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"Retirement has been a discovery of beauty for me.
| never had the time before to notice the beauty of
my grandkids, my wife, the tree outside my very own
front door; and, the beauty of time itself."

(Hartman Jule)
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DISCLAIMER

This book covers a wide variety of topics, many of which are relatively complex, and the
pertinent laws, rules and regulations change quite frequently. In Belgium there is the further
complication in that these regulations, laws and rules often differ between the three regions
of Wallonia, Flanders and Brussels. On financial matters there are further complications for
UK and US citizens involving taxation of income, investments and estates. It is therefore
essential that before making a significant decision based on anything in this book, you check
out the latest situation with the relevant competent professionals. Please note that all
financial data is current at the time of writing (Sep 2011), but needs to be checked with an
official source before using, in case it has subsequently changed.

The authors have of course made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the content of

this book, but totally disclaim responsibility for any actions taken by readers based on its
contents. They nevertheless hope that it will prove useful. Reference should always be made
to professional advice.
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Managing your future

Tomorrow
is what we
make it.

Bamboo, rattan, steel and nylon.
That’s all designer Kenneth
Cobonpue needed to build the
first-ever biodegradable road-
ster. And at the same time, to
come up with a solution for
one of the world’s biggest envi-
ronmental problems: the waste
created by old cars.

So, does this mean the end of
the vintage car? That depends
on how you look at it. What's
sure is that it'll make your typical
vintage car even more unique.
This visionary and innovative
outlook on life and finance is
what we have been focusing on
for the last 140 years. And it
is exactly the same way we will
approach your personal and
business investments in order
to safeguard their future.

If just like us, you are convinced
that the future starts today,
you're more than welcome to
stop by at toekomstvisies.be or
visiondavenirs.be

degroof.be
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RETIRING IN BELGIUM:
A GUIDE FOR EXPATS

INTRODUCTION

The Story of the Book

The BRATS group was formed by an ad-hoc group of US and UK expats
who had either already retired in Belgium, or were working in Belgium and
thinking about retiring here.

We shared a frustration about the difficulty of finding experts who knew
about the various aspects of retirement for expats in Belgium, especially
the intricacies of financial planning.

One of our members concentrated on researching this aspect. Others
created a checklist (see appendix 1) to help relatives deal more easily with
the death of Belgian resident expats, as well as a process to help one
another periodically check whether or not staying in Belgium continued to
be the best choice for them (see appendix 2). We dealt with a variety of
other matters — volunteering, leisure and learning opportunities, health
care, etc. As the area of finance is both complex and not easy to access,
we decided to make it more broadly available and started working with
sponsors to enable us to publish the information. We also came to realize
that we had accumulated quite a lot of knowledge about retiring in
Belgium, in addition to financial planning, which would be useful to others
in similar situations. Thus the idea of this book was spawned.

What this book is about

If you are an expatriate from the UK or the USA, thinking about retiring in
Belgium, you will find this book invaluable. Expats from other countries will
find most of it very useful, but will need to do their own research on the
financial aspects, based on their country of origin.

It covers the Belgium-specific aspects of retirement in some depth. This is
not a book about retirement in general. It only touches on some of the
generic aspects of preparing for retirement, providing references for
further investigation of these important, but non Belgium-specific areas.
There are numerous other resources available to help with retirement in
general.



Our intent is to raise questions we think it is helpful to consider, to answer
at least some of those questions in full, and where that is not possible or
practical, refer you to experts we believe will be able to help you. Although
some rules and regulations are the same across the entire country, there
are also some significant differences between Flanders, Brussels and
Wallonia; and even within these regions, local interpretations can be
different. Therefore it is very important for you to check with an official and
reliable source before making any major or irrevocable decisions. To help
you do this, we have included useful addresses, websites and references
wherever possible.

As life expectancy increases, retirement decisions become increasingly
important, because we look forward to longer and healthier periods during
which we have choices about where to live, and what to do with our time.
With pension income less assured, the financial aspects take on increas-
ing importance.
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Chapter |
PREPARING FOR RETIREMENT

It has been said that “You are never too young to retire.” Compared to
earlier generations, many of us are, indeed, ‘retiring early’ or at least
changing from full-time, paid employment to other arrangements.

