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Our fourth issue of 2018 was bumped to January as we hoped to be able to bring 
you the very latest on Brexit following the UK government’s vote on January 15th.  
But Brexit seems to be following its own trajectory, and well, nothing much has 
changed.  We are no closer to knowing what to expect and so  Fragomen answer 
some key questions on how businesses might prepare for the changes that lie 
ahead. 

January tends to be the month in which every specialist and their auntie publishes 
a list of what they feel will shape the year ahead.  With digital disruptors and 
advances in technology driving change across every industry, we take a look at what 
these might mean for our members and readers as we discuss the most important 
trends from a communications perspective.  

Of course, communication is essential if you want to thrive as a business, but it 
certainly is no less important for the individual person.  Moving to a new country 
is difficult for even the most experienced of expats, and as such we are grateful to 
have amazing organisations like Community Help Service that we can rely on.  

Finally, it’s not just communication that shapes how we experience our day-to-day 
lives, but time too.  Journalist Deborah Seymus explores the concept of time in her 
latest column on life with a young refugee.  

We hope you enjoy the read, 

Isabelle Prémont

istockphoto.com
www.abra-relocation.com
abra-relocation.com
abra-relocation.com
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We’re here for anyone who wants to express themselves          by Fiona Klomp

Community Help Service

In our fast paced, ever-on society, people are struggling 
to cope more than ever before.  We spend too much time 
glued to our screens and not enough with each other.  
Add to this the stress of moving to a new country and 
the ensuing culture shock, and it comes as little surprise 
that organisations like the Community Help Service, 
or CHS for short, are seeing a steady rise in requests 
for support.  Offering a wide range of services, the non-
profit organisation is a welcome resource for the English-
speaking expatriate population of Belgium.
  
“We’re here for anyone who wants to express themselves 
in English,” CHS board member Michael Penning tells us.  
“Our Helpline is staffed by volunteers who offer a listening 
ear to anyone who needs information or is struggling with 
a problem.  The calls we receive vary as widely as the 
support we offer.  A lot of our calls are fairly straightforward 
requests for information.  Where to find a notary who 
understands the difference between Belgian, American or 
Indian legislation.  Where to find a GP or medical specialist 
who speaks English - it’s so important that you can clearly 
express what the problem is, especially if you’re not 
confident in your adoptive language - phone numbers for 
emergency electricians, plumbers or locksmiths ... we’ve 
built up quite an extensive database since we first opened 
our ears in 1971!”

Offering a 24/7 Helpline, a Mental Health Centre and an 
Educational Testing Programme, CHS has grown to an 
organisation which comprises 18 multilingual therapists 
and some 40 volunteers, as well as a board of trustees.  And 
although English is the main language spoken, some ten 
languages are spoken by the team of therapists, ensuring 
clients from all over the world are offered the very best of 
support. Where the Helpline is staffed by a team of trained 
and dedicated volunteers, the Mental Health Centre is 
staffed by a team of health care professionals - psychologists, 
psychotherapists, psychiatrists - who are there for adults, 
adolescents and children alike. 

“We receive a lot of calls from people who find themselves 
at a loss when they first move to Belgium.  Rather than 
drinking their evenings away at the local Irish pub, they want 
to play cards with likeminded people, join a cricket or tennis 
club or some other kind of activity.  On the other end of the 
spectrum, we also deal with more pressing calls for help.  
Very occasionally we’re confronted with someone who 
is thinking about ending it all. Thankfully, when someone 
reaches out to you, they’re usually looking for a way out in 
the positive sense of the word. Much as they might maintain 
the rope is ready in the garage, the fact that they are calling 
means they just want to be heard.  There are a lot of lonely 
people out there and lending a listening ear can really help 
make the difference.”

“We’re making a concerted effort to reach out to more 
youngsters and adolescents by going out to schools, and 
they are increasingly finding their way to us too.  Youngsters 
today get so tied up with their smartphones and video 
games that they crave a personal exchange.  They don’t 
want to talk to their parents, teacher or friends - convinced 
they won’t understand them anyway or embarrassed to say 
what’s bothering them - and just want a little guidance.” 
 
The Educational Testing Programme in particular has proven 
to be popular with CHS clients, as the psycho-educational 
assessment programme is the only one of its kind in the 
Benelux.  Aimed at children between the ages of 3 and 18, 
it is there for children who are experiencing difficulty in the 
classroom, struggle with homework or finding it difficult to 
pay attention in class.  “We understand parents would like 
to have their child tested before the start of the new school 
year, but you have to match the right therapist with the 
child.  It all depends on the problems they’re experiencing,” 
explains Michael.  “Interestingly, we sometimes see that 
when a child has for example been found to suffer from 
attention deficit disorder, the parents want to get tested 
too! If you are struggling with any type of question at all, 
please don’t hesitate to reach out to CHS.  Their team of 
highly trained volunteers and therapists are on hand to help 
you understand and adjust to the demands of life as an 
expatriate.  It can take just one comforting phone call to help 
someone through a crisis or set up a course of therapeutic 
treatment.”

