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This  contribution discusses  the moves between the Brussels  municipalities  and the Brussels  periphery in Flemish Brabant. Even in 
the most recent period, mainly young families moved to the periphery, leading to an impoverishment of Brussels. This  observation is 
not new, but the socio-economic profile of the movers  has rarely been examined. This study does so, confirming the perception of 
movers  having higher incomes  than the Brussels 
average. Income variations  between the destination 
municipalities  or districts are substantial but the 
large majority of the movers do have work. The 
strong increase in the number of movers  of non-
Belgian origin is  a notable evolution. Suburbaniza-
tion is  no longer a concern of middle class individu-
als  of Belgian origin. The number of moves in the 
other direction is  much smaller, but there exists  an 
important commuting flow towards  Brussels. This 
contribution highlights  the work commute and the 
commutes  in other, less documented domains: 
commuting to school and commuting in order to 
use social services. These flows  also are mainly 
oriented towards Brussels.

Filip De Maesschalck  is Doctor of Geography and researcher with the Steunpunt sociale planning 
of the province of Flemish Brabant. A recent publication from the Steunpunt is  'De internationalisering 
van de rand: een demografische blik' in 'De internationalisering van de Vlaamse rand rond Brussel'. 
He is also attached to the Geography Department of the KU Leuven, often working on the subject of 
political geography. A recent publication in this  field is 'Hoe representatief is  Michel I' in the journal 
Samenleving en Politiek. 
Tine De Rijck is Master of Geography and researcher with the Steunpunt sociale planning  of the 
province of Flemish Brabant. She previously worked at the Geography Department of the KU Leuven 
on the subject of social exclusion.
Vicky Heylen is  commercial engineer and researcher with the Steunpunt sociale planning  of the 
province of Flemish Brabant. She previously worked at the HIVA (KU Leuven) on the subject of labour 
market evaluation. 

Filip de Maesschalck, +32(0) 16 267 775, Filip.DeMaesschalck@vlaamsbrabant.be
Tine De Rijck, +32(0) 16 267 319, Tine.DeRijck@vlaamsbrabant.be
Vicky Heylen, +32(0) 16 267 436, Vicky.Heylen@vlaamsbrabant.be

Benjamin Wayens (Senior Editor), +32(0)2 211 78 22, bwayens@brusselsstudies.be

Crossing Borders.
Social-spatial Relations between Brussels and Flemish Brabant

Filip De Maesschalck, Tine De Rijck and Vicky Heylen

www.brusse lss tud ies .be
the e-journal for academic research on Brussels

Br
us

se
ls 

St
ud

ies
 is

 p
ub

lis
he

d 
th

an
ks

 to
 th

e 
su

pp
or

t o
f I

nn
ov

iris
 (B

ru
ss

els
 In

st
itu

te
 fo

r R
es

ea
rc

h 
an

d 
In

no
va

tio
n 

- B
ru

ss
els

-C
ap

ita
l R

eg
io

n)

Translation: Philippe Bruel

mailto:Filip.DeMaesschalck@vlaamsbrabant.be
mailto:Filip.DeMaesschalck@vlaamsbrabant.be
mailto:Tine.DeRijck@vlaamsbrabant.be
mailto:Tine.DeRijck@vlaamsbrabant.be
mailto:Vicky.Heylen@vlaamsbrabant.be
mailto:Vicky.Heylen@vlaamsbrabant.be
mailto:bwayens@brusselsstudies.be
mailto:bwayens@brusselsstudies.be


Introduction

1. The Brussels-Capital Region is  completely surrounded by the 
province of Flemish Brabant. Consequently the interaction between 
both areas  is intense and of long date. Suburbanization has  been im-
portant for several decades: many young families  move from the Brus-
sels  Capital Region to Flemish Brabant. As this  migration often con-
cerns higher income groups, it impoverishes the Brussels municipalities 
and increases the prosperity of Flemish Brabant. The number of moves 
in the opposite direction is  much less pronounced, but there is  a large 
commuter flow to the Brussels  Capital Region. Many inhabitants of 
Flemish Brabant travel daily to the Brussels municipalities in order to 
work, but also for other social and economic activities.

