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REFLECTIONS ON THE ANTWERP INTEGRITY SYSTEM 

Kim Loyens, Jeroen Maesschalck 

Leuven Institute for Criminology (LINC), Faculty of Law, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Over the past few years, the City of Antwerp has made some serious efforts for the installation and 

the implementation of a Local Integrity System (LIS). The Antwerp integrity policy includes a 

balanced variation of different instruments. This chapter attempts to offer a brief assessment of 

some of these instruments in addition to some reflections on the effectiveness of the Antwerp LIS. 

It consists of four parts. First, we analyze the agenda setting process, focusing on the way in which 

integrity issues came onto Antwerp’s political agenda and on how local (but also national) actors 

and circumstances influenced this process. The second part concentrates on the introduction of 

two important policy instruments that were implemented in response to the Visa scandal: the 

Integrity Bureau and two ethics codes. In spite of the already well-functioning LIS,  we believe there 

is still room for improvement, particularly in the areas of vision, strategy and coordination, which 

will be discussed in the third part of this chapter. Based on this analysis, we will then, in a final part, 

formulate several lessons to be learned and present our main conclusion about the effectiveness 

of the local integrity system in the City of Antwerp. In our analysis we will attempt to use the seven 

criteria presented in the first chapter of this book as our main  framework. Not all of these criteria, 

however, will be tested systematically. 

 
Although this chapter hopes to provide a critical in-depth analysis of the integrity policy  in Antwerp, 

it is nevertheless important to note that the conclusions should be interpreted with caution, due to 

the rather limited source material that has been used. Our analysis is mainly  based on the written 

contribution of the city to this book (Vandeplas & Breëns, 2007), an interview with the city manager 

(in Dutch: “stadssecretaris”), a double interview with two members of the Antwerp Integrity Bureau 

(Annemie Breëns & Armand Vandeplas), the annual report of the Integrity Bureau (2005) and 

several newspaper articles. These findings are confronted with theoretical insights in the broader 

administrative ethics literature. 

 
II. INTEGRITY ON THE LOCAL (AND NATIONAL?) AGENDA 

1. An immediate trigger… 

As in so many other cases, it was a scandal that triggered the launching of an explicit local integrity 

system in the city of Antwerp. The Visa affair in March 2003 played a major role in  putting “integrity” 

on the local political agenda. It all started with a crisis in the police department. Severe accusations 

against Luc Lamine, head of the Antwerp local police, led to a high profile investigation by the Public 

Prosecutor into the way in which politicians and public servants (in particular top officials) in 

Antwerp deal with government money. Rumors of  embezzlement, misuse of public credit cards 

(hence the name “Visa scandal”) for private expenses and straightforward corruption led to what 

some described as a “witch hunt”. It led to the resignation of top public servants as well as local 

elected politicians. It even reached the national political agenda, when Prime Minister Guy 

Verhofstadt suggested the idea of an Integrity Bureau in Antwerp to coordinate an ethics policy, 

referring to the Amsterdam example (DS 13/03/2003). 
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While in the nineties “integrity of politicians” was a hot topic due to several scandals, as the Agusta- 

Dassault affair and the Dutroux case, in 2003, “public servants’ integrity” as a topic really became 

a political priority in Belgium and especially in Flanders. This shift towards  public servants ethics 

was mainly due to the upcoming regional elections and a strong fear among most parties of the 

continuous growth of the extreme-right party “Vlaams Blok” (now “Vlaams Belang”). Thus, in 

Kingdon’s conceptualization of the agenda setting process in policy making (1995), the issue “public 

servants’ integrity” acquired, for the first time, a firm status on the political agenda. Through his 

statement, the Prime Minister had implicitly confined the problem-definition (and thus also the 

solutions) to the Antwerp case. The answer to the integrity problems in Antwerp – in a very broad 

sense – would (according to the Prima Minister) be an Integrity Bureau modeled after the example 

of Amsterdam. 

 
Although the local government had already implemented several instruments of an ethics 

management system (“Stad in Beweging” or City in Motion
1
) (Vandeplas & Breëns, 2007), suddenly 

the decision was made to establish an Integrity Bureau on top of it, without clear 

guidelines of how this Bureau should operate. An independent chairman (a retired magistrate) was 

appointed and charged with the responsibility to further elaborate this Integrity Bureau. Questions 

about the mission, tasks and composition of the Bureau raised discussion and led to a period of 

intensive preparation. This preliminary phase lasted more than a year. Eventually, the “Integrity 

Bureau” – which actually became an integrity commission rather than a bureau (cf. infra) 

– was officially established on April 26
th 

2004, which is 1 year after the Visa crisis.
2

 

Although this period must partly have been due to political disagreements about the competencies 

and composition of the new Bureau, this delay also had an important advantage. There was a fear 

that an immediate installation of the Bureau in 2003 – in the heat of the Visa scandal – would have 

increased public mistrust instead of reducing it. A rash decision would probably have led to even 

more public suspicion, because citizens would have questioned the political independence of the 

Bureau and perhaps considered it as a mere instrument in the  hands of contested politicians in 

those days. The delay in the installation of the Bureau and the replacement of top politicians and 

public servants in the meantime (as a result of the scandal) helped to avoid such suspicions. 

Nevertheless, the new mayor, city manager and two crisis managers were, due to public and media 

pressure, constantly facing a dilemma: should they give an immediate signal by the precipitate 

installation of an Integrity Bureau or should they instead take their time to prepare the new integrity 

policy more elaborately? The latter would probably 

lead to more effective results in the long run. In an interview
3
, Mr. Armand Vandeplas   (chairman 

of the Bureau) expressed his appreciation for the fact that they chose for the long term perspective. 

