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a constant in De Dijn’s oeuvre: the defence of ‘embod-

ied meaning’. There can be no respect for human 

rights if that respect does not have its roots in respect 

for the vulnerability of each actual individual; there can 

be no openness for the religious, if all sensitivity to the 

symbolic power of signs disappears. Any talk of ideals 

is impotent if those ideals are not rooted in recognition 

of the particularity that is peculiar to concrete reality. 

 Herman De Dijn’s philosophy has never been a 

purely intellectual game. With him, as with every im-

portant philosopher, it has always been a matter of 

commitment, in the service of which philosophy was 

used. So for many people De Dijn has been a thorn in 

their flesh. But then, in philosophical circles that is ac-

tually the greatest compliment. 

GuidoVanheeswijck

TranslatedbyLindseyEdwards
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Herman Van Rompuy Succeeds  
Yves Leterme

Since the 30th December 2008 a new Prime Minister 

has been running Belgium: the Flemish Christian 

Democrat Herman Van Rompuy (1947-). The man has a 

long experience of the wheels of the State. He entered 

politics at the age of 28, and was Deputy Prime Minister 

and Minister for the Budget from 1993 to 1999. Before 

being called upon by the King to head the cabinet, he 

was comfortably installed as President of the Chamber 

of Deputies, a perch he was reluctant to leave. ‘I’m not 

a candidate’ was his response to the post of Head of 

Government and the responsibilities that go with it.

It must be said that his task is exceptionally hard. 

For some observers of political life it constitutes a 

veritable challenge. It comes down to this: the Prime 

Minister has to guide the country through an economic 

crisis which looks set to be the most serious since that 

of 1929. He already had to deal with one of the manifes-

tations of this crisis: the consequences of the break-up 

of the banking and insurance group Fortis. On top of 

which, regional elections are due in June 2009 and 

could revive the tensions between the communities. 

Finally, and this is not the least of the government’s 

problems, it will have to impose a compromise be-

tween the members of its own federal government and 

the representatives of the federated entities on a con-

stitutional reform; while this has been accepted in 

principle by practically everyone in Belgium, there has 

been little agreement as to its extent. Cornerstone or 

stumbling-block of this highly sensitive community 

matter: the splitting of the electoral district of 

Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde, the only one in the country 

which is still bilingual.

Herman Van Rompuy presides over a slightly recast 

government, reuniting five parties: Christian Demo-

crats of the CD&V and liberals of the Open VLD on the 

Flemish side, liberals of the MR, Democratic Humanists 

of the CDH and Socialists of the PS on the French-

speaking side. Three political families divided by inter-

community antagonisms, and parties which are often 

at daggers drawn with each other.

For all his image as a well-groomed Fleming, a 

Society

great lover of French literature, Herman Van Rompuy 

has nonetheless immediately established himself as 

the head of this difficult team. An intellectual whose 

interlocutors appreciate his ability to listen, he is 

praised for his synthesising mind which enables him 

rapidly to formulate the web of agreements to be ne-

gotiated. Add to that a reputation as a moderate, a fed-

eralist, and take into account his experience in financial 

matters. Isn’t he exactly the right man for the job?

Paradoxically, the only people not to have joined this 

broad consensus on the new premier right away are 

certain members of his own party, who according to 

the press dislike his affiliation to the right wing of 

CD&V, or who see him as having betrayed the fallen 

star of the Flemish Christian Democrats, the outgoing 

Prime Minister Yves Leterme, with whom he maintains 

‘polite relations’. 

While there was always scepticism regarding Mr 

Leterme’s ability to push through a balanced constitu-

tional reform, in the end it was ‘Fortisgate’ that brought 

him down. Seldom if ever has a Belgian political indi-

vidual accumulated so many superlatives: a candidate 

with 800,000 preferential votes in the parliamentary 

elections of June 2007, he only took on the premiership 

after more than nine months of painful efforts to form 

a government, the longest in Belgian history, through-

out which Guy Verhofstadt of the Open VLD held the 

office of Prime Minister for Current Affairs, and for  

a scant three months that of Interim Prime Minister,  

a formula hitherto unknown in Belgium.
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Without doubt, the sheer scale of his electoral 

promises and the rigidity with which he sought to im-

pose them on everyone in the early days, weighed on 

Yves Leterme, as did the pressures of the Flemish 

Nationalist party N-VA with which he formed a political 

coalition until the autumn of 2008. The decline in the 

general economic situation certainly did not help him, 

and the rescue of Fortis was a particularly delicate and 

sensitive matter for the many Belgians with savings. 

As the regional elections of June 2009 draw near, 

observers are wary of tipping Herman Van Rompuy to 

win; but when asked by the press political scientist 

Pierre Vercauteren of the University of Mons gave it as 

his opinion that ‘he possesses three qualities necessary 

for government action to succeed: leadership, creativity 

and the ability to compromise’. And already it has only 

taken him two days to form his government.

15March2009

GeralddeHemptinne

TranslatedbySheilaM.Dale

The Fortis Saga

On 6 August 2007 the Belgian-Dutch banking and  

insurance group Fortis held an extraordinary share-

holders’ meeting in which enthusiastically and by 

more than 95% of the votes the bid was approved that 

Fortis had made – together with the British Royal Bank 

of Scotland and the Spanish Banco Santander – for the 

Dutch ABN AMRO Bank. The bid was for 71 billion euro, 

the Fortis part being 24 billion euro for which it would 

acquire the Dutch branch of the worldwide operat-

ing ABN AMRO Bank. That day Fortis shares closed 

at 28.05 euro at the Brussels and Amsterdam stock 

exchanges.

On 1 December 2008 Fortis held another extraor-

dinary shareholders’ meeting in the Netherlands and 

the next day in Belgium. This time the board had to ac-

count to the furious shareholders for the catastrophic 

dismantling of the group which had taken place in 

the space of a few weeks as a direct consequence of 

Fortis having paid far too much for ABN AMRO. In early 

October 2008 Fortis had been forced to offload all its 

banking activities as well as its Belgian and Dutch 

insurance activities, with only the international insur-

ance business outside these two countries plus a port-

folio of American toxic assets remaining in the holding 

company. On 1 December 2008 Fortis shares quoted 

0.69 euro on the stock exchanges. More than 97% of 

the shareholder value had evaporated.

In 2007 everything still seemed to be going well. In 

October of that year Fortis paid the €24 billion, having 

succeeded in increasing its capital by €13.4 billion by 

means of a rights issue. The share price was then 

around €23. Several billion euros had also been raised 

through other channels to finance the acquisition, and 

in November the Chinese insurance group Ping An ac-

quired a stake of more than 4% in Fortis’ equity. In all 

its public statements Fortis expressed the fullest con-

fidence in its financial health. At the shareholders’ 

meeting on 29 April 2008, Chief Financial Officer 

Gilbert Mittler explained that, ‘barring unforeseen cir-

cumstances’, the intention was to distribute an interim 

dividend in September, as in 2007.

But then, on 26 June 2008, Fortis announced a 
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