2.This  contribution 
examines  the extent 
of the structuring role 
the suburbanization 
from the Brussels 
municipalities  is still 
playing in the relations 
between the Brussels 
Capital Region and 
Flemish Brabant, and 
if its content is  chang-
ing. How large is  the 
migrant group at pre-
sent? Is  it still mainly 
composed of young 
families? Does the 
nationality (at birth) of 
the migrants  reflect 

the demographic evolution in the Brussels Capital Region? Are these 
really high income groups and what is  their position on the labour mar-
ket? We also explore differences  between municipalities. If possible, we 
drill down to the level of the districts, which correspond to the old mu-
nicipalities before the mergers of the 1960s and 1970s.
3. The movement in reverse, the commute to the Brussels Capital 
Region, is  also studied. Here we highlight the importance of the daily 
commute to work, but primarily examine the commute in other, much 
less  documented areas: the commute to school, child care or several 
other social services.1

4. This  contribution focusses  on the part of Flemish Brabant having 
the strongest interaction with the Brussels  Capital Region. In a number 
of other municipalities  in Flemish Brabant the influence of the Brussels 
Capital Region is indeed limited, mostly in the eastern part of the prov-
ince, where the city of Louvain exerts  its  influence. We can read this  on 
the map of the Brussels  Capital Region drawn by Luyten & Van Hecke 
[2007] (figure 1). This  urban region encompasses  not only the agglom-
eration municipalities (contiguous  development from the central city 
outwards) but also numerous  other municipalities  which were added to 
the urban region based on several indicators: the evolution of built sur-
face and population, the migration from and towards  the city, the work 
and school commute and the income ratios. 
5. The study area includes  the Flemish Brabant part of this  urban 
region, with the addition of the municipalities Liedekerke and Affligem in 
the extreme west of the province (figure 1). In recent years there has 
been a  strong migration dynamic between these two municipalities and 
the Brussels  Capital Region. We will call this  area the ‘large periphery’. 
The term ‘Brussels’ refers  to the (administrative)  Brussels  Capital Re-
gion, unless indicated otherwise. The Brussels urban region also com-

1

1 This article is based on 'Dossier Wisselwerking Flemish Brabant en Brussels’, a study of the Steunpunt sociale planning of the province of Flemish Brabant [De Maesschalck, De Rijck & 
Heylen, 2014].
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Figure 1. The Brussels 
urban  region  [Luyten  & 
Van  Hecke, 2007] and 
the demarcation of the 
‘large periphery’.
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prises  a  number of municipalities  in Walloon Brabant.2  These munici-
palities are not included in our study, due to a lack of source material.

1. Migration Movements: from Brussels to the Large Periphery

6. The population evolution of the large periphery is  strongly influ-
enced by the presence of Brussels (table 1). In the years from 2008  to 
2012, the migration balance with Brussels (the number of migrants 3 
from Brussels  minus the number of migrants  to Brussels) was  more 
than 33,000 individuals4, or each year almost 12 individuals per 1,000 
inhabitants. By way of comparison: in the same period, natural growth 
(the number of births minus the number of deaths) increased the num-
ber of inhabitants  of the large periphery with 4,796 people. This  aver-
ages  to 1.7 individuals  per 1,000 inhabitants  per year. The migration 
balances  with other Belgian regions are negative. More than 6,000 indi-
viduals  move from the large periphery to the rest of Flemish Brabant 
rather than in the opposite direction. The migration balances  with the 
rest of the Flemish Region and the Walloon Region are in the same or-
der of magnitude. In the Walloon Region, the Walloon Brabant munici-
palities predominate.
7. In the large periphery, the growth from foreign countries  is  limited. 
In the period 2008-2012 it amounted to 4,000 individuals, representing 
a yearly increase of 1.5 individuals  per 1,000 inhabitants. By way of 
comparison: in Brussels, the migration balance with foreign countries 
was  more than 100,000 individuals. Like other regional capitals, Brus-
sels clearly has a reception function for foreign migration. 
8. Although population increase in the periphery is  mainly determined 
by the inflow from Brussels, the number of moves between and within 
the municipalities  of the large periphery is  even larger. These move-
ments  do not impact the global population of the large periphery, but 
do change the composition of the population of a given municipality (in 
the case of moves between municipalities) or a district (in the case of 
moves within municipalities).