 
 

 
1 

e.g. new personnel regulation, function descriptions, draft of code of conduct, etc. 
2 

This was the result of a decision by the Local Council, in which both the mandate and the chairman of the 
Bureau were presented. 
3 

On November 29th 2006 the researchers organized a double interview with two members of the Integrity 

Bureau, namely Mr. Armand Vandeplas, the independent chairman, and Mrs. Annemie Breëns, staff 
member in the Department of Formation, Education and Personnel Management. 
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2. … with severe consequences 

Although the Visa scandal can be seen as the immediate trigger of the renewed integrity policy in 

Antwerp, there are of course deeper causes. The classical conception of public servants’ ethics is 

under pressure, both in Belgium and abroad (Maesschalck, 2004b). Because of several 

developments, public servants face new dilemmas: citizens become more and more assertive and 

demanding (which could lead to preferential treatment), public servants are more than before 

expected to act as important actors in the policy process (beyond the traditional bureaucratic role 

of policy implementation) and private sector management techniques are introduced in the public 

sector: New Public Management (Hood, 1991). 

Still, the role of the Visa scandal should certainly not be underestimated. It not only played a part 

in putting the topic “integrity” on the political agenda, but it also had a major impact on the shape 

of the current integrity policy and even on the organizational culture. Our limited evidence suggests 

that the crisis not only led to an increased moral awareness among politicians and bureaucrats, but 

that it also increased uncertainty among politicians. An illustration of the latter is the fact that the 

politicians set up an Integrity Bureau with non-political members (cf. supra) to  give them 

recommendations on their own ethics. Even among some private sector firms, which cooperate 

with public services in Antwerp, a major mentality change can be identified. They act more 

reserved, for example in providing gifts or business lunch invitations. Yet, it is difficult to determine  

whether  this  behavior  is  a  direct  consequence  of  the  Visa  scandal  or  rather the 

outcome of the city’s stringent policy of refusing most of them
4
. 

 
3. “Compliance-integrity (or value) continuum” 

The most prevalent conceptual compass to situate integrity systems is the “compliance-integrity (or 

value) continuum” (Lewis, 1991). Its underlying assumption is that both compliance and integrity 

(values) are necessary if one is to have a successful integrity system (Paine, 1994; Rohr, 1978; 

Maesschalck, 2005). The “compliance” part provides the necessary legal framework – “the big 

stick” – that ensures clarity about prevailing standards in the organization by defining the moral 

minimum. “It focuses on strict compliance with descriptive administrative  procedures, control 

mechanisms and detailed rules” (OECD, 2000). Yet, it is not sufficient. It should be complemented 

with a “values” part that is ethically more ambitious and aims to support public servants in dealing 

with ethical dilemmas. This value approach is “based on aspirations, relies on incentives and 

encourages good behavior rather than policing and punishing errors and wrongdoing” (OECD, 

2000). The increase of discretion that goes with the reduction of hierarchy in New Public 

Management needs to be paralleled by an ethics management style that supports the public 

servants in dealing with this discretion, rather than limiting their discretion by developing new rules 

and control systems (Maesschalck, 2004c). As many authors have emphasized, these two 

approaches do not constitute a simple dichotomy but should be seen as the opposite ends of a 

continuum and in practice they should always be combined and considered complementary 

(Gilman, 1999). As a result of editorial agreements we will not use the concept “compliance- 

integrity continuum” in this chapter, but “compliance-value continuum”. 

 
 
 

4 
Interview with A. Vandeplas & A. Breëns, 29/11/2006. 
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It is difficult to situate Antwerp’s LIS on this continuum. Some of the most visible measures that 

were introduced in the wake of the Visa scandal tend towards the “values” approach: the installation 

of an Integrity Bureau that gives non-binding advice and the launch of an ethics code that 

emphasizes the individual responsibility of public servants. This is remarkable because a crisis of 

such proportions as the Visa scandal often leads to an even stricter and more rigorous 

organizational policy, expressed in stringent rules, supervision and control. It is unclear why this 

did not seem to occur in Antwerp. Perhaps the city management intended to counteract the hostile 

discourse of the extreme-right party or they decided to leave the “tough part” to the Public 

Prosecutor. Another, perhaps more likely, explanation could be the fact that the idea of an Integrity 

Bureau was rather new in Flanders so those introducing it might not have been entirely aware of 

the precise meaning of the concept. Yet, it is misleading to focus only on the most visible measures. 

Informal conversations with city employees suggest that the Visa scandal led to a more general 

culture of rule-sensitivity that looks like a compliance approach, rather than a value approach. 

The fact that Antwerp’s LIS is so difficult to situate on the compliance-value continuum already 

suggests there is a lack of coordination and overall vision (cf. infra). 

 
III. POLICY MIX? 

As presented in the “compliance-value continuum”, a successful ethics policy should consist of a 

balanced and coordinated variety of instruments that constitutes a healthy policy mix with both 

value- and compliance-based elements. The Antwerp LIS has such a mix with on the one hand 

instances of compliance as internal and external investigation, sanctioning (e.g. discipline) and 

detection systems (e.g. Integrity Bureau, police…) and on the other hand value-based elements as 

ethics codes, training and the integration of the ethics policy in the HRM processes. The actors that 

produce and ensure this policy mix include the city’s Internal Audit, Finance Inspectorate,  and 

ombudsperson, the Police and Public Prosecutor, and the relevant regional and federal controlling 

actors. Based on this list and the description of the various instruments in the previous chapter 

(Vandeplas & Breëns, 2007), we can conclude that the Antwerp LIS meets several criteria of 

effective ethics management presented in the first chapter of this book, such as completeness of 

the system, comprehensive problem interpretation, diversity in targeted population (both public 

servants and politicians) and policy mixture. 

 
In this section we will mainly focus on two specific measures that were taken in response to the 

Visa scandal: the installation of the Integrity Bureau and the implementation of two ethics codes. 

These instruments will be discussed against the background of a specific theoretical framework. 