“Relying on the support of volunteers to ‘woman or man’ 
the phone lines and run the administrative office, CHS needs 
help too,” Michael tells us.  “We don’t ask for much, but the 
time people are able to give us is very valuable.  Whether 
they want to help on the Helpline or are happier doing 
administrative tasks, or even helping with our fundraising 
efforts, we’d love to hear from anyone who can spare a 
few hours during the week or weekend. It’s important our 
volunteers are good listeners and have a fluent grasp of the 
English language.”

The Community Help Service annual calendar is much more 
than a calendar. It’s full of useful, practical and sometimes 
‘out-of–the-way’ information for both newcomers to 
Brussels and long-term residents.  Costing €10 each, sales 
are an important way of raising funds.  CHS is offering a 
discount on multiple purchases for readers of ReLocate and 
for ABRA members who would like to include them in their 
welcome packs and a sale-or-return arrangement can be 
discussed.  

www.chsbelgium.org/en/
Helpline (24/7) - 02 648 4014
Book an appointment - 02 647 6780
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which scenario, when and how            by Andreia Ghimis

Employers: Preparing for Brexit

We’d hoped last week’s Brexit vote would finally deliver 
some clarity, but alas, nothing has changed. We find 
ourselves no closer to an answer than when ‘the people 
spoke’ back in the 2016 referendum.  What is clear 
however, is that we need to prepare as best we can.  As the 
withdrawal date of the United Kingdom from the European 
Union (EU) is approaching, many companies are becoming 
increasingly worried about the impact this will have on 
their workforce and business in general. The most frequent 
questions immigration providers receive from clients are:

     ∞ What Brexit scenario should we prepare for? 
    ∞ When should we start preparing?
    ∞ How should we prepare?  
Answering these questions is difficult, but not impossible. 

Preparing for a soft or a hard Brexit? 
So what scenario should you prepare for? To answer this 
question, companies should look at what decision makers 
are currently doing. Both in the UK and in the EU (at EU 
and at national level) decision makers keep highlighting 
their commitment to finding a deal. However at the same 
time, everyone is also preparing for a no-deal scenario. For 
example, the French government published a draft law in 
November 2018 to create a no-deal legal framework. Other 
countries, such as Germany, Netherlands, Sweden, Italy, 
Czech Republic have made public their no deal preparations 
as of the beginning of 2019. In addition, the European 
Commission published three communications last year - one 

in July, one in November and one in December - urging all 
stakeholders, from national administrations to citizens and 
economic operators, to prepare for a hard Brexit. 

This is indeed the most cautious thing to do. On the one 
hand, possible disturbances caused by a hard Brexit could 
be very costly for companies. On the other hand, all the 
efforts put into preparing for a hard Brexit would not be 
wasted if, eventually, a soft Brexit occurs. Why? Because the 
hard Brexit and the soft Brexit scenarios are in the end not 
so different from each. 

Three main aspects distinguish them. The first one is the two 
year transition period (30th of March 2019 - 1st of January 
2021) which would be implemented only if the Withdrawal 
Agreement is ratified and enters into force by 30th of March 
2019 (soft Brexit). The second one is the level of protection 
to be granted to UK/EU nationals residing in the EU/UK 
prior to the Brexit day (less generous in case of a hard 
Brexit). And the third one is the nature of the future EU-
UK relationship. In a hard Brexit scenario there would be no 
time to negotiate. So, from an immigration perspective, we 
would fall back immediately on already existing immigration 
schemes (GATS mode IV, EU permits, national permits) as of 
30th of March 2019. This does not mean however that, in 
the future, this could not be re-negotiated and amended. In 
a soft Brexit scenario, there would certainly be talks about 
the future arrangements during the transition period, and 
some more ambitious schemes could be put in place.  



Once the stakeholders are identified, it is crucial to put a 
communication strategy in place with tailored messages 
to all groups of stakeholders. Employers should reassure 
employees to make sure they retain them. In addition, 
they should train recruiters and HR specialists to help them 
understand the implications of a soft or a hard Brexit.

The third step - not necessarily in a chronological order as 
some of these steps can be taken simultaneously - would 
be to collect data about the impacted employees. It is no 
longer sufficient to know who they are. Companies must 
also have information about their length of stay in the 
host country, nationality of their family members, type of 
employment, employment conditions, education, etc.  All of 
this data is necessary to create preparedness strategies and 
contingency plans. 

And lastly, get ready to implement these strategies and 
plans. Brexit is an ever changing landscape and is very 
difficult to keep up with. There are no exact deadlines, no 
exact timelines, no precise outcome. Companies must be 
flexible. They must make sure they have all the necessary 
resources and are ready to act at any time. With all the 
uncertainty around Brexit, only one thing is certain. As 
cliché as this may seem, companies should definitely hope 
for the best, but prepare for the worst. 

With thanks to Andreia Ghimis, Senior Consultant EU 
Government and Client Advisory at Fragomen

Nevertheless, understanding what impact Brexit will have 
on current employees and future employees is crucial for 
all businesses. And some of this analysis will be the same 
in both scenarios. The major consequences will be felt 
only two years later if there is a soft Brexit. Yet, the sooner 
companies start preparing, the better chances they stand to 
avoid all possible disruptions and negative consequences on 
their employees. 

