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The closure case against the ruling AK Party pending before the consti-
tutional court occupied the center stage of Turkish politics throughout the 
summer. After months of speculation on the fate of the party, the court fi-
nally reached a verdict in late July, deciding not to close down the AK Party, 
and averting what had otherwise promised to be an unprecedented level 
of political uncertainty, social and economic turmoil, and potential chaos. 
With the closure case now behind it, the AK Party is expected to be more 
restrained, and to act responsibly – as it did during the proceedings of the 
case – while building up its democratic and secular credentials through a 
reform policy in keeping with the EU accession process. For some time, the 
ruling AK Party had been under pressure for neglecting, if not abandoning, 
the EU membership process. In response to critics the government may 
refocus its energy on the issues that have stalled Turkey’s accession.

While still recovering from the closure threat, Turkey’s political leaders 
found themselves in the midst of a difficult diplomatic mission: calming the 
Caucasus down in the wake of the August war between Russia and Georgia. 
Paradoxically, the crisis in the Caucasus came both as a reminder of the 
foreign policy challenges that lie ahead in the region for Turkey, and of Tur-
key’s geopolitical capacity to address current and potential crisis spots in the 
volatile surrounding regions.

The conflict in the Caucasus involved three indispensable partners for 
Turkey: Georgia and the United States on the one hand, and Russia on the 
other. Georgia is the only land corridor linking Turkey with the Caspian 
region and Central Asia; moreover, the critical Baku-Ceyhan oil pipeline 
runs through its territory. Maintaining cooperation with Georgia therefore 
remains crucial for Turkey’s strategic weight, as it provides the means for 
reaching out to the Caspian and Central Asian hinterlands. The close eco-

Editor’s Note
İHSAN DAĞI



nomic and military cooperation between Georgia and the United States, to 
the extent that the latter sought to demonstrate its support for the former, 
made Turkey’s response to the crisis part and parcel of Turkish-American 
relations.

Russia too, in recent years, has become an important economic partner 
for Turkey. Even more than a partner: Russia provides two thirds of Turkey’s 
natural gas imports, imports necessary for the consumption of its industry 
and for heating its major cities in winter. While the early tension between 
Turkey and Russia in the aftermath of the Cold War had been overcome 
by a strategy of cooperation in economic and political arenas, this mutual 
tolerance had been based on the non-assertive policy of both parties in the 
Caucasus and Central Asia. With the invasion of Georgia, it seems that Rus-
sia has now opted for an assertive policy in the region, reclaiming a zone of 
influence. Instead of confronting Russia bilaterally, Turkey has responded 
by utilizing channels of multilateral diplomacy, proposing a Caucasian Sta-
bility and Cooperation Platform. This idea sounds timely and useful, but 
may be unrealistic given the global and regional dynamics.

Developments in the Caucasus in general, and the attitude of Russia in 
particular vindicate Turkey’s search to diversify its energy resources and 
reduce its dependence on Russian gas. This has in fact been the rationale 
for Turkey’s increasing engagement with Iran in recent years on energy co-
operation. Turkey’s positive relationship with Iran, one that includes energy 
deals, can set an example for European countries, provided that Iran settles 
its nuclear dispute with the West. If such a consensus arises, new energy 
pipelines running through Turkey will again occupy the agenda of Turkish 
domestic and foreign policies. 

The crisis in the Caucasus has had the positive effect of provoking a 
rapprochement between Turkey and Armenia; Turkish President Abdullah 
Gül made a historic visit in early September to Yerevan on the occasion of a 
soccer match between the two countries. This highest level contact between 
Turkey and Armenia may open a new period of conciliation, understanding 
and cooperation if it is followed up by new initiatives. History can become 
a bridge, bringing the Turks and Armenians closer instead of driving them 
apart.

Another challenge for Turkish foreign policy is an old one: Cyprus. 
Renewed negotiations between Presidents Talat and Hristofias have raised 
hopes for the possibility of a final settlement. Such an outcome will certain-
ly accelerate Turkey’s EU integration, an objective reasserted by the govern-
ment as a priority. However, even if a settlement is reached it will not be 
easy to sell it to a Turkish public provoked by sentimental nationalism and 
disappointed by the EU’s reluctance to admit Turkey. 

This new issue of Insight Turkey deals extensively with these issues and 
more. We hope you enjoy it. 
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T 
his essay contributes to the debate 
over Cyprus by posing a question for 

analysis: How far can the multi-tier governance 
experience of Belgium be used as a model for 
helping resolve the Cyprus quagmire? The ob-
jective of this study is to explore whether and 
to what extent the special arrangements of the 
bi-ethnic multi-tier governance experience of 
Belgium could be utilized as a model in helping 
resolve the governance issues in the new round 
of UN-led political partnership negotiations 
in the bi-ethnic Cyprus dispute.1 In pursuing 
this analysis, we will of course bear in mind the 
heavy political crises Belgium has been going 
through since the parliamentary elections of 
June 10, 2007, and acknowledge what it takes, 
in our day and age, to establish and sustain a 
bi-ethnic partnership. No doubt some lessons 
will be drawn from these factors as well.

ABSTRACT

Bi-ethnic Belgium has skillfully 
developed cooperation and 
concertation arrangements 
which meet even the EU’s 
rigid “one voice” requirement, 
taking into consideration the 
continuing increase in the powers 
and functions of its regions 
and communities. Belgium 
consequently offers a huge box of 
tools, particularly to bi-ethnic or 
multi ethnic partnership states. 
Probably the most distinguishing 
differences between Cyprus and 
Belgium are the chronic conflictual 
relationship between the two ex-
partner peoples of Cyprus, and the 
absence there of a common vision 
of co-existence and equal power-
sharing. If the two sides in Cyprus 
could be incentivized enough to 
sincerely opt for equal partnership, 
the Belgian multi-tier governance 
experience, despite some 
significant differences between the 
two lands, could still offer some 
practical lessons from which eager 
parties in Cyprus could benefit. 
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No governance experience in one 
country can be simply copied onto the 
particular circumstances of another 
case. While we can learn from others’ 
experiences elsewhere, the positions of 
the parties in dispute towards applying 
those learnings will vary depending on 
behavioral factors (e.g. perceptions and 

biases), historic and physical realities (e.g. demographic factors), political mo-
tivations (e.g. the visions and objectives of political parties and politicians), and 
highly specific economic considerations.