The compliance-value continuum can be considered as a useful starting point, but it has some 

intrinsic problems: (1) it has at least two important blind spots, and (2), like any continuum, it also 

runs the risk of imposing a deterministic worldview, because it falsely assumes that less compliance 

leads to more integrity. Therefore, we propose an expansion of the continuum based on “grid-group 

theory” or “cultural theory” that encompasses a much broader scope than the compliance-value 

continuum. This theory was developed in anthropology (Douglas, 1978) but  was subsequently 

applied to political science, public administration (Thompson, Ellis &  Wildavsky, 1990) and other 

social science fields (see: Coughlin & Lockhart, 1998; Coyle, 1997; 
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Douglas, 1993; Hendriks, 1999; Mars, 1982; Schwarz & Thompson, 1990). What is interesting in 

this context is the operationalization of Hood (1998), who applied the grid-group theory in public 

management and used it in the context of (1) public management styles as well as (2) the way 

people interact which each other (interaction patterns). We will only focus on the four management 

styles. Maesschalck (2004b) then translated the model towards ethics management (see: Table 1). 

In the grid-group framework, each of the two dimensions refers to one of two very basic questions: 

“Who am I?” (group) and “What shall I do?” (grid). Group refers to the extent to which an individual 

is incorporated into bounded units. The greater the incorporation, the more individual choice is 

subject to group determination. Grid denotes the degree to which an individual’s life is 

circumscribed by externally imposed prescriptions and rules. The more binding and extensive the 

scope of the prescriptions, the less of life that is open to individual negotiation (Thompson et al., 

1990). Together, the two dimensions form the basis of four public management styles (see: Table 

1): management by oversight and review (high grid and high group), management by mutuality (low 

grid and high group), management by competition (low grid and low group) and management by 

contrived randomness (high grid, low group). 

 
 

GROUP 

 

G
R

ID
 

 Low High 

 
 
 
 
 
 

High 

 
Management by contrived 

randomness 

 
Ensure a considerable degree of 

randomness and unpredictability in the 
interactions so as to reduce the scope 

for unethical collusion. 
 

Typical instruments: 
Random posting of employees, 

unannounced random inspections, etc. 

 
Management by oversight and review 

= Compliance approach 

 
Provide rules, regulations as well as 

clear task divisions, and enforce these 
strictly. 

 
 

Typical  instruments: 
Strict codes of conduct, ethics 
legislation, an extensive control 

infrastructure, etc. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Low 

 
Management by competition 

 

 
Ensure as much competition as 

possible so as to avoid e.g. unethical 
monopoly rents or nepotism. 

 
Typical instruments: 

Competitive performance 
management, competitive tendering, 

etc. 

 
Management by mutuality 
= Integrity (value) approach 

 
Allow public servants a considerable 

degree of discretion and support them in 
dealing with it. 

 
Typical  instruments: 

Ambitious value codes, interactive ethics 
training, network of ethics advisors, etc. 

 

Table 1 – Integration of the compliance-integrity continuum and grip-group theory (Maesschalck, 

2004b) 



7  

We will now briefly explain the four management styles and apply them to one of the central areas 

of ethics management: the gift policy. This policy deals with the dilemma of “accepting versus 

refusing” gifts or benefits (Maesschalck, 2004b). On the one hand, the acceptance of gifts by public 

servants would undermine the appearance of an independent, neutral civil service that only serves 

the common interest. If on the other hand, a public servant rejects a small gift, it would sometimes 

look absurd or even hamper a proper carrying out of the public servant’s duty (e.g. a tax inspector 

who accepts a glass of juice in the canteen of a factory, which allows him to have informal contacts 

from which he may learn about the firm’s financial problems). This is an example of an 

organizational dilemma. Our central question is: how can this dilemma be managed in a proper 

way? The four management styles each provide a different solution. 

 
In management by oversight and review there is a strong emphasis on rules and procedures, 

which is typical for classical bureaucracies. The nature of discretion for public servants will vary 

with formal status. Typical instruments are strict codes of conduct, ethics legislation and an 

extensive control infrastructure. The solution for the gift dilemma will be a well-developed regulatory 

framework that establishes when and under which circumstances administrators can receive gifts 

(e.g. zero gift policy, acceptance of unsolicited gifts with a market value of no more than €20). 

These regulations create clarity and rigidity and thus wipe out grey areas. 

Management by mutuality aims at equality within the group, however, “not equality of material 

conditions but equality of power relations” (Thompson et al., 1990). Public servants are expected 

to use their discretion to discuss and negotiate with others (their peers, since it is an egalitarian 

context) about the decisions they make (for example in ethics training). No one has the right to  tell 

another what to do or what to be. Applied to the gift problem, this would imply that nothing is 

explicitly regulated, but that decisions about the acceptability of a gift are made on a case-by- case 

basis in mutual agreement among the co-workers in a unit. It is crucial that no strict and well-

specified rules are developed on the basis of these mutual agreements. The arrangement to collect 

all gifts and distribute them among staff could also be considered typical for this management style. 

The management by competition style sees competition as the ideal mechanism of control. 

Central in this style is the assumption that the behavior of individuals is ultimately always motivated 

by self-interest, which is not considered to be a problem as long as the organization is arranged in 

such a way that self-interest coincides with the organizational or public interest. This management 

style creates a strongly competitive environment in which power relations will differ, not because of 

tradition or formal organization as in a bureaucracy, but as a consequence of the constant 

competition. Confronted with the gift problem, this management style would recommend that the 

organization should provide no more than a minimal set of rules that prohibit the obvious forms of 

corruption. This minimal legal framework will be accepted by all staff members, since it is a 

necessary condition for genuine competition to occur. The discretionary space left by the minimal 

regulation should not be imbued with consultation among colleagues, but should be left entirely to 

the individual. If there is enough competition, and if institutions are designed in such a way that the 

competition occurs on the basis of the right criteria, then those who behave unethically will punish 

themselves. 
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Typical for management by contrived randomness is that the discretion of the individual is 

strongly reduced by a large body of rules and other formal constraints, but in contrast with 

management by oversight and review, this is combined with little social cohesion. It is a style that 

can occur in practice but is usually not consciously wanted or advocated, because public servants 

then find themselves in a highly unpredictable environment where they have very little impact, and, 

because of the low social cohesion and widespread distrust, receive little cooperation or support 

from their colleagues. This management style leads to a rather fatalist solution for the gift-problem. 