2

2 This also appears from other studies mapping the urban area surrounding Brussels, for example the study by Thomas et al. [2012].
3 A move or migration is defined as a change of (official) domicile between two consecutive years, each time on January 1st. Persons moving several times in a single year are counted only 
once, each time referring to their domicile on January 1st.
4 The migration balance between Brussels and the province of Flemish Brabant as a whole is not much larger: 34,981 persons. More than 90% of the movements between Brussels and 
Flemish Brabant occur between Brussels and the large periphery.
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Migrations immigration emigration
yearly migration balanceyearly migration balance

Migrations immigration emigration
amount per 1,000 

inhabitants

with foreign countries 26.707 22.637 4.070 1,47

with Belgium 100.815 88.031 12.784 4,60

        Brussels Region 66.222 33.114 33.108 11,93

        rest of Flemish Brabant 9.792 16.049 -6.257 -2,25

        rest of Flemish Region 15.226 22.195 -6.969 -2,51

        Walloon Region 9.575 16.673 -7.098 -2,56

within the large periphery 116.021 116.021 - -

        between municipalities 47.865 47.865 - -

        within municipalities 68.156 68.156 - -

total 243.543 226.689 16.854 6,07

Table 1. Migration  movements  to,  from and within  the large periphery (2008-2012). Source: Rijksregister, 
processing Steunpunt sociale planning

http://www.brusselsstudies.be
http://www.brusselsstudies.be


9. The numbers  used, reflect a five year period, in order to neutralize 
coincidental variations  between the years. Non-recurrent events, such 
as new real estate developments, can also have a  substantial impact, 
most certainly on the municipal or district level. The global migration 
balance in the large periphery however appears  to be very constant 
during the period under review. In the longer term, the numbers  are 

slightly higher than in the 1980s  or 1990s, but much lower than in the 
period predating the oil crisis. This can be observed clearly in figure 2, 
showing the population evolution in the large periphery in the 1954-
2012 period. The total increase is  mainly determined by the migration 
balance, which was much higher in the Fifties, Sixties and Seventies 
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Figure 2. Population  and income evolution  in  the large periphery, 1954-2012. 
Source: NIS/ADSEI, 1955-2014

Figure 3. Population and income evolution  in  Brussels, 1954-2012. Source: 
NIS/ADSEI, 1955-2014
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than in the present period. Even then the migration from Brussels  was 
decisive [Van der Haegen, 1987]. 
10. Figure 2 also shows the evolution of average income (as per in-
come statement) in relation to the average income for the entire former 
province of Brabant. This indicator increases continuously in the large 
periphery, from far below the average (<1) to markedly above the aver-
age (>1). In Brussels  (figure 3) the trend is  reversed - despite a continu-
ous  outflow to the periphery, the population increased in the beginning 
and at the end of the period under review. This  can be explained by 
migration from foreign countries.
11. The impoverishment of Brussels  and the growing prosperity of the 
periphery suggest that mostly higher income groups  are leaving the 
city, as observed in other studies  [Loeckx et al., 2014]. The departure of 
mainly young families is  also a  classic suburbanization characteristic 

[Willaert, 2009]. Some recent studies  have also shown that more and 
more individuals of non-Belgian origin are moving from Brussels  [De 
Maesschalck, 2012]. In the following section, we will examine the mi-
grant profiles in detail and look for changes in recent years. 

2. Migrant Profiles: Nothing New Under the Sun? 

2.1. Age and family situation
12. In the period 2008-2012 mainly young families  leave Brussels. The 
number of parents  and underage children moving from Brussels  far 
exceeds the average of those living in Brussels  and the large periphery. 
Figure 4 (upper left) shows the population pyramid of the migrants leav-
ing Brussels, being mostly people in their twenties  or thirties  and young 
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Figure 4. Population 
pyramids  of the mi-
grants  from Brussels  to 
the large periphery, from 
the large periphery to 
Brussels  and net bal-
ance in  the large pe-
riphery. Source: Rijks-
register, processing 
Steunpunt sociale plan-
ning
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children. On the other hand, large numbers  of singles  and children 
older than 18  (home leavers) move from the large periphery to Brussels. 
Figure 4 (upper right) illustrates that this  mainly concerns  young adults. 
The net result of these movements (figure 4, bottom) is an increase of 
mainly young people in their thirties  and young children. This  results  in a 
decrease of the age average in the large periphery. Its average inhabi-
tant is  41 years old, the average age of the last population pyramid is 
25 years.5