Two powerful elements often combine to make identity-related, ethnic-driven 
conflicts resistant to resolution.2 One is identity: the mobilization of people in 
communal identity groups based on race, religion, culture, language. The other 
is distribution: the means of sharing the economic, social and political resources 
within a society. “Where perceived imbalances in distribution coincide with iden-
tity differences… we have the potential for conflict”.3 

This is why it is a daunting task to construct (or re-construct, as in the case of 
Cyprus) “partnership” or multi-ethnic federal or confederate arrangements where 
the parties are already in conflict. Additionally, third party facilitators and nego-
tiators often assume that the legal/technical text they have negotiated will bring an 
end to the conflict. Federalism scholars warn, however, that “the essential nature 
of federalism is to be sought for, not in the shadings of legal and constitutional ter-
minology but in the forces – economic, social, political, cultural – that have made 
the outward forms of federalism necessary.”4 Therefore, unless the concerned par-
ties share overlapping visions, have some degree of trust in each other and have 
very strong mutual interests in making the partnership work, even an ideal legal 
text on its own will not be sufficient to glue and sustain the relationship. 

Having made these introductory generalizations we wish to return to the case 
of Belgium and Cyprus. The UN 2004 Comprehensive Settlement Plan for Cy-
prus had targeted the adoption of the Belgian Cooperation Agreements model to 
regulate the relations of the constituent states with the federal government and 
between themselves in their areas of competence. In the separate, simultaneous 
referenda of April 24, 2004, for reasons that we will take up later, the Greek Cy-
priot side rejected the UN Comprehensive Settlement Plan by a 75.8% majority, 
while the Turkish Cypriot side accepted the Plan by a majority of 64.9%. 

Where modern Europe was 
born with the Peace Treaty of 
Westphalia (1648), postmodern 
Europe begins with the Treaty 
of Rome (1957) as an attempt to 
go beyond the nation-state
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In order to help address the enormous 
challenges Cyprus faces in learning from 
the unique Belgian bi-ethnic multi-tier 
governance experience, we will first shed 
some light on the federal system of Bel-
gium, asking whether the country is a post-Westphalian state and whether it can be 
a model for multi-ethnic states in general. Then, in specific reference to Cyprus, we 
will list fourteen of the special arrangements/characteristics of the Belgian system 
and compare those to the objective realities on the ground in Cyprus.

The Belgian Federal System: A General Model for Multi-ethnic 
States? 

When Belgium was founded in 1830, it corresponded to the characteristics of 
the so-called Westphalian state: national sovereignty was expressed in the will of 
the French-speaking bourgeoisie to create a state in which the main affairs were 
to be conducted in the “language of civilization and culture” of that time, namely 
French, although more than half of the population consisted of Dutch-speaking 
Flemish citizens. Belgium’s elites considered their state to be a civic nation-state 
in which the language of these elites, which also happened to be the language of 
the French “ethnic” group, the Walloons, was to be the dominating one and in 
which the Flemish were required to accept the use of the French language in the 
administration, the judiciary, the army and in higher education. 

In the Westphalian system, it was the most common thing to think that the 
state could only be administered in one language to which the speakers of other 
languages or other ethnic groups had to assimilate. This Westphalian concept of 
the state, especially its assumption of the congruence of state and (mono-linguis-
tic) nation has been relativised by the events that occurred in the recent history 
of Europe. The recognition that European state nationalism had led (among other 
factors) to two devastating world wars provided incentive for Europeans to cre-
ate a web of transnational institutions, making the European Community and 
European Union a multinational and multi-linguistic enterprise, an endeavor that 
repeats, on a larger scale, what present-day Belgium as a multi-lingual state pur-
ports to be. Where modern Europe was born with the Peace Treaty of Westphalia 
(1648), postmodern Europe begins with the Treaty of Rome (1957) as an attempt 
to go beyond the nation-state.5 

In Belgium itself, a Flemish Movement, led by intellectuals, writers and local 
politicians, started soon after the foundation of the Kingdom of Belgium to strive 

Can Belgium be a model for 
other multi-ethnic or multi-

linguistic states? 
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for the equality of both main languages, French and Dutch. The “language battle” 
of the Flemish intelligentsia was not directed against the state of Belgium, but 
contained the positive message of integrating the Dutch-speaking Flemish into a 
state in which their language and culture would be respected, not as folklore, but 
on the official level. The less the Belgian French-speaking elites, however, had ears 
for Flemish claims for linguistic equality, the more the Flemish Movement passed 
beyond a mere request for cultural autonomy, and the more ideas like federal-
ism, and even, in more radicalized circles, con-federalism and separatism gained 
ground. 

From 1970 on, when the then Belgian Prime Minister Gaston Eyskens declared 
the unitary state to be “passé,” Belgium took the course of federalism. Through 
five state reforms between 1970 and 2001, Belgium developed into a sui generis 
federal state. Already in 1963 the existence of four language areas was officially 
recognized, namely Dutch-speaking Flanders in the North, French-speaking Wal-
lonia in the South, a German-speaking area in the eastern part of Wallonia, and 
the bilingual area of nineteen municipalities which make up “Brussels.” The his-
toric language border between Flanders and Wallonia, which followed the old 
Roman military road between Cologne in Germany and Boulogne in France, be-
came a demarcation line between areas which were to be administered in only one 
language. Brussels is the only part of Belgium in which both languages are used 
together and are required to be known by civil servants. 

But these divisions were merely about administration in the language of the 
area. The Flemish and Walloons alike wanted more than language in administra-
tion; they wanted to govern themselves in certain fields. The striving of the Flem-
ish for more “cultural autonomy” led to the concept of the ‘community,’ which is 
based on a group of persons speaking the same language. The Walloons on the 
other hand were striving for more “economic autonomy” in their relationship to 
the Brussels establishment of bankers and industrialists and this gave birth to the 
concept of the ‘region,’ based on the territory in which they lived and worked. 
Both concepts, although they respectively originated from the Flemish and the 
Walloons, were to be applied to the whole country, if the system were to work. 
Communities and regions would thus become governing entities, each with its 
own parliament and government, with its own differentiated competences; the 
communities being competent for culture, education, and media; and the regions 
for housing infrastructure and foreign trade. As a bilingual area, Brussels could not 
be part of either the Flemish or the Walloon region, so it had to become a region 
on its own, but the Flemish and the French-speaking people living in the Brussels 
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region would fall under the responsibil-
ity of the Flemish and the French com-
munities, respectively, although only 
as far as the personally-bounded com-
petences like culture and education are 
concerned. The German-speaking area 
was too small to be a separate region, but 
in order to respect the language and culture of the people, it would form the ter-
ritorial base of the German-speaking community. Most, but not all, of the Dutch-
speaking Flemish live on the territory of the Flemish region; most, but not all, of 
the French speakers live in the territory of the Walloon region. This holds true 
also for the German-speaking Belgians; on the territory of the Brussels region 
Dutch-speaking and French-speaking Belgians live together, which makes Brus-
sels the only region where the two main communities meet. It has to be stressed 
that the borders of the regions and the communities do not overlap, because the 
existence of “bilingual Brussels” and the “German-speaking area” makes a clear 
division between the two main groups impossible. The majority of both groups 
live in unilingually administered regions. 