When should companies start preparing? 
Ideally, preparations should already be on-going. Although 
there is still a lot of uncertainty, companies and employees 
can already take steps to protect their rights and prepare for 
the future, irrespective of what the future will look like. All 
concerned people must make sure they are making use of all 
existing tools and schemes already in place and that they are 
ready for when new ones will be available for them. 

How should companies prepare? 
The first thing to do is classify the stakeholders within the 
company who will be impacted. Some of the stakeholders 
are easy to identify: EU nationals locally hired in the UK 
or UK nationals locally hired in an EU country. But Brexit 
might also have an impact on cross border workers, 
business travellers, employees temporarily assigned in the 
UK or an EU country, and even third country nationals in 
some situations. Moreover, Brexit will also impact future 
employees. Therefore, recruiters and HR departments must 
be aware of how their work will be influenced by Brexit. 

Rental Apartments in Brussels
Rent your luxury furnished apartment on 

central prime locations

+ Modern studios, 1, 2 & 3 bedroom apartments

+ Call now, move-in today

+ Parking, housekeeping & handyman available

+ Both furnished & unfurnished apartments

+ Locations: city centre, NATO, Brussels Airport 
   & European Quarter

+ Public transport within walking distance

+ Fully furnished and equipped apartments, 
   access control to all residences & Wi-Fi access

Discover all our residences

WWW.RENTMORE.BE
info@rentmore.be    + 32 (0)2 305 55 55 

PARK AVENUE
 NEW PROJECT! 

OPENING IN JANUARY 2019

TOP LOCATION EUROPEAN
QUARTER

Handelsstraat 76  
1000 Brussels
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 Temporary
housing made easy

BBF Serviced Apartments has been providing serviced and residential apartments since 1992.

With more than 1600 fl ats in different top locations in Brussels and Budapest, we are able to offer fl exible and
affordable mid to long term rental packages for expats and business travelers. Our multilingual team is always
dedicated to fi nd the ideal solution for your stay and will assist you during your booking until the end of the
lease. Recently BBF was accredited with the ASAP Quality Label which certifi es compliance with the,
guidelines in the serviced apartment industry.

Combined with our expertise and affordable rates this is your guarantee for a hassle free and excellent stay.

Book your apartment at

www.bbf.be

BBF, NUMER ONE
IN AFFORDABLE

AND COMFORTABLE
SERVICED

APARTMENTS.

SERVICED APARTMENTS

BBF RELOCATE 210X297.indd   1 17/02/16   10:19
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on digitial disruptors, social stories and other influencers                        by Fiona Klomp

Top Communication Trends

How time flies.  It’s been three years since ReLocate last 
explored the key communications trends for businesses.  
High time to find out what’s changed - and what hasn’t - 
in a world defined by disruptors and advances in digital 
technology.  We’ve ploughed through endless white papers 
and trend reports to uncover what we should be talking 
about in 2019 and how we should be doing it.  We delve 
into the biggest driving forces of the decade and talk about 
some of the most important communications trends today.  
For your business, your clients and your team.  

So why place data and technology at the top of our trends 
list?  Relocation is a people business and few (if any) of our 
members are likely to be looking into AI or data mining 
to grow their businesses anytime soon.  But we think it’s 
important you understand the most influential disruptor of 
the decade that impacts absolutely everything, right down 
to our weekly food shop. So here goes. 

DATA & TECHNOLOGY

1. Artificial Intelligence, Big Data and GDPR
Artificial intelligence is essentially the kind of task that, if 
humans performed it, we’d say they had to apply intelligence 
to execute the task.  AI is not simply chatbots on a customer 
service helpdesk.  It’s about machine learning and data 

analysis.  Every query you make and every decision you take 
helps the system give a better, more personalised response 
as it learns to anticipate your requirements. And Waze telling 
you the best route in view of the current traffic situation or 
Facebook’s algorithm deciding which posts show up in your 
newsfeed, is just the start of it. No matter what you might 
principally believe about AI, chances are you are already 
relying on it. 

Similarly, as a company, you possess data.  There is 
personally identifiable data, or PPI (home address, dates of 
birth, work visas and more), and non-personally identifiable 
information (such as gender, age range or nationality).  
GDPR has changed the way we look at data from a business 
and personal perspective, and it’s a good thing.  However, 
it’s the massive amounts of non-PPI data, also known as Big 
Data, that are currently driving marketing efforts around 
the globe as ROI becomes ever more measurable. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the counterweight to all this machine driven 
activity is a powerful need for a more human connection, 
more on which later. 