2.2. Nationality at Birth
13. Whereas  this  age and family profile has  been mostly stable 
throughout the years, a different demographic variable has  changed: 
the nationality at birth (hereafter 'origin'). In figure 5 (top) we see the net 
growth in the large periphery from Brussels, subdivided according to 
origin.6 The number of individuals  of Belgian origin decreases  each year 
and is  now less  than half of the total population. Most striking is  the 
increase in Eastern European origins. In figure 5 (bottom) children mov-
ing with their parents  have been given the nationality at birth of the 
head of the family. This  means  that some children born as  Belgians  can 
be assigned a non-Belgian origin. Here also we notice a  decreasing 
trend for individuals of Belgian origin, who now represent less than one 
third of the increase from Brussels. Although here also the increase of 
Eastern European origins is strongest, the much larger share of North-
ern African, Turkish and other non-EU origins  is  striking. These are also 

the nationality groups  most often taking the Belgian nationality [Steun-
punt sociale planning, 2010]. 
14. Therefore increasingly more people of non-Belgian origin are mov-
ing from Brussels, whereas the age and family positions do not change 
much in time. This  means that the suburbanizers  of non-Belgian origin 
fit the classic profile: mainly young families  with children. Figure 6 
shows the age distribution of the net inflow from Brussels  to the large 
periphery for various  origins. We can observe that the curve is  indeed 
similar for all groups. The age differences  are however slightly more 
pronounced for the Belgian origin, the Northern and Western European 
origin and the non-European origin from wealthy OECD countries.
15. Inhabitants of different origins  do not have fundamentally different 
life ambitions, including the suburbanization aspiration. In the Belgian 
context this  has not yet been specifically studied, but in other European 
countries  it has [Clapson, 2000; Permentier & Bolt, 2006]. In Belgium, 
the suburbanization of migrants has  long been blocked by the eco-
nomic crisis  of the 1970s  and 1980s, which mainly hit the groups in the 
centre of the city [Kesteloot, 2001]. At present, suburbanization no 
longer appears  to be a phenomenon restricted to the Belgian middle 
classes. The migrant’s  origin more closely reflects  the population com-
position of Brussels. We have no detailed figures  for origins  in Brus-
sels 7, but nationality statistics  do exist. Figure 7 shows the population 
composition according to nationality in Brussels, for migrants  from 
Brussels  to the large periphery, for migrants from the large periphery to 

5

5 Strikingly, female migrants are on the average younger than males and strongly concentrated in a number of age groups. Migrants are often couples, with the woman on the average 
younger than the man. One also notices that relatively more women move from than to Brussels. 16,557 men and 16,839 women move to Brussels, but 32,529 men and 33,693 women 
leave. In this way, migration to the periphery could partially explain the observation that the number of men in Brussels in recent years has been increasing faster than the number of 
women - in contrast with the large periphery (and the Flemish Region as a whole). There are also other explanations: the changing age structure (the Brussels population is growing 
younger, in contrast to the large periphery and the entire Flemish Region, and the predominance of women is larger in the older age groups), and the significant foreign immigration (in 
which men predominate).
6 A subdivision has been made between Belgium, other countries of the EU (divided in three groups: Northern and Western Europe, Southern Europe and Eastern Europe) and non-EU 
countries (divided in two groups: Northern Africa and Turkey and other countries). In some figures, these groups have been further subdivided (cfr. Steunpunt sociale planning, 2010, p. 12, 
for explanations). 
7 Deboosere et al. [2009] calculated that 46% of the inhabitants of Brussels had a non-Belgian nationality at birth. If we add the children born here as Belgians from parents not born as 
Belgians, this becomes more than 50%. 
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Figure 5.  Nationality at birth  of the net inflow from Brussels. Source: Rijksregis-
ter, processing Steunpunt sociale planning