 So we see in Belgium the emergence of sub-national, regional governance, 
which manifests, according to Cooper “…the movement in many countries to-
wards greater regional autonomy… part of a process which is creating more plu-
ralistic states in which power is diffused more widely. This development of state 
structures is matched by a society that is more sceptical of state power, less nation-
alistic, in which multiple identities thrive…”6

Accordingly, the overarching principles of Belgian federalism are the follow-
ing: 

There is no hierarchy in norms. The regional decree has the same value as 1. 
federal law. 

There are no shared competences: they are either exclusive or mixed. Every 2. 
conflict is automatically a conflict of competences, but there are various judicial 
and political mechanisms to resolve them. 

There is a parallelism between internal and external competences, which 3. 
is expressed with the Latin adage in foro interno, in foro externo. The regions and 
communities can conduct their own foreign policy in those fields in which they 
are internally competent. To preserve the coherence of Belgian foreign policy, sev-

Many things can still be learnt 
from the Belgian experience: in 

the first place, the willingness 
for dialogue and the search for 

compromise
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eral concertation, coordinating and information-sharing mechanisms between 
the federal and the sub-national levels exist. 

There are no unitary, but only regional parties, for which people can vote in 4. 
their own region.7 

The federal system can therefore be characterized as being: 

Asymmetrical.1.  Powers are technically dedicated in a similar way to similar 
entities, but these entities may organize their institutions differently. For exam-
ple, a combination of the Flemish community and regional institutions has been 
carried through in order to create one single Flemish Parliament and one single 
Flemish Government.

Guided by the territoriality principle2. . The competences of the communities 
and regions are generally exclusive and always restricted to their territory. For 
example, the French-speaking Community is not competent towards French-
speaking persons in the Flemish Region and vice versa. 

Bipolar3. . Despite the existence of three regions and three communities, the 
system is bipolar or, more negatively, even antagonistic, as there are two major 
language groups, which have to cooperate and discuss with each other. Several 
protective measures prevent the dominance of one group by the other (e.g. parity 
in the ministerial council and the “alarm bell” procedure in the federal parlia-
ment). 

Centrifugal4. . There is a tendency towards devolution, which lies in the nature 
of autonomous regions. Those who have powers or competences want to extend 
them. 

Can Belgium be a model for other multi-ethnic or multi-linguistic states? Be-
fore we focus on the comparison between Belgium and Cyprus, we must answer 
the principal question: how and why can a state, which suffered for more than 
a year from a heavy political crisis since the parliamentary elections of June 10, 

2007, still pretend to be a model? It has 
to be understood that crises and prob-
lems are a natural part of our lives. Bel-
gium has developed the skills for deal-
ing with domestic political crises and 
problems through a sometimes time 
consuming and cumbersome evolution-

Belgium’s history of seeking 
solutions to the problems 
related to the cohabitation of 
different ethnic and linguistic 
groups has been marked not by 
violence but by dialogue
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ary process which has helped sustain 
and cherish Belgian federalism since the 
first state reform in the year 1970. One 
of the two main sides, the Flemish one, 
is now pushing for a new state reform in 
order to harmonize state structures with 
the demands of socio-economic devel-
opments in the globalizing world. The 
French-speaking side has been reluctant to support the Flemish parties who re-
ceived a mandate from Flemish voters to put state reform on the negotiation table. 
Their fear is that the regionalization of the labor market, demanded by the Flem-
ish because of socio-economic differences between the regions, would weaken the 
central state and the financial solidarity between the regions. The crisis did not 
put the federal system into question as such, but pointed to the dangers of failing 
to adapt it to changing circumstances. The demand for state reform under the 
motto “Good Governance” aims at harmonizing competences, regionalizing labor 
policy, making financial transfers from Flanders to Wallonia more transparent, 
and solving recalcitrant linguistic disputes, especially in mixed areas like Brussels 
and some Flemish municipalities, in which the French-speaking citizens enjoy 
“linguistic facilities” despite the fact that Flanders is administered in one language 
(just like Wallonia).

Many things can still be learnt from the Belgian experience: in the first place, 
the willingness for dialogue and the search for compromise. Even the political 
crisis of 2007/2008 demonstrates this, because without the will to look for a solu-
tion at the negotiation table, the country could already have broken up. Belgium’s 
history of seeking solutions to the problems related to the cohabitation of dif-
ferent ethnic and linguistic groups has been marked not by violence but by dia-
logue. Critics say that such dialogue is only possible because the Flemish group 
has often made concessions. But the case of Brussels shows that both groups, the 
Flemish and the Francophone, have had to concede: the French-speaking wanted 
to expand the territory of the city as an entity on its own, the Flemish wanted to 
incorporate Brussels into Flanders, so as a compromise Brussels was granted the 
status of a region, which was not expanded. Brussels, as the place where Flemish 
and Francophone communities meet, underlines the concept of “trans-regional 
communities” which are responsible for certain fields like culture and education 
without touching other territorial-based competences of the city-region itself. In 
this sense, the solution that was found for Brussels could eventually serve as a 
model for those cities which are “claimed” by several ethnic groups. 