2. Smart Speakers and Long Tail Keywords
The never-ending quest to rank well in search engines 
continues as before but has now gained an additional 
facet with the rise of Alexa, Google Assistant and other AI 
powered devices (hello, machine learning).  The very nature 
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“I predict that storytelling 
will be one of the major 
differentiators between 
brands that get noticed 
and those that don’t. The 
market will continue to get 
noisier and brands that 
create human connections 
through the art of story 
will rise. This means that 
now more than ever, 
becoming a prolific writer 
and communicator is a key 
characteristic of effective 
marketers.” - Holly Tate, 
Vanderbloemen Search 
Group

of online searches is changing drastically, with ComScore 
estimating that half of all search queries will be voice-based 
by 2020.  So what might this mean for your business?  

Imagine you are considering moving halfway around the 
world on a foreign assignment.  You’ve told your boss you’ll 
have to talk to your partner before coming back with a firm 
decision, and so whilst cooking dinner you ask Siri about 
international schools in the Brussels area or residential 
neighbourhoods in Waterloo.  Siri will only give you a 
handful of answers, maybe even just one, instead of the 79.2 
million that a Google web search will.  To cater to this new 
technology you need to start including long tail keywords 
to bolster your online presence; highly specific multi-word 
phrases that answer the very specific questions someone 
might ask their smart speaker.  

STORYTELLING AND THE HUMAN TOUCH

3. Social Purpose, Authenticity and Brand Storytelling
We’ve spoken about the importance of 
purpose in previous issues of ReLocate 
and this continues to be the case in 
2019.  In fact, it is going to drive more 
decisions than ever before. No longer can 
we simply sell a service or a product, we 
have to lead with our business purpose to 
convince customers of our proposition. 

“Social purpose is rising up the corporate 
agenda as consumers look for companies 
demonstrating (not just talking about) 
shared values. Watch out for brands 
taking Iceland’s orangutan lead and 
placing accountable leadership at the 
heart of their organisational strategies - 
and social media - to drive company value 
over the long-term,” says Sarah Hall of 
Sarah Hall Consulting.  

Authenticity is key in this and as such your 
brand story should be the solid ground 
on which all your communications are 
built.  The Stackla Report tells us that 
86% of consumers feel authenticity is 
an important factor when deciding what 
brands to support.  This number is even higher among 
millennials.  No matter how big or small your organisation, 
customers and employees alike are increasingly expecting 
your mission, vision and values to be more than just words.  
Driving your strategy, it is what you do and how you do it.

“Consumers used to accept that their favorite brands were 
neutral. “Don’t pick sides, and avoid topics and statements 
that alienate any audiences” were the common PR marching 
orders,” says Deirdre Breakenridge of Pure Performance 
Communications. “Today, there is a different set of consumer 
expectations. Businesses are required to have a voice and 
to take a stance for their customers on important topics.  
Maybe it is climate change, politics or other social issues? 
Social media and the citizen journalist have ignited brand 

purpose and social activism. There are businesses not only 
ready to join the conversation and be the voice, but that are 
also helping to create the change their customer wants to 
see.”

4. Influencer Marketing and Content Marketing 
Advertisement fatigue is real and with 30% of all internet 
users expected to be using ad blockers by the end of the 
year, marketers are having to come up with creative new 
ways to reach target audiences.  Sponsored articles (also 
known as native advertising) and user generated content 
are great ways of doing this.  Their main strengths are that 
they entertain and inform audiences and - when done right 
- feel natural and authentic.  GoPro for example almost 
solely relies on user generated content as a quick trip to 
their website will show you. Asking users to send in their 
best clips, they offer cash awards and promotions for the 
footage they use.  

“In 2019, brands are going to find it increasingly difficult 
to attract and retain their audience’s attention on social 

media. The brands that develop creative 
content strategies that tap into themes 
that are culturally relevant (and topical) to 
their audiences, will win. People don’t go 
on social to see content about your brand, 
they don’t care about you or your brand. 
They want to be educated, entertained 
and inspired. The sooner you realise that 
and start creating content that fulfils those 
needs, the better.” states Dan Knowlton of 
KPS Digital Marketing

Similarly, influencer marketing is enjoying 
a meteoric rise.  “For years we’ve been 
reviewing and rating products and services, 
which has paved the way for the rise of 
influencer marketing.  Offering companies 
and brands a new way to survive, it looks 
like this trend is here to stay,” says Carol 
Lamarque of Duval Innovative Marketing.  
“People will always be receptive to 
recommendations by others.  Think back to 
the last conversation you had with a friend 
about a new restaurant.  If they enjoyed 
it, you’re highly likely to book there too. 

Social media have only strengthened this process as they 
offer committed influencers a great platform.  You can’t 
underestimate the impact of a micro-influencer with a few 
hundred followers.  Because they’re so small people see 
them as an individual, not a medium.  It’s how they instil 
confidence.”    