Figure 6. Age distribution  of the net inflow from Brussels  according to origin, 2008-2012. Here also, chil-
dren  moving with  their parents  were given the nationality at birth  of the head of the family. Source: Rijks-
register, processing Steunpunt sociale planning
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Brussels  and within the large periphery. Here we can see that migrants 
from Brussels  have slightly fewer non-Belgian nationalities than the 
Brussels  average, but that the difference is  not very large. It is  also no-
table that migrants  from the large periphery to Brussels  much more 
often have a non-Belgian nationality than the average for the large pe-
riphery - although less often than the migrants from Brussels.
2.3. Socio-economic position
16. Although suburbanization evidently results  in an impoverished city 
and a more prosperous periphery, in reality not much is known about 
the (evolution) of the socio-economic position of the migrants them-
selves. The number of studies directly mapping the socio-economic 
profile of migrants  is  extremely limited. The exceptions are some publi-
cations using data from the 2001 socio-economic survey of [Van Criek-
ingen, 2006; Van Criekingen et al., 2013]. We have used the more re-
cent data of the Kruispuntbank van de Sociale Zekerheid. We have di-
vided the Belgian population in four income groups or quartiles: the 
25% of inhabitants  with the highest incomes, the 25% with the lowest 
incomes and the two quartiles  in between. This concerns incomes from 
work and benefits; we do not have information on moveables and im-
moveables. It also concerns  the equivalent income: all incomes of a 
family are added and divided by a factor taking into account the com-
position of the family and possible economies of scale.8  The result is  
allocated to each family member. 
17. We see the result in figure 8, illustrating the distribution over Bel-
gian income quartiles for the inhabitants  of Brussels, the migrants  from 
Brussels  to the large periphery, the inhabitants  of the large periphery 
and the migrants from the large periphery to Brussels. The lowest in-
come quartile is strongly overrepresented in Brussels, the reverse is  the 
case for the highest income quartile. The profile of the migrants  to the 
periphery does not reflect this: the lowest income group is  less repre-
sented, the highest more. In the large periphery we observe the re-
verse. It has  relatively few low income and many high income inhabi-
tants, but for the migrants  the lowest income group is  the largest and 
the highest is the smallest.

7

8 The reference individual gets a value of 1, each extra family member of 14 years of age or older a value of 0.5, each child a value of 0.3.
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18. In figure 9 on the upper part we see the net result of these move-
ments, the balance. This shows that mainly the highest income group 
grows strongly in the large periphery, while the lowest income group 
grows least. On the bottom part, the total migration volume is  shown. 
This  is the addition of all movements, both from Brussels  to the large 
periphery and the other way around. We observe that the number of 
movements  is much larger for the low incomes  (often renters). The bal-
ance however is relatively small, as they often move to Brussels. 
19. Here also there are few differences  in time, while we know that the 
share of non-Belgian individuals  does  increase strongly. As  with the age 
and family position, the group of non-Belgian origin reflect the classic 
suburbanization pattern: mostly high incomes leave the city. The aver-
age income is  higher for individuals  of Belgian origin than for non-
Belgian origins, with non-EU origins  scoring the lowest average income. 
However within these groups we observe that migrants  from Brussels 
on the average always  have a higher income than the people remaining 
in the city.
20. For the position on the labour market, we observe the same trend 
as for income. The migrants  from Brussels number more employed and 
children than the average for Brussels, and fewer unemployed and in-
actives  (benefits, disability...). On the other hand, more unemployed and 
inactives move to Brussels  than the average for the inhabitants of the 
large periphery. Very few pensioners  move between Brussels  and the 

large periphery. These movements  result in a strong growth in the large 
periphery of the employed (45%) and children (37%). For the remaining 
12% the position on the labour market is  not yet known. This  concerns 
individuals without any link with Belgian social security: househusbands 
and housewives, EU employees  and other groups  not covered by Bel-
gian social security.
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2.4. Large differences between municipalities/districts
21. The migration balance (and the growth through migration) is  espe-
cially large in the municipalities bordering Brussels  and foremostly in the 
districts  nearest Brussels. In the west, the influence extends further, 
reaching the border of the province. The highest values are found in the 
southwestern valley of the Senne (Drogenbos, Ruisbroek, Lot, Beersel), 