Irrespective of size or power, 
constituting or component 

parties in all bi-ethnic or multi-
ethnic federations attach vital 

importance to their political 
equality and territoriality
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There is, however, one perennial 
problem that is common to all bi-ethnic 
or multi-ethnic federations and that also 
applies to Belgium. Irrespective of size 
or power, constituting or component 
parties in all bi-ethnic or multi-ethnic 
federations attach vital importance to 

their political equality and territoriality, of course for understandable reasons. But 
human nature being what it is, it is possible that the search for more, say on the 
part of a relatively stronger political elite that perceives itself entitled to more, 
due to size or deep-running feelings, and the search for balance on the part of a 
party that perceives itself weaker, bring in an element of power competition that 
could be a source of antagonism. In Belgium, the people in each of the two groups 
identify in the first place with their own cultural community, while the political 
class in each community speaks in the first place for their own rank and file. So if, 
as a result of antagonism between communities, the will to uphold the common 
state becomes weak, the political class in each community will be less inclined to 
compromise, which will result in the mutual blockades we recently witnessed in 
Belgium. 

This risk is probably more acute in bi-ethnic partnerships, particularly where 
there is an asymmetry of power between partners because of relative population 
sizes or significant differences in economic well-being. Federations with more 
than two constituting peoples and founding states, such as Switzerland, probably 
have a better chance for longevity because, if and when necessary, there is the pos-
sibility of alliance-building to balance the power of stronger partners. 

Belgium has become a post-Westphalian state in the sense that the borders 
of its regions and communities are not congruent. Moreover, its people have de-
veloped a multiple identity, a lasagne identity; they feel themselves to be citizens 
of a town but also of their linguistic community and of the federal state and of 
Europe. Belgium has given away competences to the European Union and to the 
communities and regions. This makes people feel less nationalistic, as they realize 
the classic nation-state is too small to manage the problems of the world (hence 
the transfer of competences to the EU) and too big to understand the problems 
of the common citizen (therefore, in a way of “subsidiarity,” the transfer of com-
petences to the regions). “For the postmodern state, sovereignty is a seat at the 
table,”8 Robert Cooper writes, referring to the representation of nation-states in 
the ministerial councils of the EU. Belgium has such a seat at the table, but so do 

The EU remains the framework 
for a more regionalized, multi-
layered Belgium. It is the 
“greater order” into which the 
state system is “collapsing” 
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the federated entities. In this sense, in a system of coordination and rotation, one 
of the regional ministers represents Belgium in any area that falls in the range of 
exclusive competences of the regions and communities. 

The EU remains the framework for a more regionalized, multi-layered Bel-
gium. It is the “greater order” into which the state system is “collapsing.” At the 
same time, this “EU, assisting regional development both in Europe and globally, 
would,” according to Luk Van Langenhove, the Director of the Comparative Re-
gional Integration Studies Programme of the United Nations University in Bru-
ges, “not be a movement against states. It is a way for states to respond better to 
the challenges of globalization. In this sense one could say that we are not moving 
towards a post-Westphalian order but towards a neo-Westphalian world order.”9 

Comparison between the Belgian and the Cypriot Experiences

Evolutionary Centrifugal Experience 

Since its independence in 1830 and particularly since 1970, Belgium has 
evolved from a unitary decentralized bi-ethnic monarchy into a “Multi-tier post-
Westphalian Federal State” where decision-making power is no longer exclusively 
in the hands of the Federal Government or Parliament but rather falls to several 
partners that exercise their competences independently in different fields. This re-
distribution follows two distinct lines: language and culture-based communities, 
and territorial and economic based regions. The Belgian system is therefore the 
result of a long list of complex package-deals and compromises that have been dy-
namically political-process-based rather than purely and rigidly legal-text-based. 
The political processes aimed at facilitating the co-existence of the two major 
communities, one French-speaking and one Dutch-speaking, in a state structure 
that would incorporate the necessary guarantees to maintain balance between its 
components. This has not been an easy task, and the country has gone through 
many periods of serious crisis, but in all cases centrifugal compromises (meaning 
the vesting of more and more powers, top down, exclusively in the communities 
and regions) have been translated into concrete and mutually acceptable policy 
measures and reforms. The continuous stream of compromises in Belgium has 
led to a gradual, but very fundamental reform of the Belgian state – a constructive 
and cooperative evolutionary process, which has not yet come to an end. Whether 
this will result in the smoother functioning of the system depends on the coop-
eration and consent of both sides and on how this evolution will take shape. If 
one of the two sides refuses to discuss an issue or vital concern, the federalization 
process will come to a dead end, with the risk of disintegrating the common state. 
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This possibility or risk is common to all 
bi-ethnic/multi-ethnic federal/partner-
ship states.

When compared to the Cyprus expe-
rience, two major differences stand out: 

First, Cyprus has no resemblance to the evolutionary centrifugal process that has 
long obtained in the Belgian State. On the contrary, the thirteen constitutional 
amendments which the Greek Cypriot side tried to push through in 1963 – para-
doxically aiming at further centralizing governance powers and undermining the 
agreed bi-communality and power-sharing arrangements of 1960 – led to inter-
communal violence that in turn resulted in the collapse of the bi-communal Cy-
priot state in the same year. Since then, decades of exogenously inspired nego-
tiations aimed at establishing a new partnership state have essentially been of a 
quick-fix nature and top-down. Second, since the very beginning, and even today 
among many Turkish Cypriots, a fear persists, rightly or not, that Greek Cypriot 
society might not be interested in an equal political partnership with the Turkish 
Cypriot people.

Visions of Co-existence and Power Sharing

The understanding and perception prevalent in the two communities of Bel-
gium is that they are destined to share a common homeland and will both be 
better off by working and cooperating together as equals in one partnership and 
federal state rather than trying to do it alone, or by trying to dominate either the 
partnership state or the other community. This has resulted in understanding the 
Belgian state as the framework for cooperation, and a feeling of identity linked 
to being Belgian underlying each group’s strong communal loyalties. In this re-
gard, Belgium has transformed itself from being a traditional, single-dominating 
language-based country into one that rests on the common loyalty of its two main 
communities, built upon a common history and mutual interests. This communal 
feeling functions, of course, as long as each community feels respected by the 
other or does not feel itself blocked in a permanent way by the other in case of the 
need for structural changes. Belgium is, therefore, a country where an overarch-
ing political nation and two cultural/economic nations co-exist. This transforma-
tion has inevitably led to a review of power-sharing arrangements and decision-
making systems common to unitary states. Power-sharing arrangements, which 
constitute the cornerstone of federal bi-ethnic Belgium today, consequently aim at 
adapting the classic majority decision-making rule to preventing one community 
(or the numerical majority) from imposing its will on the other (or the numerical 

Cyprus has no resemblance to 
the evolutionary centrifugal 
process that has long obtained 
in the Belgian State
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minority) on vital issues. This is done through what is called a ‘double major-
ity’ or ‘separate majorities’ system where, on vital issues, the members of the two 
communities vote by majority separately with the condition that, as a threshold, 
a decision is supported by at least two-thirds of the votes expressed by both com-
munities.