5. Social Stories, Takeovers and Video Marketing
With 3.196 billion global social media users, equating to 
42% market penetration (We are Social), social media’s 
significance to society cannot be ignored. Offering 
companies with limited resources access to powerful 
marketing tools, platforms such as Facebook and Instagram 
are adjusting their advertisement models to make marketing 
more effective for companies. 
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“Stories have redefined 
the way brands 
communicate on 
Instagram, and creative 
marketers are now 
learning to use this format 
to address each stage 
of the customer journey, 
from awareness to direct 
purchase. We’ll see even 
more investments in this 
channel in 2019.” - Todd 
Grossman,  Talkwalker

In this, video and social stories are leading the way. Done 
well, video marketing produces amazing results. According 
to HubSpot, simply adding a video to an email boosts click-
through rate by a staggering 200-300 percent, and putting 
one on a landing page increases conversion rate by 80 
percent.  Forbes research supports this, reporting that 65% 
of executives visit the marketer’s website and 39% will call a 
vendor after viewing a video.  

Thankfully, including video in your communication strategy 
doesn’t require a multimillion euro budget.  Think about 
allowing team members to ‘take over’ your social media 
pages for a fresh new view.  From 
interviews, demos and ‘behind the scenes’ 
glimpses of events, life in the office and 
more, thanks to smart phone technology, 
video is easily integrated. Use photographs 
and short video clips to create ‘stories’ on 
your newsfeed, and as they will only stay 
up for a limited amount of time, they 
serve to create a sense of excitement with 
followers.  The more savvy marketers make 
use of the interactive options provided in 
stories such as ‘vote yes or no’,  ‘click here 
to discover more’ and so on. 

6. Personalised Content
If you want to stand out in 2019, you 
need to personalise your marketing – 
and that means personalised content, 
products, emails, and more. With the 
availability of data-like purchase history, 
consumer behaviour and links clicked, custom content has 
never been easier. In fact, Evergage reports that 96% of 
marketers believe that personalisation advances customer 
relationships.  And it’s not just marketing that is driving this 
trend. Infosys found that 74% of customers feel frustrated 
when website content is not personalised. According to 
Forrester, 77% of consumers have chosen, recommended, 
or paid more for a brand that provides a personalised service 
or experience. And Digital Trends tells us that seventy-three 
percent of consumers prefer to do business with brands that 
use personal information to make their experiences more 
relevant. Time to start looking at your customer data then.

When done correctly, using personalised marketing in 
digital and print business-critical documents can help you 
effectively reach your customers and yield a high ROI. In 
addition to revenue opportunities, personalised document 
marketing can help create a better customer experience by 
delivering content unique to an individual’s specific needs. 
Businesses like Netflix and Amazon are already leveraging 
the power of personalisation. Logging on to your Netflix 
account, for example, immediately shows you the evidence 
of this: the banner, carousels, order, artwork, text and 
search are all personalised for you. As Kevin George, Head 
of Marketing at EmailMonks, puts it: “The future of e-mail 
is real-time, behaviour-based personalisation. A study by 
Marketo shows that personalised, triggered e-mails based 
on behaviour are 3x better than batch-and-blast e-mails.”

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

7. Employee Engagement and Positive Experiences
From communicating with your target audience to 
communicating with your team, employee engagement 
is where all of the above comes together.  Your corporate 
story is built on your strategy, which in turn is what brings 
your mission, vision and values to life.  Your company culture 
needs to inspire and engage, as the business benefits of 
getting this right are impressive.  Harvard Business Review 
reports that organisations that boast a clear and inspiring 

company culture can expect to achieve 
20-30% better business results than their 
competitors.  Michael Hartland wrote 
about the importance of delivering a 
positive employee experience in HR News 
last year, and we couldn’t agree more.   

“An increased focus on building positive 
employee experience will be a core goal 
of internal communications plans. The 
benefits in improved customer experience 
and retention of top staff performers are 
undeniable. But while the value may be 
understood now, practical implementation 
has lagged behind. Nearly 80% of 
executives rate employee experience as 
important, but only 22% believe that 
their companies are building a genuinely 
different employee experience. In fact, 
employee engagement generally has been 
flat in recent years. One cause for this 

lies in our increasingly complex workplaces. Virtual teams, 
dispersed staff, technology, and multi-generations and 
cultures have all added to this complexity.”

8. One Tool to Rule Them All
This, in turn, segways into our final point quite nicely.  We 
live and work in an increasingly mobile world. Over half of 
all internet usage is done on mobile, compared to just 31% 
three years ago. And although businesses have recognised 
the importance of a ‘mobile first’ mentality, the implications 
- and opportunities - for internal communications are both 
technical and physical. Witness the growing popularity 
of programmes such as OneNote, Google Docs and other 
cloud-based applications that facilitate team input and 
creativity.   

Technological innovations have also opened the door 
for company apps as a new way to strengthen employee 
communication, engagement and loyalty. Allowing you 
to manage projects, assign tasks and keep other team 
members updated, free apps such as Slack, Trello and Asana 
offer a modern and convenient way of working within a team 
environment, irrespective of physical location.  Holding the 
middle ground between a digital to-do list, a Whatsapp 
group and email, they go a long way towards keeping your 
mailbox free of clutter and help you pool information and 
resources within the team. 
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if not today, then surely tomorrow                        by Deborah Seymus

Flatsharing with a Refugee

As professionals in the global mobility sector we know all 
about managing culture shock, helping our assignees adapt 
to new environments, and spend a lot of time considering 
matters such as cost of living allowances and hardship 
locations. But what about those who move halfway across 
the globe with no help whatsoever? The people who leave 
their homes behind for entirely different reasons than a 
(temporary) foreign assignment? Freelance journalist and 
millennial Deborah Seymus has a monthly column on living 
with a young refugee with Knack online and is republished 
here with their permission. We look forward to bringing 
you her column over the coming issues as we explore a 
brand new view on life in Belgium. 