Whether or not you will be retiring ‘early’, you are certainly “never too
young to prepare for retirement.” The advantages of financial planning for
retirement are evident to most of us and are dealt with later in this book.
But have you thought of the non-financial forward planning retirement
should involve?

With longer life expectancy and earlier retirement ages, most of us can
look forward to several decades of retirement: a new life stage. Just like
becoming a teenager, getting married, or becoming a parent or a full-time
employee, this transition merits preparation, thought, discussion and
research. How will you explore this exciting new phase of your life?
Once you are retired you will need time to experiment and explore this
new role; it will be important to be flexible.

Your present job is probably the main structure and focus of attention in
your life at the moment. How will you fill that 40-60 hour gap in your life
when you retire? How will you replace the social status and image you
had that came with your job? Most of us do not believe that a life of com-
plete leisure is preferable to one that includes work; and for many retirees
this will mean working part-time for pay or accepting a volunteer job.

You could consider making a strategic plan for your retirement complete

CHAPTER |
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with vision and goals. Some of the options for ‘work’ could be consulting,
self-employment, home business, part-time employment, temporary em-
ployment (now includes executive level jobs), or telecommuting. It is worth
starting to explore and research ideas that appeal to you several years be-
fore you plan to retire. Many people find working fewer hours as they ap-
proach retirement, now an option in many companies, to be an excellent
way to bridge the gap between the two life stages.

Many retirees decide to follow a completely new path: for money or not.

If your interest is oil painting or building models or interior decoration, you
may wish to take lessons or join interest groups and build a network
before you are retired.

You will need to discuss this new life stage with your spouse/partner and
discuss how your (and perhaps his/her retirement) will alter your life
together. You will need to renegotiate household tasks and time
allotments, being clear about each other’s needs and rights. As one wife
commented to her recently retired husband, “I married you for better or
worse, but not for lunch.”

You will also need to build new social contacts to replace the ones associ-
ated with your professional status. The beginning stages of retirement are
often associated with a sense of confusion and disorientation and having
access to new people, groups and activities which you have built up, or at
least begun to build up, before retirement can ease the transition. This will
be of special importance if you decide to retire in a different country from
where your family members live.

Keeping mentally alert and physically fit should be goals throughout your
life; they become particularly important as you age. Build regular exercise
and sports into your schedule before you retire so you have the skills and
incentive to continue as you age. Activities to keep you mentally alert,
such as bridge, brain games or regular travelling, should not be put off
until you are retired and have lost the mental challenges that come with
work.

Where to find help and resources as you approach retirement? Some
communes as well as I'Universitié des Ainés, NATO, the EU and many
multinational companies run courses to prepare people for retirement.
Most communes also have a department for the ‘Third Age’ with informa-
tion on activities and services for senior members of the commune.



Some of the questions you may wish to ask as you prepare are
listed below. We hope this book will help you to answer them:

Where do you want to live?

What do you want to do with your time?

Can you afford to retire?

What health care cover do you need?

How will your requirements change through time?

Summary of Key Points from Chapter 1

Preparing for Retirement

Retirement requires forward planning, like any stage of life.

+ Think of how you will replace the social status associated with

your present job.

Explore the opportunities for (part-time) work and leisure.

« Sign up for courses that will help you develop your passions and
interests.

Discuss with your spouse/partner how you will share this new life.

Join groups and activities that will help you build new networks.

+ Keep physically fit and mentally alert now and plan (start) activities
you can continue when retired.

+ Reflect on and research the various aspects of retirement raised
in this book.

Relish, rather than fear, retirement; it's an opportunity to realize
new dreams.

CHAPTER |
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Chapter 2

CHOOSING WHERE TO RETIRE

For many people, especially those who have never lived and worked far
away from their place of birth, choosing where to retire is a question that
never arises. They simply retire and continue to live where they have
always lived, surrounded by family and friends in familiar surroundings;
which has much to commend it. However, expatriates are much more
likely to think about to which country they want to retire, because for many,
their country of origin doesn't feel like home anymore, and so it is not

the default choice; they may have lived and worked in many different
countries, and so it is a more natural question for them to consider. It
should go without saying that this needs to be a joint decision for a couple,
as both need to be really comfortable with the decision, equally deter-
mined to make it work. So let us look at the basic options as we deal with
the question of where we want to spend our retirement years.