For example, to prevent police officers on the beat from accepting gifts and bribes, this 

management style would recommend they should be prohibited from going out on their own. In 

addition, officers should be regularly rotated, swapping partners as well as patrol areas. Although 

this will, of course, come at a high cost, the advantage, from the gift policy point of view, is that this 

approach will significantly decrease the intensity and the predictability of citizen-officer interactions, 

and therefore make if much less rational for citizens to offer gifts and bribes to police officers. 

 
The compliance-value continuum could easily fit in the grid-group theory framework. The 

compliance approach can be considered a prototypical example of management by oversight and 

review because they both focus on rules and control. The value approach is similar to management 

by mutuality because a considerable degree of discretion is combined with high- group. This means 

that the individual is highly incorporated into bounded units in the  organization, which in turn leads 

to a higher group determination when facing dilemmas. 

 
The compliance-integrity continuum and grid-group theory are also similar in their prescriptive 

doctrines. Both theories emphasize the importance of balancing the different approaches. Grid- 

group theorists argue that each of the four management styles has its own built-in deficiencies and 

blind spots and needs each of the other three to define itself against and to make up for its 

deficiencies (Douglas & Ney, 1998; Thompson et al., 1990). Thus, in any given social unit, the four 

different styles should be sufficiently represented so that the critical voice of each type will be heard 

and no managerial style will dominate. However, in the grid-group literature there is still no 

agreement about the level of analysis for this requisite variety. Should all four types be represented 

at the level of each subunit (e.g. a department) or subfield (e.g. ethics management) within an 

organization or is this only necessary at the organizational level (e.g. where an ethics management 

that is biased in one direction could be compensated for by another management field that is biased 

in another direction)? Given that we use grid-group theory only to throw additional light on the 

Antwerp case, we will not delve in these broader discussions. From a prescriptive point of view, we 

will limit ourselves to the ethics management doctrine that the compliance approach (in grid-group 

terms: “oversight and review”) should be combined with the “values” approach (“mutuality”). We 

will use the other two grid-group types (“competition” and “contrived randomness”) only for 

descriptive purposes: as a map to describe possible outcomes of ethics management measures. 

In this chapter, this will be done at the level of individual ethics management instruments, but any 

in-depth test of grid-group theory’s hypotheses should also look at the higher levels of analysis, 

such as the municipal organization as a whole. 



9  

In conclusion, grid-group theory has additional value, even when it is only used to a limited  extent. 

Specifically, it addresses the two problems that are inherent to the compliance-value continuum (cf. 

supra). First, it provides insight in two blind spots that are largely left outside the scope of the 

continuum, because the compliance and value approaches both turn out to be high- group 

approaches (cf. Table 1). For example, management by contrived randomness is often used as a 

managerial style to prevent unethical behavior, e.g. random posting of employees, unannounced 

random checks, preventing inspectors from working in the region where they live, and so on. Still, 

the continuum excludes this management style. Second, the grid-group theory moves beyond the 

dichotomy because it entails a more complex and richer worldview, in which, unlike the continuum, 

less compliance does not necessarily lead to more integrity (values). 

 
1. The Integrity Bureau of the city of Antwerp 

1.1 An independent advisory commission? 

The Integrity Bureau was established after the Visa scandal, mainly as a public signal that 

something would be done to put Antwerp “back on track”. It was installed on top of the existing 

instruments without providing clarity about its relation to other instruments or guidelines about its 

exact role, except the fact that the Bureau in Amsterdam should be an example. Yet, in practice, 

the Bureau became a commission of voluntary experts with some limited secretarial support, rather 

than being an actual office with full-time staff members as in Amsterdam (cf. infra). 

The Bureau’s degree of independence is somewhat ambiguous and also different from the 

Amsterdam example. The fact that the Bureau is outside the hierarchy, that the chairman is a former 

magistrate and that the majority of the Bureau consists of external members – such as academics 

and private firm representatives – all contribute to its autonomy (Bureau voor Integriteit, 2005). 

Also, the Bureau can exert some indirect impact as a result of its visibility and annual reports. 

Other factors however detract from this autonomy. There are several internal members who, to 

varying degrees, are hierarchically accountable to the city manager: a staff member of the 

Department of Training, Education and Personnel Management, the public servant responsible  for 

disciplinary procedures, the head of the Finance Inspectorate, and the coordinator of the Internal 

Audit. Also, the everyday reality shows that the Bureau cannot operate without the necessary 

support (e.g. staff, financial resources) or efforts from the city management and some of the 

controlling pillars of the Antwerp LIS. Moreover, as the Bureau has no investigative but only 

advisory competences, its impact depends on the extent to which the city manager and the mayor 

take its recommendations seriously. 

Yet, the question remains whether this situation really is problematic. On the one hand, one could 

obviously argue that an Integrity Bureau operating as an actual independent integrity watchdog 

(with investigative competences) would be an important preventive measure against illegal 

behaviour. On the other hand, the Antwerp “experiment” displays several advantages. First, 

involvement of internal members (part of the public service in the city of Antwerp) stimulates co- 

ownership and encourages a more bottom-up implementation of the Antwerp ethics policy. Second, 

the Internal Audit and the Finance Inspectorate have an independent investigative function, and 

therefore two out of four internal members can operate autonomously. Third and most  importantly,  

there  are  of  course  other  integrity  watchdogs  that  can  investigate  ethics 
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violations or control public power, including the Police, the Public Prosecutor, the national Court of 

Auditors (“Rekenhof”) and also to some extent the media. 

