 
The country imports a lot of furniture from European 
countries while Belgian exports there have been few 
and far between until now. It was a signal for us to fo-
cus more on this country. The CETA free trade agree-
ment may also be regarded as an incentive to pay 
more attention to Canada as a potential export mar-
ket. Moreover, a showroom was recently opened fea-
turing products from the Belgian textile and furniture 
industries that are complementary to each other (for 
further details: www.belgiandesignshowroom.com). 
Even more effort will be needed for such initiatives 
in the future. The government and other federations 
can also help by creating a platform for this purpose. 
After all, the potential for growth lies in distant export 
markets, since most of the European markets have al-
ready been explored. A number of Belgian companies 
are operating in Scandinavia, but this market contin-
ues to be extremely challenging due to its highly pro-
tectionist structure. Germany’s reputation as a pow-
erful manufacturing country makes it difficult to gain 
a foothold there. Italy and Spain are also involved 
in the furniture and textile markets, while they both 
have less capital available for importing goods”.

“Companies focusing on the Dutch export  
market experienced fewer problems because  

stores remained open.”
Kevin Snyders



Fedustria
The federation of industrial companies in the textile, wood and furniture industries

Future challenges
According to Kevin Snyders, Belgium should rely more 
on its own strengths: “Belgium’s typically unassum-
ing attitude is also reflected in the textile and furni-
ture industries. The federation is doing its utmost to 
promote Belgium’s strengths so that it can take ad-
vantage of the opportunities offered by distant ex-
port markets. Similarly, regional export agencies and 
Belgian embassies abroad can also tap into their local 
networks to help leverage the assets of the Belgian 
textile and furniture industries. Design immediately 
conjures up images of Italian products, but there are 

also a lot of Belgian companies that have built up a 
great deal of expertise over the years, often across 
several generations. All countries operating in a niche 
industry suffer from having to compete with low-
wage countries, which is why Belgium has to stand 
out in terms of efficiency, flexibility and state-of-the-
art manufacturing equipment. Successful companies 
in the sector have clearly made the necessary invest-
ments in recent years in a bid to stand out from the 
competition. More attention should also be paid to 
the fact that Belgians are often multilingual, as well 
as being innovative in design, aspects that are often 
underestimated. Multi-generational family business-
es are also very proud of what they have achieved 
over the years. They are determined to maintain local 
production, while being keen to retain the skills they 
have acquired. They often invest in people, materi-
als and machinery, but still fail to invest enough in 
their impact towards the outside world. Many small 
and medium-sized textile and furniture companies in 
Belgium still have no website or product catalogue 
worthy of the name as these used to be unnecessary, 
as furniture and textile outlets would be responsi-
ble for the entire product promotional process. More 
attention needs to be paid to this side of the busi-
ness, especially given the recent social distancing 
challenges”.

Recovery may take a while
The first lockdown has left textile and furniture out-
lets with a large stock of unsold goods, but as soon as 
this stock is exhausted, orders can be placed with the 
manufacturers again. “the industry will rebound, but 
that may take a fairly long time as people may at first 
be somewhat hesitant about entering retail outlets 
again. An interim analysis made after the reopening 
of most stores over a two-week period showed that 

“The potential for growth lies in distant export markets, 
since most of the European markets have already been 

explored.”
Kevin Snyders
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The federation of industrial companies in the textile, wood and furniture industries

more visitors than expected turned up, but obviously 
still not as many as before. A welcome development 
is that people who do show up also end up making 
purchases in many cases. In terms of production, 
most companies are able to survive for some time 
because they have built up a sufficiently large stock 
of parts and raw materials. From a financial point of 
view, the signals differ, as businesses can survive for 
two to sometimes six months with temporary unem-
ployment and loan rescheduling. It now remains to be 
seen whether demand and turnover will be sufficient 
to make the start-up of production lines profitable 
again. The consequences of this situation are that the 
production process will probably become even more 
efficient in the future. Travel costs may also be re-
duced to some extent in the future but building up 
new contacts this way will be a challenging task. A 
growing awareness of the local dimension may be a 
welcome development: “Buy local, buy Belgian”. We 
are increasingly being asked by companies how they 
can meet this challenge”, says Kevin Snyders.