Contrary to the prevalent “common/shared home” perception in Belgium, many 
Greek Cypriots and perhaps some Turkish Cypriots, view the island (or part of it) 
in the first place as an entity belonging to the broader world of a Greek or Turkish 
nation. It is not yet clear whether enough islanders on both sides see Cyprus as the 
common home of both Greek and Turkish Cypriots and are eager enough to see 
a partnership state stand on its own two feet without relying heavily on a Greek 
or Turkish motherland. The 1960 partnership arrangements for Cyprus were in 
essence forward-looking, inasmuch as the Constitution incorporated the separate 
majorities principle together with other arrangements for co-existence. But it was 
particularly because of these co-existence arrangements that Greek Cypriot po-
litical leaders, supported by a great majority of Greek Cypriot society, questioned 
from the onset the fact that they would not be able to capitalize on their position 
as a demographic majority.

Prioritizing Coordination, Concert and Unity

The Belgian system is designed to facilitate, as the highest priority, coordina-
tion and concentration between its components, and the maintenance of Belgian 
unity. In achieving this objective, efficiency and cost considerations are secondary 
and are not allowed to shadow this priority. This prioritization exists in full ap-
preciation of the fact that partnership state arrangements have virtues but require 
more complicated representation and decision-making systems as compared to 
unitary states. 

In Cyprus, the Greek Cypriot political class, probably because it represents a 
numerically stronger community, has often brought forward efficiency and cost 
consideration arguments to block special governance and partnership arrange-
ments from being adopted. This was one of the most contentious issues during the 
negotiations of the 2004 UN Plan. 

No Legal Hierarchy between Federal and Constituent/Component State Units

Contrary to other federal practices (e.g. the US, Germany), Belgian federal-
ism’s strong bi-ethnic character permits no hierarchy between the functions and 
competences of the federal, community and regional governments. This is an 
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overriding characteristic of the Belgian system and means that no law or author-
ity of the communities or regions is subordinate to the law or authority of the 
federal government. This constitutional requirement is translated into practical 
terms by consensus decision-making arrangements between the federal and re-
gional/community governments. The tendency in Belgium is towards the con-
centration of more and more power in the communities and regions. As a result, 
there is now a discussion about resting residual powers with the regions, which 
for the time being have allocated competences. This would leave the center with 
enumerated and limited powers primarily aimed at binding the Belgian bi-ethnic 
state together. 

In Cyprus, primarily because “the Greek Cypriots [have] consistently favored 
a model of federation in which the central government would exercise strong and 
direct authority over the entire island, in the expectation that their majority com-
munity would control such a government,”10 the Greek Cypriot political class has 
difficulties with the principle that there should be no hierarchy between federal 
and constituent state units, thus making impossible (so far) the adoption of one 
of the underlying principles of the “Multi-tier post-Westphalian Federal State” 
experience of Belgium. In finalizing the UN Comprehensive Settlement Plan for 
Cyprus, however, the UN Secretary General used his prerogative to include this 
principle in the Plan to reflect the bi-ethnic character of the proposed new part-
nership and to prevent a strong federal center from attempting to overrule or 
subordinate the constituent states, particularly the Turkish Cypriot Constituent 
State, in their areas of competence.

Impact of the EU

Brussels, the capital of Belgium, is also the headquarters of the EU; as a result, 
the EU has become a gluing factor and evolutionary force behind the Belgian 
State. Among other things, the EU’s “one voice” requirement in all EU dealings, 
both bonds and ensures the need for coordination mechanisms in the European 
policy of the several federated entities of the Belgian state.11 It might be that the 
Flemish, French-speaking and German-speaking ministers of culture have differ-
ent views, but through negotiations they have to find a common position so that 
one of them will be delegated to represent and to speak with one voice for Belgium 
in the Council. 

In the case of Cyprus, the EU’s acceptance of the Republic of Cyprus, embod-
ied by the Greek-Cypriot administration, as the sole legitimate representative of 
the whole of Cyprus without the consent and participation of the Turkish Cypriot 
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people (in spite of UN resolutions that 
the relationship of the two communities 
is not one of majority and minority but 
one of political equality), and without 
the settlement of the long-standing Cy-
prus problem, has since May 2004 added 
to the long list of divisive political and legal obstacles in the way of the establish-
ment of a postmodern partnership state on the Island. 

Power to Sign International Treaties

Since the 1993 reform, the Belgian system has extended the internal autonomy 
of the federated entities in their areas of competence into the international arena, 
endorsed by the Constitution as the principle of in foro interno, in foro externo. Con-
sequently, the regions and communities execute their competences both domesti-
cally and internationally. International treaties falling into the exclusive jurisdiction 
of a community or region are thus concluded by its government and approved by 
its council (or parliament). The Federal Cabinet can object to the provisions of a 
draft treaty, in which case the issue is taken up in the Inter-Ministerial Conference 
on Foreign Policy (ICFP) constituted by the relevant ministers of the federated and 
federal governments and where decisions are reached by consensus. The exclusive 
and predominant competences of the communities and regions are quite vast and 
extend into cultural affairs, education, the use of languages, land use and planning, 
environment and water policy, rural re-development and nature conservation, hous-
ing, agricultural policy, economic policy, external trade, energy policy, subordinate 
authorities, employment policy, public works, and transportation. 

The two sides in Cyprus do not see eye to eye on this issue either. The Turkish 
Cypriot position is to apply the current Belgian experience (ius tractatis) in this 
instance as well while the Greek Cypriot position is more reserved regarding the 
powers of constituent states. 

The result is that one has, as Bahcheli and Noel write, “two oddly distorted ver-
sions of Belgian federalism […] Hence, for example, the Turkish Cypriot leader’s 
selective emphasis on Article 167 of the Belgian constitution, which establishes 
the right of the constituent regions to play an international role that includes even 
treaty-making power in matters falling under their jurisdiction. Hence also the 
Greek leader’s emphasis on the fact that only the Belgian federal government has 
legal status in international law […] and that in the councils of the EU, Belgium is 
required to ‘speak with one voice.’”12

Belgium is a country where an 
overarching political nation and 

two cultural/economic nations 
co-exist



M. ERGÜN OLGUN, DIRK ROCHTUS

124

The Case of Mixed Treaties

In Belgium, treaties that cross areas between federal, community and regional 
jurisdictions must be assented to by both the federal and federated legislative as-
semblies. The withholding of assent by any one of the assemblies would effectively 
prevent the federal government from ratifying a treaty. 