Just over six months ago I met Izat*. Izat fled Afghanistan 
at the age of 19. He and his family lived in the village of 
Tagab in the northeast of Afghanistan, which has been 
under Taliban control since 1995. War has been raging in 
the region since 2001, and with Tagab trapped between the 
Taliban militia on the one side and government soldiers on 
the other, his village is under constant fire. Going to school 
is not an option as schools ceased to exist some time ago 
and career opportunities for young men are limited to being 
recruited by either the Taliban or the army. Realising this, 
his parents concluded there was no future for him in Tagab. 
They saved up 10,000 dollars and with a heavy heart helped 
their son flee to Belgium.  

“If it doesn’t happen today, it’ll happen tomorrow, and 
if not tomorrow, then surely another time.”

Time is precious.  For most of us probably so much so that it 
takes up a large amount of our lives.  Making and planning 
our time for all sorts of things such as work, appointments, 
social occasions, ourselves and our partners, can be quite 
frankly, exhausting.  Like no other people, the Flemish are 
masters at explaining why we really can’t meet for at least 
another three weeks because, well, our diaries simply won’t 
allow it. 

When Izat* arrived here he had no idea about the busy 
lives we lead. Our lives are controlled by time and finding 
yourself suddenly thrown into such a hectic rollercoaster is 
anything but self-evident. His biggest obstacle, to this day, is 
the concept of dividing and scheduling time. In Afghanistan 
there is no such thing as an agenda.  You live from day to 
day, especially in the region where he’s from. What doesn’t 
happen today is for tomorrow, and if it’s not tomorrow then 
it will certainly happen another time.  This also means he 
experiences time differently than we do.  When Izat first 
arrived, he only knew the terms ‘yesterday’ and ‘tomorrow’. 
Imagine trying to adapt to our ridiculously hectic lives, full of 
tight schedules and double bookings. 
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“Our lives are controlled by managing time and 
making our schedules work.”

I came home one evening and told him that I was sleeping 
badly as my mattress needed replacing. He suggested buying 
a mattress tomorrow to which I replied that driving to IKEA 
next week suited me better.  I might as well have said next 
month, because he didn’t understand. “What does next 
week mean, Deborah?” I tried explaining that next week 
is the week following after this one, but that the day itself 
needn’t be set yet. “So next week can be in four days, but 
also nine days?” He looked even more confused. I nodded 
and told him we Flemish people are a little weird with time. 
Unsurprisingly, he struggled with interpreting a ‘next week’ 
appointment for a long time. 

In the early days I sent him two messages per appointment.  
One to confirm that he had an appointment and a 
second message as a reminder an hour or two before the 
appointment.  I also made a weekly schedule and hung this 
on the fridge.  This way he gradually started learning about 
the concept of having appointments and meeting them.  
And although Izat still isn’t quite ready yet for the kind of 
carefully planned lives we Belgians lead, he has come a long 
way these last six months.  He understands what it means 
when I tell him that I am away next weekend, but even so, 
the social worker and I still send him a message the day 
before one of his appointments to be safe. 

“Family responsibilities.”

Since two months Izat has a job.  On weekends he works as 
a dishwasher in a local restaurant.  Never has he been late, 
and he isn’t happy when they ring to cancel his shift.  His 
motives are different than mine.  Every hour he works is an 
hour he earns money.  Part of the money he earns goes to 
his family in Afghanistan.  Now that the Taliban have shot 
his father in the leg, he is no longer able to work.  Izat feels 
responsible for his family and sends money each month.  To 
put this into perspective: a newcomer can earn up to €240 
per month on top of his integration income.  Any more than 
that and his living wage is docked.  Considering that this is 
just €910,52, there is little room left to save, and time is 
running out. 

“The programme deals with what is right in front of 
us, but spends very little time on what will happen 
after it ends.”

Izat and I will live together for a year and a half.  We’re now 
six months in.  In October 2019 the project ends and he 
will be expected to have learned enough to live completely 
independently.  It frightens me.  He is progressing in leaps 
and bounds and was recently crowned top of his class, but 
even with the money he can(not) save right now, things are 
going to be very difficult.   

The project focuses on the situation now and current 
issues (such as Izat’s unstable health), however very little 
time is spent on preparing the boys for what will happen 
once the programme ends. Key of course is helping them 

integrate into society as quickly as possible, but that’s a long 
process.  Social workers have a very limited amount of time 
per client.  Each social worker has to make priorities, and 
oftentimes this is a choice between head and heart.  They 
are exceptionally aware of how difficult it is for newcomers 
to create a sustainable future. 