Industry trends
Unlike their Belgian competitors, foreign textile and 
furniture manufacturing companies often have online 
shopping facilities, so the shift to digital technology 
and e-commerce has recently picked up speed in our 
country. Furniture stores used to hold of about manu-
facturers going digital, but they are now realising that 
this may be the only way forward. “Traditional retail-
ing and e-commerce both have their merits and are 
likely to interact in the future. Belgium has the advan-
tage of being able to respond flexibly to consumers’ 
changing requirements and needs. Local solutions 
have to be based on customer-specific manufacturing 
and customisation. Manufacturing techniques should 
be more responsive to the needs and demands of the 
customer. The significant generational gap also has 
to be taken into account. When people used to buy a 
new sofa or bed they would want to try sitting or lying 
on it beforehand. The younger generation is less in-
clined to follow suit. They prefer to buy a chair or bed 
online because they can always send it back in any 
case,” says Kevin Snyders. To conclude, he stresses 
just how anxious manufacturing company managers 
are about the future prospects of their businesses. 

“For the time being, the mood in the sector is more 
wait-and-see than optimistic. However, the main 
question is how to manage the repercussions of the 
health crisis”.
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Belgium’s Performance in the COVID Economic Recovery Index

INTRODUCTION

C OVID-19 is affecting all countries, indiscrimin-
ately. However, the pre-crisis economic and so-
cio-political situations and the stringency and 

duration of containment measures and their impact on 
economies, industries and jobs affect the recovery tra-
jectory of each country. 

At the same time, it is increasingly clear that the 
post-pandemic economy will be different, be cause 
COVID is accelerating structural transformations,  
notably towards more digitalized and more auto mated 
economies. In Europe, the Green Deal is setting a 

strong strategic direction for the future. To drive a sus-
tainable recovery, government programmes will need 
to support these transformations and use them as an 
opportunity to drive growth.  

In comparison to other EU countries, Belgium was rel-
atively more affected by the COVID pandemic in terms 
of health outcomes. It is also among the countries that 
were most affected by the economic shock to GDP 
growth in 2020 (See Figure 25). This note aims to shed 
light on Belgium’s potential trajectory going forward to 
inform economic policy decisions and to understand 
which role trade plays in the recovery based on the 
findings of the COVID Economic Recovery Index. 

THE COVID ECONOMIC RECOVERY INDEX 

To assess how countries compare in terms of their re-
covery capacity and inform countries recovery pro-
grammes, we developed the COVID Economic Recovery 
Index that measures the degree to which countries 
have the right policies, institutions, and factors in place 
to rapidly recover to pre-COVID levels of socio-eco-
nomic performance.1 The index assesses 122 countries 
using over 100 social, economic and health indicators  
grouped into three elements: 

●  Health Resilience measures the degree to which 
a country is exposed to the risk of major health 
effects due to COVID, including through health sys-
tem capacity, presence of risk factors in the popu-
lation, and pandemic preparedness. 

●  Absorptive Capacity describes the degree to which 
a country’s economy will be affected by the COVID 
crisis, e.g. due to reliance on vulnerable sectors, in-
ternational connectivity, social resilience, or labour 
market performance. 

Figure 25: GDP growth (and projections) in selected countries, 2018-2025  

Source: IMF WEO October 2020

1  The full methodology, list of indicators and more analysis are available at www.covidrecoveryindex.org.
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Belgium’s Performance in the COVID Economic Recovery Index

●  Economic Resilience is a country’s capacity to re-
cover and rebuild to pre-COVID levels (Halegatte, 
2014) and also to facilitate structural transformation 
that will accompany the recovery. It is influenced by 
factors such as labor market adaptability, governan-
ce and social capital, but also strengths of financial 
systems. 