 
1.2 The Integrity Bureau as an ethics commission? 

When the decision was made to install an Integrity Bureau, there was no clarity about its exact role. 

On the contrary, its competences and duties were gradually specified in the year between the  Visa  

scandal  and  the  actual  installation  of  the  Bureau  on  April  26
th   

2004.  An  internal 

regulation states that the main task of the Bureau is to describe, prescribe and confirm norms and 

values in the City of Antwerp. As illustrated in the previous chapter its practical role is threefold. 

First, the Bureau can be consulted by individual public servants and elected politicians, who ask 

for individual expert advice in ethical dilemmas. Second, staff members and politicians can also 

anonymously report ethical violations they observe among colleagues or superiors. Although the 

Bureau does not have the power to investigate these complaints, they can recommend internal 

(e.g. Internal Audit, Finance Inspectorate, city manager) and external investigative bodies (e.g. 

Police, Public Prosecutor) to carry out further investigation. Unlike an official whistleblowers’ act, 

this procedure displays a kind of informal arrangement of dealing with whistleblowers. This informal 

system entails some risks: there is no formal, legally enforceable protection of whistle- blowers and 

the outcome depends almost entirely on the goodwill and discretion of the members of the Bureau. 

On the other hand, this informal arrangement provides an important instrument to channel 

complaints about ethical violations, without a very serious procedure that could give the impression 

that the organization wants to stimulate snitching. The latter is extremely delicate, if  not taboo. 

Therefore, the settlement in Antwerp could perhaps be considered an interesting example for other 

cities in Belgium. However, further research is necessary to identify possible strengths and 

weaknesses of this “experiment” and particularly of the fact that there is no real protection of the 

whistleblowers. The third and final role of the Integrity Bureau is mainly based on the other two. 

The information gathered by handling personal requests for advice and individual complaints about 

ethical violations is sometimes used by the Bureau to formulate policy recommendations to the city 

manager (e.g. about the gift policy, the compatibility of diverse functions and the code of conduct). 

In sum, rather than an Integrity Bureau that focuses on structural policy making and systematic 

detection of risks or actual wrongdoing (as in the Amsterdam example), the Antwerp “Integrity 

Bureau” is in fact an “ethics commission” (not unlike the ethics commission in universities or 

hospitals) that describes, prescribes and confirms norms and values in the city of Antwerp. An 

interesting observation it the fact that the Integrity Bureau in Antwerp is actually not at all similar  to 

the Bureau in Amsterdam, while at first a political statement was made that it would be an example 

to the Antwerp Integrity Bureau. 

 
1.3 An evaluation of the Antwerp Integrity Bureau 

a) Do public servants in Antwerp feel accountable? 

In the light of several criteria presented in the first chapter of this book (e.g. political support, 

comprehensive problem interpretation, policy mixture, diversity in targeted population and 

awareness of mission) the Integrity Bureau proves to be a well-functioning instrument of the 

Antwerp ethics management system. Still, there is one major risk connected to the installation  of 
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an ethics commission with a small group of people who are held in particular responsible for the 

description, prescription and confirmation of norms and values in an organization. This may lead to 

a situation in which other staff members do not feel accountable anymore for ethical matters as 

they “are already being dealt with”. In the context of ethics management this would be particularly 

disastrous, because in every organization ethics management should be a constant concern and 

the feeling of co-ownership is essential for its success. Because the Integrity Bureau in Antwerp 

focuses on individual cases, rather than on coordination and management, and provides expert 

advice in specific ethical dilemmas, there is a constant risk that staff members pass their own ethical 

responsibility onto the Bureau. Even managers could use the Bureau to avoid their responsibility 

by systematically asking this “commission” for advice about ethical issues, while they in fact have 

the final responsibility for drawing the line and stimulating ethical behavior  among staff members. 

Thus, the installation of an ethics commission could discourage ethical decision-making or critical 

reflection about ethical dilemmas by both superiors and staff members. Although we did not conduct 

systematic research, there are no firm indications that  public servants in Antwerp act in such a 

way. An illustration is the fact that in 2004-2005 the Bureau handled only 28 requests for advice 

from city personnel, which is a rather small amount  compared to the rather high number of staff 

(ca. 8.000) in the city of Antwerp (Vandeplas & Breëns, 2007). 

 
b) And what about politicians? 

According to the interviewees, some politicians, on the other hand, have tried to justify their 

behavior by asking the Bureau for advice. In fact, there are strong indications that they use the 

Bureau to cover themselves against possible future criticism – often even in cases where the  most 

reasonable people would agree that there is no ethical issue.
5

 

 
Particularly interesting about the relationship between the Bureau and politicians is the very fact 

that the latter feel comfortable asking an Integrity Bureau with no political role and no political 

members, for advice in ethical issues. This can be partially explained by the independence of the 

Bureau, but a more plausible explanation is the “trauma” that resulted from the Visa crisis which 

led to feelings of uncertainty and fear, not only among public servants, but also among politicians. 

Colleagues-politicians being publicly attacked for behavior that was considered fairly acceptable 

before the scandal must have left a big impression. Interestingly, while the politicians accepted the 

competency of the Bureau (consisting of a judge, but also public servants, an independent expert 

and even private sector managers) to provide them with ethical advice, they have much more 

difficulties accepting an ethics commission, consisting of politicians, within the Local Council. The 

ethics code for local councillors in Antwerp announces the establishment of such a commission, 

which would take action when political colleagues would commit serious integrity violations. Despite 

an agreement in principle by the Local Council (in ratifying the ethics code for councillors), the 

approval by the Municipal Executive and the agreement of the Local Commission of General 

Administrative Affairs within the Local Council, this commission has not yet been installed. Some 

people doubt the legal basis for politicians being able to pass judgment over their 

 
5 

Interview with Annemie Breëns and Armand Vandeplas. 
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peers, but the main fear seems to be that the commission would be abused to settle political  feuds 

(particularly between the majority and the opposition). Another explanation for the objections  could 

be that  the effect  of  the Visa scandal  is  waning.  Perhaps  politicians are now 

more confident to oppose an ethics body than at the time of the establishment of the Integrity 

Bureau (in 2004). Perhaps the newly elected council
6 

will now be willing and able to take up the 

matter  and  move  towards  the  establishment  of  the  commission.  These possibilities  deserve 

further investigation. 