When Izat first arrived in Brussels he was sent from pillar 
to post.  For forty days he was dependent on a crisis centre 
where, if he was lucky and on time, he could eat and spend 
the night. Sometimes he couldn’t. Then he’d sleep in the 
Maximilliaan Park. “That was very cold, often I do not eat or 
sleep,” he tells me.

While we sit here talking on our settee, I look outside.  
I’ve just come back indoors after managing not even five 
minutes on our terrace.  I try and imagine lying on a park 
bench in these temperatures, surrounded by people who 
only wish for the night and time to pass by faster.  What 
must it be like to not know anyone? To be surrounded by 
strangers speaking a strange language?  I brush away a tear.  
Sometimes I struggle to grasp what he has gone through just 
to get here. 

“A pretty impressive workload if you ask me.”

From Monday to Friday Izat attends school fulltime.  On top 
of this he follows a course on ‘social interaction’ on Tuesday 
evenings that aims to teach him how we communicate 
in Flanders.  Topics such as how to cope with stress, how 
to manage time, habits and customs between men and 
women, and more are discussed here.  And then he works 
on weekends.  Depending on the restaurant’s need, one or 
two days.  Which I consider a pretty impressive workload.
  
His parents have no idea what his life here is like, how much 
time he spends practicing the au-sound or the word ‘voraw’ 
(vrouw) or even that he is living together and spending 
time with a female who is not his wife.  During those early 
months Izat spent a lot of time in his room, alone.  Slowly he 
has started to get to know me and open up to me.  Not an 
easy task for someone who has been through so much and 
has had his trust abused so regularly through the constant 
transfers and leaving behind of friends.  The trust he places 
in me, the openness with which he speaks now and the 
moments he wants to spend together mean the world to 
me.  

“Never ever have I experienced such respect and 
generosity.”

I’ve a fair amount of experience of living together with 
people. But I have never enjoyed the respect and generosity 
that I am given by this young man, in any kind of relationship.  
Recently he came home after a long weekend’s work with 
some money in his pocket.  “For you,” he said “because I see 
you replace lamps and they expensive.”  I was left speechless.  
Of course I couldn’t accept the money, but his offer said so 
much more.  We’re a family now and we share expenses so 
I want to contribute was what he was really saying.  Is there 
anything more heart warming to start the year with?  
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D-Teach Language Summer Camp

This July, D-Teach is organising a unique Dutch language 
summer camp with an entirely new concept: an immersion 
in the Flemish culture! The concept offers online friends 
the opportunity to meet in real life as they enjoy a playful 
journey from west to east.  Each year they will visit another 
(art) city in Flanders and in extension Belgium.  This year the 
kids and supervisors will be staying in Ostend and as well as 
visiting the historical city of Antwerp. Youngsters between 
6 and 18 years old are very welcome, as participants are 
divided into groups according to their age. 
For further information on the summer camp, please visit 
https://bit.ly/2FRD5nY 

           www.d-teach.com

•
CERAN Goes Dutch!

Immersion and intensive language training experts CERAN 
have decided to revamp their Young Learners Dutch 
programme. In the programme Go for Dutch, CERAN has 
rearranged classrooms to a maximum of six students only. 
In addition to the immersive characteristics of a typical 
CERAN course, Go for Dutch features a full-day excursion to 
a Dutch-speaking city, guided by native speaker teachers of 
Dutch. Go for Dutch is a one-week programme consisting of 
28 lessons of Dutch and a full activities programme in the 
target language. Contact our language experts on +32 (0)87 
791 122 or languages.juniors@ceran.com for more details.

               www.ceran.com

•
BEPS for School Boats

“While considering how to make a positive difference to 
those in the community around the school, students at 
BEPS International Secondary School had the opportunity 
to learn about the work of “Des livres sur les pirogues”, 
an NGO that works to improve education in Africa.  On 
the islands along the Congo River, access to education is 
particularly difficult and children who do not normally have 
a school on their islands have no choice but to go to the 
school by crossing the river with their small canoes. BEPS 
students decided to support “Des livres sur les pirogues” by 
identifying fundraising projects to help purchasing pirogues 
(school boats) and help more children to get to school safe 
and easier.”

                www.beps.com

•

Kind & Gezin support for ISF Daycare

International School of Flanders (ISF) is happy to announce 
that our Daycare in Tervuren has now expanded to the 
second floor and is growing steadily! We have also received 
the second level subsidies from Kind and Gezin for 46 
child places. As a result the daycare fees in Tervuren are 
now based on family income. If you would like to visit our 
daycare please email isftervuren@isfdaycare.org for an 
appointment.

          www.isfdaycare.org

•
New ABRA Member iDSB 

to host March Member Meeting

Be sure to sign up for ABRA’s Member Meeting on Tuesday 
19th March as brand new members the International 
German School of Brussels shall be hosting.  As well as the 
host presentation, we will be discussing some important 
insurance topics, including GDPR related cyber security 
measures and liability insurances.  Headmaster Bettina Biste 
looks forward to welcoming our members.  Visit the ABRA 
website to sign up and visit the iDSB website to find out 
more about our latest member. 