in the northeast (Machelen, Diegem, Sint-Stevens-Woluwe), and in the 
northwest (Strombeek-Bever, Wemmel, Zellik). In the southeast, values 
are somewhat lower. Here the exchange with Brussels is  less  important 
and the number of immigrations is  often more in balance with the num-
ber of emigrations (figure 10).
22. Looking at the Brussels municipality of origin, we notice very large 
spatial differences. Migrations  indeed most often cover small distances. 
Figure 11 shows  the migration balances for different groups  of Brussels 
municipalities, composed according to their location. The groups  in the 
northeast, southwest and northwest each number about 200,000 in-
habitants. A fourth group is  composed of the southeastern municipali-
ties, totalling about 350,000 inhabitants. The city of Brussels  itself is 
shown separately, because of its central location, and numbers the 
fewest inhabitants.9  Each time we observe that the large majority of 
migrants move to more or less neighbouring districts in Flemish Bra-
bant. They are often also socio-economically and morphologically 
close. The housing market in the southeastern municipalities, for ex-
ample, is often comparable to that on the other side of the regional 
border. The same goes for a  number of municipalities  in the valley of 
the Senne. 
23. Although the group of southeastern Brussels municipalities  num-
bers  more inhabitants  than the other groups, migration here is  less  pro-
nounced. There are more home owners, who move less often than 
renters. An important factor however is  population growth. This has 
been very limited in the southeastern municipalities, but very strong in a 
number of municipalities along the Canal. Watermaal-Bosvoorde for 
instance experienced a  negative population growth in the last 10 years, 
while the population of Sint-Jans-Molenbeek increased with more than 
a quarter. More than half of the differences between Brussels  munici-
palities, regarding the migration balance with the large periphery in the 
period 2008-2012, are explained by the population growth in the last 
10 years.10 In some municipalities  the outflow was smaller than could 

9

9 The city of Brussels numbers 166,497 inhabitants, the north-eastern municipalities 191,890 inhabitants, the north-western municipalities 209,673 inhabitants, the southwestern munici-
palities 214,083 inhabitants and the southeastern municipalities 356,711 inhabitants.
10 A linear regression gives a R² value of 0.51.
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be expected based on the population increase. This  was the case in 
Sint-Jans-Molenbeek, where population growth was  strongest, but also 
in Etterbeek, Elsene and Sint-Gillis, which have a  relatively large inflow 
of young (high educated) adults  from the periphery - linked to the pres-
ence of higher education. When we exclude these municipalities, the 
differences  between Brussels municipalities  are explained for more than 
70%.11

24. The profile of the Brussels population varies  significantly between 
municipalities. This  also impacts  the profile of the migrants and there-
fore the inflow in the neighbouring municipalities. It mainly concerns 
young families12, but there are large differences according to origin. 
Many individuals  of Southern European origin, a significant group in the 
southwest of Brussels, move to the southwestern Senne valley. Many 
individuals of Turkish origin, strongly concentrated in the northeast of 
Brussels, move to the northeast Senne valley. In general few individuals 
of non-EU origin move to the southeast.
25. We also observe large differences regarding income. Figure 12 
illustrates the distribution over Belgian income quartiles of migrants per 
district. Whereas the southeast mainly receives higher incomes, we find 
many low incomes  in several municipalities  in the Senne valley, in the 
northeast and the west. This does  represent an overwhelming majority 
of employed. Figure 13  shows  the position on the labour market of mi-
grants of active age (excluding children, pensioners and unknown). In 
all municipalities it concerns almost exclusively employed.

10

11 A linear regression gives a R² value of 0.72.
12 Only for the group of 18-29 year olds there are large spatial differences: in the southeastern periphery the balances are negative, while they are (slightly) positive in most other neighbour-
ing districts. This is explained by a combination of a limited inflow and a relatively large outflow.
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Figure 13. Average yearly migration balance with  the Brussels  Capital Region 
according to position on  the labour market, 2007-2010. Source:  KSH, Rijks-
register, processing Steunpunt sociale planning.
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3. Moving to the large periphery, commuting to Brussels