From a prescriptive point of view, we think that these reasons are not sufficient to dismiss a 

commission, which has also been successfully established in the Flemish Regional Parliament and 

in many other local governments. If the commission is managed appropriately (e.g. with a chair 

with strong moral authority among all political parties) and the Integrity Bureau would act as a filter 

that only allows serious cases (as stated in the ethics code of elected politicians in Antwerp), this 

ethics commission could become an important element in Antwerp’s local integrity system. 

 
c) Values and compliance in balance? 

The Integrity Bureau in Antwerp seems to be an ethics management instrument that is well- 

balanced on the compliance-value continuum and the grid-group framework (in terms of policy 

mixture). The Bureau tries to stimulate co-ownership and an individual sense of responsibility 

among staff members through value-based elements such as ethics trainings, ethics codes and 

non-binding advice. These policy instruments illustrate a managerial style in which staff members 

are encouraged to use their discretion to discuss and negotiate with others (management by 

mutuality). At the same time, there is also management by oversight and review (focusing on control 

and regulation) in several compliance-based elements. For example, the Bureau gives advice to 

internal and external investigative bodies to conduct further investigation on serious ethics 

violations and provides recommendations for the city management which are usually (but 

unfortunately not always) acted upon. The combination is nicely illustrated in the formulation of 

policy recommendations (e.g. the gift policy, compatibility of diverse functions), in which the Bureau 

attempts to combine compliance and values. 

 
2. Ethics codes 

2.1 Two codes of ethics 

The first and most important task the Integrity Bureau took upon itself was the development of an 

ethics code that would be the basic instrument of the Antwerp integrity policy. In September 2004, 

the Bureau started with the collection of various examples of ethics codes in other governmental 

organizations and came to the conclusion that two codes should be designed (instead of just one), 

one for public servants and another for local councillors. After debates among several internal 

commissions, local politicians, staff and unions, two ethics codes were unanimously approved in 

2005 by the Local Council. An interesting observation is that the code for public servants is not 

primarily meant as another list of rules and obligations, but rather serves as a manual in  ethical  

issues.  The five values  in  the  ethics  code (i.e. motivation  and commitment, 

 
6 

After the local elections of October 8
th 

2006. 
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customer-friendliness, cooperation, integrity, diversity) can be considered guiding principles in 

ethical decision-making, which indicates that this ethics code is more oriented towards the “value” 

part of the compliance-value continuum. Moreover, this list of values reflects the comprehensive 

problem interpretation focused upon in the local integrity system of Antwerp. 

 
2.2 Code of ethics or code of paper? 

To avoid that the new ethics code for public servants would become just another paper document 

that is hardly read, let alone applied, the department of personnel management arranged several 

initiatives to launch the code into the organization: all staff members received a copy, the code was 

specified in several departments, training sessions (based on ethical dilemmas: “dilemma- 

trainings”) were organized and plans were made to ensure that the ethics code would play a role 

in recruitment, selection and evaluation procedures (Vandeplas & Breëns, 2007). Despite all  these 

efforts, the ethics code is still too little known within the organization because there have only been 

a few training and information sessions and too few departments are currently interested in using 

the code as a policy instrument. This slow implementation is not only due to a lack of resources in 

terms of budget and staff, but also to the very limited degree of coordination of the integrity policy, 

which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 
Like the Integrity Bureau, the ethics code for public servants can also be situated in the grid- group 

framework. On the one hand there is management by oversight and review, because the city 

provides several strict guiding principles for individual ethical decision-making, but on the other 

hand there is also management by mutuality because the city encourages individual discretion in 

making ethical choice. Yet the risk of falling into management by contrived randomness (which is 

a fatalist style) is higher in this case. Due to the insufficient number of training sessions and the 

rather slow implementation process, staff members may feel that they are not sufficiently supported 

to deal with their (newly gained?) discretion when facing an ethical dilemma. Moreover, some 

members might even avoid making ethical choices themselves (and thus pass their own 

responsibility to their supervisors or the Integrity Bureau) due to the lack of clear communication 

about possible consequences when dilemmas are not dealt with in an “ethical manner” (regardless 

of what that exactly means). 

 
IV. COORDINATION AND COOPERATION 

1. An ambiguous integrity policy? 

As stated above, the local integrity system in Antwerp consists of various instruments that are 

implemented with a clear ambition to install an ethics policy that combines the two high-group 

management styles: (1) management by mutuality and (2) management by oversight and review. 

Despite the fact that these instruments are part of a well-balanced LIS in terms of the compliance- 

value continuum, there also seem to be some inconsistencies. 

 
1.1 Internal communication 

During the interviews, the members of the Integrity Bureau and the city manager described a  clear 

vision about a well-balanced Antwerp ethics policy. There are indications, however, that this vision 

is not clearly formulated and communicated within the wider organization. Staff members in 
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the city of Antwerp are in fact confronted with diverse, ambiguous and even contradictory signals. 

There are two reasons for this. First, as mentioned above, there seems to be a lack of financial and 

staff investment into this communication. There is no overall plan on ethics management and the 

efforts to systematically announce or distribute ethics management instruments (e.g. the ethics 

code) are limited. Second, there seem to be some fundamental inconsistencies  that suggest that 

the different instruments are not coordinated under the umbrella of an overall vision. This is partly 

a consequence of the main recommendation in the ethics management literature: when one is to 

combine different approaches (compliance and values) within one policy domain, the risk also 

increases of not communicating the overall vision of ethics management towards  staff members. 