BELGIUM’S PERFORMANCE IN THE INDEX  
AND GROWTH PROSPECTS

Belgium occupies the 24th position in the index, ahead 
of other EU members states such as Spain (25th) or 
Luxemburg (27th) and behind some of the stronger 
performing EU economies, such as France (18th), 
Netherlands (6th) or Denmark (8th). Belgium ranks 24th 
(with a score of 57.95 out of 100) in the Absorptive 
Capacity pillar and slightly better (18th with a score of 
75.12 out of 100) on the Economic Resilience pillar. As 
we can see from Figure 26, it outperforms the re gional 
average by a margin in terms of economic resilien-
ce, but underperforms on Absorptive capacity. Taken  
together, this suggests that Belgium was affected 
strongly by the initial shock, but should be expected 
to recover fairly strongly. This mirrors the recent GDP 
growth estimates of the IMF shown in Figure 25. 

The analysis of Belgium’s results on the Absorptive 
Capacity pillar offers pointers as to the channels 
through which the pandemic affects the economy. 
Belgium is fairly exposed to vulnerable industries 
such as travel and tourism, retail or hospitality, as 
can be seen from its 53rd place on industrial strength 
and diversity component. Given the country’s relian-
ce on international markets, the global slowdown in 
international trade and investment affected Belgium’s 
econ omy significantly. However, as discussed below, 
international trade and investment are also strong dri-
vers of recovery for Belgium. 

At the same time, Belgium brings a few advantages 
to the table, which make it stronger in the face of the 

pandemic. Labor markets were performing well before 
the pandemic with the unemployment rate at only 5.4% 
according to the ILO. Belgium also stands out for high 
levels of social resilience due to low income inequal-
ity, with the GINI Index at 27.40 according to the World 
Bank.2 Lastly, food security is high in Belgium similar to 
many advanced economies. 

In terms of Economic Resilience, Belgium performs well 
across the board and shows a number of strengths. 
The most important strength is labour market adap-
tability (11th), which is based on a high share of peo-
ple being able to work from home (40.21% of workers, 
which corresponds to 10th out of 122 countries) and on 
very good social insurance coverage. The latter is im-
portant because it can smooth the negative impact 
of economic crises on income. Belgium also has good 
active labour market policies in place which allow the 
workforce to transition more easily to new profes-
sions. Other strengths in this pillar include the digital 
econ omy as well as financial system resilience, both of 
which are very important. Belgium also performs well 
on governance and social capital, which are particu-
larly important during the pandemic and the subse-
quent recovery process. 

Belgium’s strong performance on Economic Resilience 
bodes well for the country’s future. The recovery pro-
cess will be accompanied by major structural trans-
formation, and Belgium will be no exception. Some 
sectors, such as travel and tourism or aviation will 
shrink for the forseeable future, while others will 
grow more strongly (e.g. pharmaceuticals, healthcare 
or IT). Belgium’s economy has to support this struc-
tural transformation and the shift of workers from sec-
tors that shrink to those that grow faster. It also has 
to prepare to be more digital, more automated and –  
given the direction given by the EU Green Deal – more 
sustain able. A key element to making these transi-
tions successful is workforce transformation, for which 
Belgium is well prepared due to good skills in the 
workforce, solid digital infrastructure and adaptable 
labour markets.  

2  The Gini index measures income inequality. A value of 100 stands for perfect inequality while 0 signifies perfect equality.



Belgium’s Performance in the COVID Economic Recovery Index

THE IMPORTANCE OF TRADE FOR 
RECOVERY 

There is no doubt that international trade linkages 
are key for recovery. Belgium’s GDP depends to a large 
extent on external trade (83.7%) and trade is an im-
portant driver of growth. In this particular situation, 
how ever, the pace of recovery of export markets is un-
likely to be symmetric and certainly not simultaneous 
(Noy, Doan, Ferrarini, & Park, 2020). It is reasonable 
to expect that exports to countries that will recover 
faster will grow more strongly as demand recovers. 
For some countries this will mean that exports can 
be a more important driver of growth than for others. 