Should we:

+ stay where we are now? For those of you reading this book that's
likely to be Belgium.

+ go "home" i.e., back to our country of origin, or to the place that
feels most like home.

or

+ go somewhere else?

CHAPTER 2
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When we have decided on the country, what kind of environment do we
want to live in, a city, a town, a village, an isolated location, at the coast, in
the hills; and, in Belgium, should it be Flanders, Brussels or Wallonia?

There are obviously many factors to consider before making a major deci-
sion like this. With life expectancy increasing it is quite possible that you
may have family members dependent on you for their care. In such cases,
you will probably decide to live where they will be most comfortable and
where their care is best assured. Some of us do not have the financial
freedom to decide, and are tied to one country because we simply cannot
afford to move anywhere else, but for those of us with no overriding con-
straints, it is well worth working through the questions methodically to help
us come to a sound decision.

Income

Will your financial resources enable you to live anywhere you choose?
Do you know enough about the taxation regimes in the countries you are
considering, and the likelihood of them changing, to make a sensible
choice? For example, in Belgium taxes on earned income are high, but
with no capital gains tax and relatively low tax rates on interest and
dividend income, Belgium can be considered retiree-friendly.

Could you be negatively impacted by changes in exchange rates? For
example, someone with their wealth based primarily in US dollars has lost
approximately 40% of their purchasing power in the Euro-zone over the
last 10 years, not even accounting for inflation and the recent financial
crisis. Many people from the UK, who decided to retire to Spain, can now
no longer afford to live there because the pound sterling has lost value vs.
the Euro. To compound their situation, the collapse in the value of property
in Spain means that some of these people either cannot sell their property
at all, or can get so little for it that they could not afford to buy anything
back in the UK. They are trapped in an unenviable position - they cannot
afford to move and they cannot afford to stay! This is not designed to
scare you, just to make sure that you carefully consider some "What if?"
scenarios and make sure you can adequately survive these kinds of
fluctuations.

The current financial and economic crisis is resulting in larger government
debt in many countries, which is likely to lead to increased taxation and/or
benefit and service reduction.

It is important that you always have a significant safety margin in your



financial situation to enable you to withstand these kinds of changes
without rendering you incapable of continuing to live in your chosen
location. Later chapters are devoted to the financial side of retiring, which
will help you wrestle further with this aspect. It will also provide references
guiding you where to seek additional guidance and expertise.

Estate Planning

This is a very complex area, and will be the subject of another book, so it
will not be covered in any depth here. Suffice it to say that there are very
few treaties between countries on inheritance tax in the way that there are
regarding income tax, and without careful planning it is possible that on
your death your successors could owe more tax than your estate provides,
due to double and sometimes triple taxation!

The laws and allowances vary greatly from country to country; e.g., in the
USA, you can leave up to a total of $3,500,000 to whoever you want
without any tax being due, whereas in other countries, e.g., Belgium, the
law is very specific about what proportion of your estate you have to leave
to various relatives, and the government taxes your estate at 80% on
money left to people who are not close relatives! For those of you who
care about where your estate goes, and how much is left after tax, it is
essential you get to grips with this subject before making your retirement
location decision.

Family and Friends

Not all of us have family members dependent on us for their care, but
most of us have family members living elsewhere in the world, often in our
country of origin. How important is it for you to be closer to them? Is this
separation an aspect of the expat life that you have regretted and now you
want to rebuild or strengthen those family ties? Do you have children back
in your home country, or maybe grandchildren, who you want to be able to
see a lot of and become more a part of their life? This is a very strong
driver for some people and will be the major determining factor in their
decision about where to live. There are some watch-outs here as well.

I know of several people who relocated back to their home country to be
closer to their children or grandchildren, only to find that within a year or
two the children had decided to move to another country, in some cases
to the other side of the world!

Where are your friends? Have you been living in Belgium a long time and
have already built up a network of friends and acquaintances you would
be sorry to leave behind? Do most of your friends live outside Belgium,
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