Yet, some inconsistencies in the Antwerp LIS are not inherent to ethics management as such, but 

the consequence of a lack of systematic review and coordination of the ethics management 

instruments. 

 
One case in point is the new regulation about conflict of interest. Four years after the Visa scandal, 

there now seems to be strong perception that Antwerp has moved to a too rule-bound, compliance 

approach with very little flexibility. In an apparent move to compensate for this compliance-

approach, there are now some initiatives that seem to go too far towards the value side of the 

continuum. The regulation about conflict of interest (specifically about the accumulation of the job 

as public servant with other jobs) is a telling example of this. Noting the lack of clear guidelines, the 

Integrity Bureau recommended more transparency and more explicit argumentation of decisions 

on whether or not a particular side-job is allowed. Despite this suggestion of the Bureau, the 

Municipal Executive proposed an arrangement in which staff members should not ask for 

permission but judge for themselves – based on a few rules of thumb 

– whether their particular “outside-job” is justified or not. In our opinion, this is a very risky path. 

Management runs the risk of letting its staff down by creating the illusion of individual discretion, 

while the real context is that of a bureaucracy. If an individual public servant makes a wrong 

assessment, he could face disciplinary sanctions. Providing staff with discretionary space but not 

providing them with the tools (training, decision trees, coaching, contact persons,…) to take 

appropriate decisions, while punishing them when they make inappropriate decisions, seems to be 

a very risky path of ethics management. In fact, this is an example of how less “compliance” does 

not necessarily imply more “value”. In terms of the grid-group framework, the decrease of 

“compliance” without stimulating the “value” approach could also imply a management style by 

contrived randomness (which leads to fatalism) or management by competition. This is a 

remarkable observation that reflects one of the most important contributions of applying the grid- 

group theory to ethics management. 

 
1.2 External communication 

The outside world also seems to receive ambiguous signals regarding the integrity policy in 

Antwerp. On the one hand, the city displays a very strict ethics policy. One example is the obligation 

to refuse all gifts or invitations and if necessary to return them to sender (DS 13/08/05). In our 

opinion, this is a very rigorous rule, especially when calendars and pens are also considered “gifts”. 

This of course gives the (implicit?) message that any appearance of partisanship of public servants 

should be avoided and the city is certainly not bribable. To   some 
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extent, it also demonstrates an attitude of uncertainty, which is even more displayed by the fact 

that – besides the academic world and the public administration of Antwerp – several firms are 

represented in the Integrity Bureau, leading to a situation in which the city asks private sector 

managers for advice on ethical issues. 

However, on the other hand, the city also gives signals of a much less stringent ethics policy. One 

example is the permission granted to garbage collectors by the city management to accept New 

Year’s tips during their hours of duty, contrary to the fact that gifts in general should be refused. 

Despite the fact that the acceptance of New Year’s tips seems a rather insignificant practice that 

only occurs occasionally, it leads to extremely negative media attention (DS 16/11/06; DS 

06/04/05). This is of course not beneficial for the public image of Antwerp and more importantly it 

shows ambiguous signals being sent to the population. 

 
Despite the fact that the Antwerp integrity system consists of a balance of both “value” and 

“compliance” elements, there seem to be some inconsistencies and imbalances in the actual 

management of the Antwerp LIS, resulting in a risk of contradictions and ambiguities in the internal 

and external communication process. This problem is at least partly due to the lack of coordination. 

 
2. Who is coordinating? 

The integrity policy in Antwerp shows at least one serious shortcoming. Although several 

departments and authorities in the city maintain an ad hoc cooperation in particular matters
7
, 

systematic coordination of the ethics policy is still missing. The Integrity Bureau has, to some 

extent, a coordinating function because it occasionally provides general policy recommendations. 

Moreover, it also brings together several internal members, including Mrs. Annemie Breëns who  is 

responsible for several coordinating tasks in the department of personnel management and  thus 

embodies the link between the Bureau and the municipal organization. Yet, unlike the city manager, 

we do not think that the latter “lynchpin” role is sufficient for a balanced and coordinated ethics 

policy. 

 
We think that a more systematic coordination is needed to ensure that the necessary steps (e.g. 

further integration of ethics in HRM, communication about the ethics code, cooperation between 

internal departments, etc.) in the implementation process will indeed be taken in a consistent  way. 

Especially the harmonization of all the separate initiatives that are somewhat connected to “ethics” 

is essential. Perhaps the Integrity Bureau could play a more extensive role in this, but it remains 

somewhat unusual that a (semi-)independent body located outside the  organization would 

organize the coordination of an area of internal management. One could wonder whether the 

external members of the Bureau should be systematically involved in this coordination. 

 
There are at least two alternative ways of organizing the coordination within the organization that 

could complement the Integrity Bureau as (semi-) independent body outside the organization. 

 

7 
e.g. cooperation between Personnel Management on the one hand and Internal Audit, Finance  Inspectorate 

and Department of Finances on the other; recent cooperation between Ombudswoman and Personnel 
Management, etc. 
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The first, and most drastic one, is the installation of a genuine integrity office with a clearly  defined 

location within the organization, its own competencies and its own staff members. The second 

option is to establish a network, consisting of representatives from several units within the 

organization. These representatives could include, but should not be limited to the internal 

members of the Integrity Bureau. Apart from the different financial implications, each of these two 

alternatives has their own advantages and disadvantages. 

 
The installation of a real integrity office within the city of Antwerp can be an advantage from both a 

strategic and managerial perspective (Maesschalck, 2005). First, it can provide a distinct  identity 

for the ethics policy by expressing a global vision or strategy. If one office in the organization is 

responsible for the coordination of the integrity policy, one specific, harmonious and balanced 

ethics management strategy can be formulated and also communicated towards all staff members 

in the organization. Because there is no real coordinating office in Antwerp, there  is a lack of clarity 

about the exact vision underlying the ethics management system. This claim is supported by the 

mixed signals in the communication not only towards staff members, but also towards the outside 

world (cf. supra). Of course, the installation of an informal network or team could also provide a 

distinct identity for the ethics policy, but it will probably be less clear than in the case of a real office. 