This is another governance application where the two sides in Cyprus do not 
see eye to eye. While the Turkish Cypriot side wishes to retain/extend the powers 
of constituent state bodies as much as possible, the Greek Cypriot position is to 
centralize powers in federal state organs where they wish to hold a stronger posi-
tion. 

Population Ratio

Belgium sits on the boundary of the of the two great language groups of West-
ern Europe: Romanic and Germanic. About 59% of a population of about 10 mil-
lion speak Dutch, about 40% speak French and almost 1% speak German. The 
relatively narrow difference between the sizes of the two main communities is a 
very important characteristic of Belgium and is another instrumental factor in 
preventing the stronger community from dominating the other. The balanced 
population ratio has also facilitated the equal representation of the two main re-
gions and communities in the federal government, further strengthening the po-
litical equality and status of the two parties. Of the fifteen federal ministers, seven 
are Flemish, seven are French-speaking, and the Prime Minister can be either 
Flemish or Francophone. This is mirrored in the government of the Brussels Re-
gion, where the ratio of French-speaking to Flemish is 85-15%, with two Flemish 
and two French-speaking ministers, and the minister-president of the Brussels 
regional government being French-speaking. 

In Cyprus, the current population ratio is between 70-75% Greek Cypriot 
and 25-30% Turkish Cypriot. In spite of the accepted principle of political equality 
and the fact that political equality is not linked to population size,13 Greek Cypri-
ots have as yet not been able to stop themselves from seeking majority arrange-
ments in governance. From the Turkish Cypriot point of view, the internalization 
and application of political equality continues to be one of the defining issues in 
the difficult negotiating process in Cyprus.

The Territorial Nature of Belgian Federalism

Belgian multi-tier federalism is increasingly territorial, with one language for 
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each community and region (with the 
exception of the bilingual Brussels capi-
tal region). This means that the juris-
diction of each community and region 
is geographically-based, reflecting the 
principle of ius soli. The French-speaking 
citizens living in Flemish municipalities 
around Brussels vote for their own Fran-
cophone parties, although their representatives have to use the Dutch language in 
the Flemish parliament. 

This characteristic of Belgium is very much in line with the agreed principle of 
bi-zonality in the case of Cyprus which could facilitate the learning and adoption 
of some lessons from the Belgian federal model.

Cooperation Agreements

Another important characteristic of the Belgian system is the regulation of the 
relationship between the federal government and communities/regions through 
cooperation agreements – a requirement of the principle that there is no legal 
hierarchy between federal and constituent state units. These cooperation agree-
ments cover such areas as procedures for the conclusion of “mixed treaties,” the 
representation of Belgium within the Council of Ministers of the EU, the repre-
sentation of Belgium in international organizations whose activities are matters of 
“mixed” competence, the procedures for instituting proceedings before an inter-
national or supranational judicial body regarding a “mixed” dispute, appointing 
regional economic and commercial attachés’ and establishing export promotion 
procedures, determining the status of community and regional representatives 
in diplomatic and consular missions, and coordinating the execution of interna-
tional environmental policy. 

Inspired by the Belgian experience, the 2004 UN Comprehensive Settlement 
Plan for Cyprus proposed three cooperation agreements between the Federal 
Government and Constituent States – (1) External Relations, (2) EU Relations 
and (3) Police Matters. During the 2004 negotiations, the then Greek Cypriot 
leaders were not happy with the UN proposal because they did not wish to see 
the Turkish Cypriot Constituent State equipped with powers to sign agreements 
with the Federal Government. But recent discussions at the technical level re-
veal that the current political leadership may be more inclined towards accept-
ing this application. 

Many Greek Cypriots and 
perhaps some Turkish Cypriots, 

view the island (or part of it) 
in the first place as an entity 

belonging to the broader world 
of a Greek or Turkish nation
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“Alarm Bell Procedure”

This is a last resort mechanism 
whereby a community by a three-quar-
ters majority of its members can halt 
a legislative process if it believes that a 
law proposed by the other community 
affects its interests. The matter is then 

taken up at the Council of Ministers. If unresolved, the Prime Minister, as a matter 
of priority, prepares and sends a compromise law to the Parliament. If this fails as 
well, the Government has to resign and new elections are called. This threat acts as 
an incentive on all sides to try to resolve the issue and has had a dissuading effect. 
It has therefore rarely been resorted to. 

The Greek Cypriot political class has, in the past, rejected a Turkish Cypriot 
proposal to this effect, arguing that it could be a source of instability. The Greek 
Cypriot side has consistently argued, however, that the deadlock-resolving mech-
anisms of the 2004 UN Plan were insufficient; the new Greek Cypriot political 
elite may now see some deterrence value in the “Alarm Bell Procedure.”

A Federal Monarchy

Although its powers are declining, the tradition of monarchy in Belgium al-
lows the monarch to stand above the ethnic divide when necessary and act as a 
bonding force. We see an increasing of his role in the political crisis that haunted 
Belgium in the period 2007-08, and recently in July 2008 when he refused the 
resignation of Prime Minister Yves Leterme and requested “Three Mediators” to 
look further for a solution to the political crisis. 

There is no monarchy tradition in Cyprus. 

Three Regions

In addition to the Flemish region (Dutch speaking) and the Walloon region 
(French speaking), there is the third Brussels Capital region in Belgium, which, 
as a big international capital, has its own international community and can act as 
a unifying force or shock absorber between the two other regions. As such, it is 
the meeting place of the Flemish and French communities. At the same time it is 
the “symbolic” capital of the Flemish, and the fear that the Flemish would lose it 
in case of a Belgian divorce, also functions as an obstacle to separatist tendencies 
among some radicalized Flemish circles. 

The Belgian system is designed 
to facilitate, as the highest 
priority, coordination and 
concentration between 
its components, and the 
maintenance of Belgian unity
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In Cyprus there is no comparable 
city or territory that could perform the 
shock-absorbing role of Brussels. 