In the case of Belgium, the CERI results show that its 
top 5 export markets are among countries that will  
likely recover rapidly: all 5 countries - which account 
for over 50% of Belgian exports - are in the top twenty 
of the CERI (see Table 47). What is important to note, is 
that Belgium’s export markets will recover at different 

paces, as indicated by their different results across 
the three pillars of the CERI. For example, while the 
Netherlands is likely to be more affected by the ini-
tial economic shock than Germany, it is positioned 
to recover faster. Nevertheless, recovery capacity as 
measured by the CERI of the top 5 markets is above the 
performance of Belgium on this pillar, suggesting that 
exports will be a major driver of recovery for Belgium.

CONCLUSIONS

As Belgium attempts to weather the second wave, it 
is important to ensure that the economy continues 
to perform during the pandemic and that the country 
sets the stage to emerge stronger after the pandemic. 
To do so, it needs to use the time to strengthen resi-
lience to future shocks and to enable those struc tural 
transi tions that the pandemic accelerated. Belgium is 
well positioned to recover rapidly, due to its strong 
economic resilience and trade linkages to markets with 
recovery capacity (see table next page). 

Source: www.covidrecoveryindex.org

Figure 26: Belgium’s performance in the COVID Economic Recovery Index 

SELECT COUNTRY ok

COVID Economic Recovery Index (CERI)
Europe & Central Asia
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Belgium’s Performance in the COVID Economic Recovery Index

Table 47: COVID Recovery Index results for Belgium and most important export markets

Country COVID 
Economic 
Recovery 

Index score

Absorptive 
Capacity

Economic 
Resilience

Health 
Resilience

Exports from 
Belgium 
(US$ Mil)

Partner share 
(% of Belgian 

exports)

Germany 76.3 72.8 78.7 77.3 84,085 17.9

France 68.7 67.3 72.0 66.8 67,773 14.5

Netherlands 74.3 60.0 83.5 79.5 57,332 12.2

United Kingdom 71.8 62.0 77.0 76.4 36,965 7.9

United States 73.7 67.0 79.0 75.2 24,257 5.2

Belgium 66.3 57.9 75.1 65.7

Sources: COVID Recovery Index and World Bank WITS Database wits.worldbank.org
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one can predict how long this will continue.

The long-term economic consequences and impact on world trade are still difficult 
to measure. Belgian foreign trade certainly suffered a downturn during the lockdown from 
March to May 2020, but sectors have not been equally affected. The pharmaceutical sector, 
which is so essential for our country, has navigated the crisis relatively well and is a beacon 
of hope in an otherwise gloomy landscape.

Belgium should not be ashamed of its performance during the first part of the crisis when 
compared to neighbouring countries. That said, countries with similar export structures 
have shown more positive results. This can be explained by the fact that they were less im-
pacted - or impacted for less time - by COVID and the fact that the restrictions were lighter. 
Some were also able to reorient their experts, which cushioned the downturn.

Belgium, like many other countries, is now trying to overcome a second COVID wave. It is 
important to ensure that the economy continues to function and that the country takes 
the necessary steps to emerge stronger. To accomplish this, it must take advantage of the 
situation to strengthen resilience to future shocks and allow for a structural economic tran-
sition, whose necessity has been accelerated by the pandemic. Belgium is well-placed to 
recover quickly, thanks to its strong economic resilience and commercial links with markets 
with the capacity for a rapid recovery.

It will be very important to continue observing the development of our foreign trade over 
the coming months. This will the subject of part II of this study, which should be completed 
by the end of 2020. It will include a section on regulation, as well as a “statistics” section, 
which would define the possible dependence between company profiles and their resist-
ance to the crisis.

Our authorities have already jointly taken a large number of measures in anticipation of 
the recovery.  They will continue to play a decisive role in helping our businesses regain 
markets. 

CLOSING STATEMENT
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