       www.idsb.eu

•
BBF supports European ASAP venture

In response to the demand across Europe, ASAP has 
announced its latest collaboration with BBF, Belgium’s 
leading serviced apartments provider. This new opportunity 
marks the beginning of a new chapter for the globally 
recognized accrediting body. ASAP aims to ensure consumer 
confidence in booking serviced apartments and is recognized 
across the globe as the leading accreditation in the industry. 
James Foice, Chief Executive of ASAP, said: “I am incredibly 
excited for a new venture into Belgium. This European 
chapter for ASAP is very exciting and we can’t wait to see 
what else is to come.“We’re proud to have BBF’s support for 
our industry.”

                      www.bbf.be

•
New Website for GMFC

GMFC is happy to announce a brand new userfriendly 
website along with the renewed company logo for an 
updated look and feel.  

        www.gmfc.be

•
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New Look for Expatica

Expatica, the international community’s online home away 
from home has launched a brand new design for its Belgium 
website. We already provide tailored up to date news and 
essential information on moving to and living in Belgium, 
and we’d like to improve our user-friendliness and mobile 
appearance. We’ve tested this via our newly designed Spain 
website with successful data showing a lower bounce rate, 
increased viewer time, increased pages viewed and higher 
SEO traffic. We would like to celebrate the birth of our new 
glossy-look website with all ABRA partners:  every new 
campaign ordered by ABRA partners between 01.3.2019 
and 01.04.2019 gets a 10% extra reach for free! Contact us 
at advertise@expatica.com for details.

          www.expatica.com

•
Opening 7th  Heaven Food Café 

PREMIER SUITES PLUS ANTWERP is glad to introduce its 
brand new 7th Heaven Food Café. The Food Café is opened 
daily and offers an elaborate  breakfast menu, lunch and 
dinner items.  And the best part?  Long stay guests of the 
brand new serviced studios and apartments who don’t feel 
like cooking can always order their dinner from 7th Heaven’s 
Food Café to take away or enjoy the cosy atmosphere while 
they eat. 

                  www.premiersuitesantwerp.com

•

New Team Member and 
EuRA Quality Seal for Relocation Belgium

The Relocation Belgium team is delighted to start the new 
year by sharing the news that they have been EuRA Quality 
Seal certified for the fourth time.  “If I’m not mistaken, 
not that many relocation companies are still certified in 
Belgium,” Deborah Loones tells us.  “Additionally, we are 
delighted to have a new team member on board.  Maaike 
Descendre will support our consultants and the office with 
administrative tasks. Welcome Maaike!” 

         www.relocationbelgium.com

•
Introducing Bienvenue! 

The French-Speaking Relocation Network

There are millions of French-speaking professionals 
from across the world – France, Belgium, Luxembourg, 
Switzerland, Canada, African countries and beyond – who 
are relocating overseas for work, whether as a new recruit or 
as a transferee. This growing global mobility trend inspired 
15 relocation companies to meet in London in October 
to launch the following proposition for French-speaking 
assignees:
 
• Provide full support, in French, for relocating French-
speaking families, whatever their destination in the world.
• Ensure that all relocation services are delivered in French.
 
As well as providing invaluable support in French, the 
“Bienvenue!” network guarantees a high-quality relocation 
service, with members required to meet strict criteria to join 
and to adhere to a code of conduct. “All of our members are 
independent, small to medium-sized relocation companies. 
They provide access to a French-speaking team in the 
assignee’s chosen destination, and have the satisfaction of 
their clients at their core, whether they are a business or 
an individual” says Sylvie Froger, Director of Bienvenue!. 
“The network currently covers Belgium, Canada, Congo, 
Côte d’Ivoire, France, Germany, Italy, Liberia, Luxembourg, 
Morocco, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Singapore, 
Switzerland, the United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom, 
and Vietnam – with more destinations to come in the 
future.” 
 
   www.bienvenuerelo.com



ABRA Member Meeting & AGM - May

Due the delayed publication dates this year, we are catching up on meeting photographs. The ABRA AGM & Meeting took place 
on Tuesday 29 May at BNP Paribas Fortis, Rue Royale 20, 1000 Brussels starting at 16.30. At the AGM three new members 
Pauline Six , Bright Expats, Alexander De Nys, Fragomen and Sandra Van Bellingen, BBF Serviced Apartments were elected to 
the board. The following returning Affiliate representatives were re-elected: Dave Deruytter, ING Belgium, Fiona Klomp, Illus 
Communications, Salvatore Orlando, BNP Paribas Fortis and Katrien Vanden Waeyenbergh, Partena Business & Expats. Koen 
Reekmans, Altair Global, Charlotte François, The Map Group and Laurence Peters, Thon hotels have left the board. The guest 
speaker was Monica Schettino, Well-Being Manager Aspria Group, who spoke about health and wellbeing. 
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Ready for  
your new  
adventure  
in Belgium?

ING makes your life easy 
by helping you organize  
all your financial affairs.  
Call +32 2 464 66 64, 
or go to ing.be/expats