3.1. The Work Commute
26. Brussels  is  by far the largest employment pool of the country, 
therefore attracting many commuters  [Medina Lockhart & Vandermot-
ten, 2009]. In 2011 more than 227,228  inhabitants  of Brussels worked 
in Brussels, compared to 381,394 non-inhabitants. More than one fifth 
of the latter come from the large periphery (83,380 commuters). This 
only regards  employees, as self-employed individuals  are not taken into 
consideration. These core figures  come from the Kruispuntbank van de 
Sociale Zekerheid, which means that foreign diplomats, EU officials and 
employees  of NATO and other international institutions  are not in-
cluded. As  most of these institutions are based in Brussels, the afore-
mentioned data are a lower limit. 
27. The commute flow in the other direction, from Brussels to the 
large periphery, is limited. In 2011, 63,216 inhabitants of Brussels 
worked outside the city, of which 40 percent in the large periphery 
(25,183 commuters). The airport area in particular attracts many inhabi-
tants of Brussels. Zaventem and Machelen are the only municipalities  in 
the large periphery attracting more inhabitants  of Brussels  than the 
number of their inhabitants  working in Brussels. Vilvoorde welcomes 
more employees from Brussels  than Machelen in absolute figures, but 
has  an even larger flow towards Brussels. Together with the municipali-
ties  with language facilities, Zaventem, Vilvoorde and Machelen have 
the largest commute volume - the sum of incoming and outgoing 
commuters.
3.2. The School Commute
28. Next to the work commute, there exists  an important school 
commute to Brussels. Figure 14 (top) show the school commute in the 
education system of the Flemish Community. All flows between Brus-
sels, the large periphery, the rest of the Flemish Region and the Walloon 
Region are included. The exchange with the Walloon Region is  unidi-
rectional, as the Region does not organise education in Dutch. We ob-
serve that more than 7,500 children from the large periphery visit 
Dutch-speaking schools  in Brussels, while fewer than 3,500 children 
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take the other direction. This  means a net flow to Brussels  of more than 
4,000 pupils. This negative balance applies to almost all municipalities 
of the large periphery. The larger municipalities  Dilbeek and Halle are 
notable exceptions, but in these cases the movement never concerns 
more than 5% of the pupil population. We find these flows primarily in 
secondary education; cross-border movements  in primary education 
are relatively limited.13

29. On the other hand, the number of pupils living in Flemish Brabant 
who commute to Brussels  is  decreasing slightly from year to year. The 
growth of the number of pupils in Brussels  Dutch-speaking education is 
therefore entirely due to the increase of the number of Brussels pupils. 
The growth of the number of pupils  in the large periphery can largely be 
explained by the increase of the number of pupils  in the large periphery 
itself: the increase of the number of Brussels inhabitants  is rather lim-
ited.
30. Of course this is only part of the story. 83% of the pupils  in Brus-
sels  schools is  indeed enrolled in the school system of the French 
Community (not counting the European and international schools). For 
pupils  living outside Brussels but visiting schools  in Brussels, this is 
72%. In figure 14 (bottom), the Brussels  French-speaking schools are 
added. The flow from Brussels  to the large periphery stays  the same - 
as the French Community does  not organise education in the periphery 
- but the flow in reverse now counts almost 27,000 pupils. This results 
in a net flow of almost 24,000 in the direction of Brussels. In most mu-
nicipalities  with facilities, a  majority of pupils  is enrolled in French-
speaking schools. 
3.3 Mobility in Social Services
31. Next to work and school commuting, many other movements 
cross  the borders of the region, such as preschool child care. In order 
to measure this, the Steunpunt sociale planning, in partnership with 
Kind en Gezin, held a survey with child care initiatives  recognized or 

supervised by Kind en Gezin. The survey assessed the domicile of the 
children, which is  not (yet)  being centrally registered. The results  are 
shown in figure 15, constructed in the same manner as figure 14. This 
figure is  corrected for the response rate, which was  higher in the large 
periphery and the remainder of the Flemish Region (93% of capacity) 
than in Brussels  (70% of capacity). It shows  a net stream of more than 
900 children from the large periphery to Brussels. This mainly concerns 
movements  close to the regional borders. The number would be even 
larger if we added the French-speaking offer, as this only exists  in Brus-
sels, but data on this offer are lacking. Still, the offer in Brussels  is  rela-

13

13 Wemmel, Lennik and Drogenbos do have a relatively large inflow from Brussels in primary education, leading to a positive balance for primary and secondary education together. In Len-
nik this primarily concerns schools for children with special needs.
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tively small compared to the number of children living in Brussels. It is 
below 33% of the Brussels  0-2 year olds, the so-called Barcelona 
norm. In the periphery this  norm is  reached, but the offer is  smaller than 
in the Flemish Region as a whole.14