Economic Disparity

There is an economic gap between 
the two main communities and regions 
of Belgium as Flanders has a much stron-
ger economy with less unemployment, 
and a higher export performance (80% of Belgian exports). Yet there are very 
strong economic ties, and such an interwoven economic system is another factor 
instrumental in preventing the stronger community from dominating the other, 
or any one side being seen as an economic/financial burden. Some political and 
economic circles in Flanders, however demand more information and transpar-
ency regarding the annual flow of five billion euros from Flanders to Wallonia.

In Cyprus, there is no interdependence between the two economies as long 
as the political divide stands. The economic gap between the two communities is 
very wide: per capita income in the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus is about 
1/2 of the per capita income in South Cyprus. Unfortunately the restrictions im-
posed on the Turkish Cypriot economy are resulting in its continued reliance on 
Turkey and Turkish aid.

Conclusions

For many Turkish Cypriots, the adoption of the Belgian multi-tier governance 
model would be welcome because it would mean the recognition and institution-
alization of their political equality and the endorsement of the principle of terri-
toriality. These were the main reasons why the majority of Turkish Cypriots sup-
ported the 2004 UN Comprehensive Settlement Plan which was largely modeled 
on the Swiss and Belgian experiences. Of course, the tendency is that the smaller/
weaker partner or partners in a prospective partnership state arrangement would 
be more inclined towards accepting the multi-tier Belgian experience, which of-
fers safeguards for preventing the stronger community from imposing its will over 
them. One could compare this with the attitude of smaller EU-states (like Bel-
gium) towards the EU: Smaller states are more enthusiastic about EU-member-
ship than bigger states because of the safeguards and benefits provided. 

The underlying reasons why the Greek Cypriot side rejected the 2004 UN 
Comprehensive Settlement Plan are well documented in the International Cri-

The EU’s “one voice” 
requirement in all EU dealings 
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ses Group report “The Cyprus Stale-
mate: What next?” of March 8, 2006. It 
is reported there that the Greek Cypriot 
public generally viewed the Annan Plan 
“as a British and American blueprint 
that primarily served foreign, and es-
pecially Turkish interests. The fact that 
almost every provision in it had come 
from proposals made by Greek Cypriot 
or Turkish Cypriot negotiators over the 
years did not resonate. What attracted 

far more attention – and generated resentment – was that the Plan had been nego-
tiated under externally dictated tight deadlines (due to the imperative to re-unify 
the Island prior to EU accession) and was submitted to the public without prior 
agreement by the leaderships. Seen from this perspective, in view of the humilia-
tion of 1974 and the wider mistrust of foreign powers, the Greek Cypriot ‘no’ was 
a courageous attempt to resist foreign interference and assert independence and 
sovereignty.”14 

Accordingly, the then Greek Cypriot President Tasos Papadopoulos tearfully 
denounced the Annan Plan on television prior to the separate simultaneous refer-
enda (with significant emotional influence) on the grounds that he had “received 
a state” and had no intention of “handing it over as a community.”

The reason why one third of Turkish Cypriots refused the UN Plan was (in 
addition to certain substantive issues) their conviction, based on their previous 
partnership experience and recent history, that legal texts alone could not change 
what they still perceived as the Greek Cypriot political vision of a “Hellenic Cy-
prus” and consequently that this agreement would be doomed to failure. This 
group of Turkish Cypriots are also convinced that many Turkish Cypriots sup-
ported the UN Plan under the influence of international propaganda, and even 
pressure, to push the Plan through.

The disillusionment of repeated failures in establishing a balanced partnership 
have, over the years, forced Turkish Cypriots to seek other options for the future 
– i.e. a two state solution. They point to examples such as the declaration of inde-
pendence by Kosovo, which also came about because of repeated failures to reach 
a compromise settlement.

From the EU perspective, Michael Emerson and Natalie Tocci in their joint 

While the Turkish Cypriot 
side wishes to retain/extend 
the powers of constituent state 
bodies as much as possible, 
the Greek Cypriot position is 
to centralize powers in federal 
state organs where they wish to 
hold a stronger position
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work “Cyprus as Lighthouse of the East 
Mediterranean” describe the potential 
payoff of benefiting from the bi-ethnic, 
multi tier governance experience of Bel-
gium as an EU member country in the 
following terms:

If successfully concluded, the re-uni-
fication of Cyprus simultaneously with 
accession to the EU would be a remark-
able achievement. It would come to be another example of the European model 
of conflict resolution, following the recent case of Northern Ireland… and the 
gradual progress in transforming the multiple conflicts of the Balkans through the 
Europeanization of the whole region… It might provide hope and inspiration for 
those only a few minutes flying time away from Cyprus, who are today locked in 
the deepest and bitterest of ethno-nationalistic conflicts.15

Yet overall, it cannot be said that the international community’s involvement 
in Cyprus is helping. The EU’s admittance of the Greek Cypriot-administered Re-
public of Cyprus as the sole representative of the whole Island without the consent 
and political participation of the Turkish Cypriot people is a major blow to the 
UN-endorsed principle of political equality, as well as the letter and spirit of the 
Belgian and Swiss models and experiences which the UN tried to translate for 
Cyprus. It has to be acknowledged that if the needed political and economic bal-
ances are to be established and the ground prepared for an equality-based part-
nership, it is the Turkish Cypriot side that needs prompt empowerment. While the 
establishment of a new federal or confederate state could offer these conditions, 
it would be very unfair to deprive the Turkish Cypriot people of this need in the 
meantime. Furthermore, the commencement of a possible partnership relation-
ship on a more balanced political and economic level between partners is surely 
more healthy. 

Probably the most distinguishing difference that emerged from the compari-
son of the Belgian and Cyprus cases is the absence in Cyprus of the common vi-
sion of co-existence and power sharing that cuts across the two communities of 
Belgium and is based on the collective conviction that both communities will be 
better off by working and cooperating together as equals in one partnership state 
rather than by trying to do it alone, or by trying to dominate the partnership state 
or the other community. Most of the governance characteristics of the Belgian 
model (like the absence of legal hierarchy between the federal and community/re-
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gion units, the territorial nature of Belgian federalism, the Alarm Bell Procedure, 
and Cooperation Agreements) emanate from this basic collective conviction.