Second, a central and coordinating office also provides advantages from a purely managerial 

perspective in at least three ways. First, such a body could act as a central point of contact, 

undertake initiatives to coordinate the implementation process, and stimulate the cooperation 

between different departments. As a result, the diverse initiatives and instruments in the “ethics 

sphere” are guaranteed to be geared to one another and in line with the global strategy. Second,  

it will also facilitate a genuine accumulation of expertise. When ethics management is a clear 

responsibility of one team in the organization, all information about ethics (i.e. general 

recommendations, best practices) can be centralized, which is preferable to the situation where 

diverse persons gain expertise by attending courses or seminars about ethics management but do 

not actually exchange it. A third and final reason for making a particular office responsible for the 

integrity policy within the organization is the fact that it can guarantee the  continuity of integrity 

policy activities. It can reduce the risk that, once the first enthusiasm has worn off, the ethics policy 

sinks into oblivion. Due to the lack of a coordinating body in Antwerp all the above risks are present 

to some extent. Although the Department of Personnel Management performs a few coordination 

tasks by integrating the ethics code in several personnel management  processes – which is of 

course a good thing – it is, in our opinion, not enough in a city of the size of Antwerp. However, 

holding an informal network of staff members responsible for the  managerial aspects of the ethics 

management system could also be sufficient, but only if all the members are really committed (and 

permitted by the city management) to dedicate enough time and energy to the integrity team. 

 
In spite of the arguments in favor of a real integrity office with a clear location for ethics management 

in the organizational structure of the city of Antwerp, there is one major risk associated with this 

alternative. As discussed earlier, holding one specific office in particular accountable for the ethics 

policy could lead to the situation that others do not feel accountable 
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anymore. Like the installation of an ethics commission, integrating an integrity office in the 

organizational structure of the city of Antwerp could also increase the risk that staff members fail to 

take their responsibility in ethical matters. In our opinion, this risk is less apparent in the case of an 

integrity network or an informal integrity team. Because these persons would also be part of other 

departments in the organization, they could even take care of the dissemination of information 

about the ethics policy through the city of Antwerp and infect colleagues with their enthusiasm. 

Nevertheless there have to be safeguards to prevent the risk. Communication for example, can be 

an important tool to confront staff members with their responsibility in the ethics policy. 

 
V. CONCLUSION: THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE LOCAL INTEGRITY SYSTEM IN ANTWERP 

In the final part of this chapter we will formulate some conclusions about the effectiveness of the 

local integrity system in Antwerp against the background of the seven criteria presented in the  first 

chapter of this book. The Antwerp LIS consists of various instruments. In its development, the Visa 

scandal played a significant role by leading to the installation of the Integrity Bureau that was placed 

on top of an already existing and well-functioning local integrity system (in terms of institutional 

completeness, local government support, comprehensive problem interpretation, diversity in 

targeted population and policy mixture) with instruments such as an ombudsperson, sets of 

regulations, Finance Inspectorate, Internal Audit, etc. The Bureau clearly strengthened  this existing 

LIS, e.g. by launching two ethics codes and by operating as an ethics commission that provides 

advice in individual ethical dilemmas. 

 
In spite of this already well-functioning LIS and the original and prominent place for the Integrity 

Bureau within it, there is still room for improvement in Antwerp’s LIS, particularly in the areas of 

vision, strategy, coordination and resources. 

First, although there seems to be an, at least implicit, awareness of the risks of extreme positions 

on the compliance-value continuum, there are indications that there is no full awareness of how 

these excesses can be avoided. An illustrative example is the conflict of interest arrangement in 

which staff members are in fact left on their own: the policy provisions suggest a large degree of 

individual discretion (without much support), but the context remains bureaucratic and the 

punishment for wrong assessment within this discretion can be severe. A solution would be to make 

more explicit use of the insights in the literature and thus install a clearly balanced integrity policy 

with a variety of instruments on the compliance-value continuum that compensate for each other’s 

deficiencies. For example, the excesses of the currently very liberal conflict of interest arrangement 

could be compensated for by providing more support in ethical decision-making through coaching 

and training. This illustration gives us an important warning: “Less compliance does not 

automatically lead to more integrity”. In terms of the grid-group theory the decrease of the 

compliance-based approach without the stimulation of “values” could even lead to a situation of 

fatalism. This is an interesting observation and an important contribution to the ethics management 

literature. 

Second, despite the fact that the Antwerp LIS consists of a broad variety of instruments, overall 

coordination is still lacking. This is mainly due to the lack of a central coordination body within the 

organization and the fact that the instruments were implemented separately. From a structural, 
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managerial point of view, this leads to difficulties in the harmonization of diverse ethics initiatives. 

In a pure policy perspective it is also a missed opportunity for synergies between different 

instruments. For example, the implementation of the public servants’ ethics code would perhaps 

be more successful if the diverse steps would be taken simultaneously and in a concerted way. 

 
We conclude with one general remark of caution. When assessing the impact of an ethics policy, 

there is always the risk of overestimation. Previous research (Maesschalck, 2004a) suggests that 

many factors other than ethics management (e.g. leadership, peer control, stakeholder 

expectations,…) could have an important impact on the ethics of the organizational members. The 

limited evidence that we studied in Antwerp indicates that the Visa crisis itself and particularly the 

widely published defenestration of senior politicians as well as public servants had an important 

impact (if not shock-effect) on the organization, independent from any instrument of ethics 

management. The Integrity Bureau and its activities did of course play an important role in 

channeling and focusing the crisis atmosphere and keeping the “ethics” issue on the agenda. Yet, 

one has to be careful not to assign effects to the Integrity Bureau that are in fact due to the Visa 

scandal. This is particularly important when one intends to transfer the Antwerp experience to other 

cities. 
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