32. In various  others social services we also observe, in the Dutch-
speaking offer, a  flow towards Brussels, often combined with a limited 
offer. The Centra voor Algemeen Welzijnswerk (CAW), subsidized by 
Flanders, are an example of this  phenomenon. Figure 16 shows  the 
domicile of the clients of Brussels  CAWs  and the CAWs of Flemish 
Brabant. For the latter, a  distinction was made between the establish-
ments  in the large periphery and in the rest of Flemish Brabant. We ob-
serve that many inhabitants  of the large periphery are being assisted in 
Brussels, but that the number of inhabitants  of Brussels  with CAWs in 
Flemish Brabant is  very small, both in the large periphery as  elsewhere. 
This  is partly due to the specialized offer in Brussels  in the period re-
viewed, but even without this  offer we find a net flow towards Brussels. 
This coincides with a very limited offer in the large periphery. 

14

14 In Brussels this is 31%, in the large periphery 36% and in the Flemish Region 40%.
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Concluding remarks

33. The population growth in the Brussels periphery is  primarily de-
termined by migration from Brussels. This  often concers  young families, 
as has been the case during the previous decades. This  suburbaniza-
tion impoverishes  the city and makes  the large periphery more pros-
perous. This  observation is  not new, but the socio-economic profile of 
the migrants  has hardly been studied. This  study has  done so and con-
firms  the image of the migrant having a higher income than the Brus-
sels  average, although this  does  not apply to all districts  and munici-
palities  of the large periphery. The observation that the large majority of 
migrants is  active on the labour market however applies to all munici-
palities. It is  also notable that this more often concerns  individuals of 
non-Belgian origin. Whereas for many years suburbanization was al-
most exclusively limited to middle class  people of Belgian origin, this  no 
longer applies. More than previously the migrants from Brussels reflect 
the composition of the Brussels  population, at least in this regard. In 
the group of non-Belgian origin, young families  and higher income 
groups are also overrepresented.
34. This  continuous  inflow into the large periphery is contrasted by a 
daily commute flow towards  Brussels, for work, child care and numer-
ous  other social services. The evolution of these movements  is  not 
unequivocal and requires  much additional research. The growing Brus-
sels  employment is  increasingly taken up by inhabitants of Brussels  
itself, while commuting remains  relatively constant. We have previously 
seen that the number of pupils from the large periphery following Brus-
sels  Dutch-speaking education is  decreasing, while it strongly grows in 
the periphery. Does  this  mean that the inhabitants  of the periphery and 
especially the migrants  from Brussels are less  focussed on Brussels 
than in the past? Or can it not be separated from the capacity prob-
lems in Brussels  schools  [Wayens et al., 2013]? The limited offer of so-
cial services  in Flemish Brabant also influences  the movements towards 
Brussels. It is  however difficult to judge if an expansion of the social 
offer in the large periphery, which is  presently far below the Flemish av-
erage, would indeed decrease these movements.
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Figure 17. Pupils  in primary and secondary education  with  scholarships  (school 
year 2011-2012).  Source: Departement Onderwijs  en  Vorming, BISA, proces-
sing Steunpunt sociale planning.
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35. As this  publication maps the movements between Brussels  and 
the larger periphery, it requires some qualifications. Brussels  itself expe-
riences  a suburbanization movement from the central to the peripheral 
municipalities, as  the city's administrative borders do not coincide with 
its  social borders. The differences  between Brussels  and the larger pe-
riphery are often more significant than those between neighbouring ar-
eas in Brussels and the larger periphery. This  is  shown for instance on 
figure 17, illustrating the number of pupils  (in the schools of the Flemish 
Community) receiving scholarships  because of low income. We notice 
higher values  in the valley of the Senne, from Halle through Brussels  up 
to and including Vilvoorde, whereas  the east and southeast of Brussels 
approach the low values  of the (south)eastern periphery. We have also 
seen that the migration movements  between the southeast of Brussels 
and the neighbouring areas  in Flemish Brabant mainly concern high 
incomes, which does  not always  hold true for other areas. This  also we 
must keep in mind: an administrative border is not a real social border.
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