But is not yet too late. Both communities must learn to know and respect each 
other again. Hopefully the recent talks between President Hristofias of Greek 
Cypriot South Cyprus and President Talat of Turkish Cypriot North Cyprus will 
begin to tear down the mental wall between the peoples and lead to the establish-
ment of an equality and territoriality based, bi-ethnic, multi-tier partnership state 
in Cyprus. 

The prevailing perception in Turkish Cypriot society today is that if the two 
sides are to try to achieve this, the Turkish Cypriot side has to start from a very 
sound basis in order to protect itself against a repetition of the sufferings of the 
past. Security is one of humankind’s foremost needs. Today the state is the instru-
ment through which security is usually provided. As the weaker/smaller of the 
two Cypriot communities, security is of paramount importance for the Turkish 
Cypriot people. The three pillars of this security requirement for Turkish Cypriots 
are (1) political equality (powers inherently lie with the two peoples and it is they 
who constitute the partnership and delegate powers to it, i.e. Turkish Cypriots are 
not a disposable element), (2) a territorial basis, and (3) the continuation of the 
1960 Guarantee System which is designed to effectively ensure (for the benefit 
of both parties) the mutually agreed state of affairs by the two mother countries 
Greece and Turkey, as well as Britain, which has sovereign bases on the Island.

Some may dispute the validity of the 1960 Guarantee System, particularly since 
the unilateral EU membership of the Greek Cypriot Republic of Cyprus was con-
firmed. But treaties may be terminated by either the consent of the parties, or by 
virtue of a rule of law authorizing their termination. Due to the interlocking na-
ture of the founding treaties of the Cyprus Republic (the Zurich-London Agree-
ments, the Treaty of Alliance, the Treaty of Guarantee and the Treaty of Establish-
ment) and the risks involved for each one of them none of the parties have to date 
formally sought to terminate the treaties or withdraw from them.16

As we are again experiencing, since the parliamentary elections of June 10, 
2007 in Belgium, multi-tier power sharing governance models offer invaluable 
mechanisms and arrangements for bi-ethnic/multi-ethnic partnership govern-
ments - but at a cost. The cost is the needed tolerance and empathy required for 
co-existence, particularly in the operation of time-consuming political compro-
mise and policymaking mechanisms. Despite the bonding of so many years and 
the evolutionary experience behind them even Belgium is facing serious problems 
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on this count. What is needed in a federal, multi-ethnic or multi-linguistic state, is 
the permanent will to communicate with each other, to transcend prejudices, and 
to cooperate in every field. This applies to Belgium, but also to Cyprus, should the 
island one day become a federal state. 

So, what is it that can transform the Cyprus quagmire, bearing in mind that 
the continued oppression of the Turkish Cypriot people either through pressure 
or “peace pushing” will not bring sustainable peace and stability to the Island or 
to the region? 

The ICG report of March 8, 2006 concludes that “the idea that Turkish Cy-
priots will… accept minority status in a centralized Greek Cypriot state is a pipe 
dream”17 If the international community does not want the Turkish Cypriots to 
opt for the Kosovo route, the Greek Cypriot people need to be seriously incen-
tivized as early as possible, towards a genuine power-sharing deal. As such, they 
must be convinced that they have more to gain from an equality-based partner-
ship, even though, as a majority, they have natural benefits today. EU member 
Belgium could then be a valuable pool from which lessons can be drawn.

EU membership could have been the “incentive” or catalyst but unfortunate-
ly the EU wasted its golden card by failing to apply the required conditionality, 
namely to resolve the Cyprus conflict before membership. Now, probably the only 
remaining effective catalyst that can move the Greek Cypriot side is the increas-
ingly likely de facto recognition of the TRNC by the rest of the world, if the Greek 
Cypriot leadership continues to pursue a policy of continued isolation of North 
Cyprus and proves unwilling to bring forward a partnership settlement.18 

As discussed earlier, multi tier partnership governance arrangements require 
certain prerequisites to be in place (overarching common need, common vision, 
interdependence, and respect for the equal status of the other partner, mutual 
trust, tolerance, and empathy, etc.) for its smooth functioning and sustenance. 
In their book chapter entitled “Power Sharing for Cyprus (again)? EU Acces-
sion and the Prospects for reunification,” Tozun Bahcheli and Sid Noel compare, 
among other things, the cases of Cyprus and Belgium. While they mention that 
this could be seen as a preferred outcome from the EU perspective, they note 
that there are some serious shortcomings in the “transfer of (complex) Belgian 
political institutions to Cyprus.” They highlight, for instance, that (1) Greek and 
Turkish leaders each prefer different aspects and applications of the Belgian 
model which they calculate would, if implemented, maximize the payoffs to their 
respective communities in future games; (2) Belgian federalism evolved under 
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almost ideal conditions under which, 
in contrast to Cyprus, the communities 
experienced no violent rift in their rela-
tion; (3) the Belgian case is the result of 
a constructive evolutionary process that 
combined territorial and communitar-
ian features; (4) the social and political 
purpose of federalizing Belgium was not 
to bring two long-divided communities 
into closer interaction with one another, 

but rather to separate them still further by creating large areas of competency in 
which they would be politically autonomous; (5) beyond the legal texts, the Bel-
gian system actually depends very largely on its non-constitutional aspects, such 
as the structure of the party system, the role of interest groups and media, and the 
nature of political culture(s); and finally (6) the Belgian model of federalism was 
hammered out by the Belgians themselves and not by outside patrons. Bahcheli 
and Noel conclude by saying that none of these conditions exist in Cyprus; that 
institutions alone cannot manufacture a willingness to cooperate where non ex-
ists; and that a bi-communal and con-societal federation brought into existence 
by outside pressures and inducements would likely fare no better than previous 
failed power-sharing experiments.19

Cyprus still presents the unique case of a failed partnership experience where 
the less privileged partner (the Turkish Cypriot side) is still seeking a new part-
nership relationship with the other party in a history of conflict.

President Talat, a firm believer in an equality and territoriality based partner-
ship solution, has often repeated that this is the last chance for establishing a fed-
eral/confederate relationship between the two peoples of the Island.

Let us hope that in the new round of Cyprus talks both President Hristofias 
and President Talat, two old comrades, will draw lessons from EU member state 
Belgium’s multi tier governance experience, and also bear in mind what it takes to 
establish, run and sustain equality and territoriality based bi-ethnic partnerships. 
We also hope that these lessons will be endorsed by the respective peoples of the 
island, thus triggering a new culture of co-existence and evolutionary change. 
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