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UN Conference  

“Strengthening international cooperation to 

combat the evolving threat of terrorism” 

29 June 2018 – UN Headquarters New York 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

For almost 4 years now, I have been responsible for the 

safety policies in Belgium. With regards to fighting 

terrorism, the past 4 years have been rough. We have 

been victim of a brutal terrorist attack on the 22nd of 

March 2016. Since then, our police- and intelligence 

services have been working around the clock to try and 

prevent other terrorist attacks from occurring. And 

thankfully, so far, they have been successful. 

 

Aside from the permanent threat coming from so called 

“lone wolves” we are handling the situation quite well.  

This is, amongst others, thanks to a set of around 50 

measures against terrorism that our Belgian 

government has imposed. As a result, the official 
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threat-level in Belgium has decreased from 3 to 2 on a 

scale of 4 in the last couple of months.  

Nevertheless we have to stay alert. Belgium was 

the country with the highest relative amount of foreign 

fighters travelling to Syria and Irak. We assume that 

there are currently 130 foreign fighters still in Syria and 

Irak. These are ticking timebombs should they ever 

return to Belgium. Meanwhile, the practice of 

brainwashing youngsters at the homefront, continues.  

 

My safety policy contains some key principles which I 

like to share with you: 

 

 We are convinced that the battle against violent 

extremism takes place on a local level first. This 

means capturing signs of radicalism in an early stage, 

through all actors in society (such as education, 

employment organizations or well fare workers) and 

transmitting this type of information to police 

services if necessary. Therefore every Belgian 

municipality is obliged to set up an “antenna”. This 

antenna is a specialized taskforce where all safety 

services are represented and where potentially 
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dangerous citizens are closely monitored even if they 

haven’t committed a crime yet. 

 

 Brainwashing is conducted mostly through online 

media. We have created a special unit within the 

Belgian police force solely dedicated to track, trace 

and ban hateful and imflammatory online messages. 

We are also working together to create  “counter 

narrative”: an alternative for jihadistic propaganda. 

We are involved in different projects within the EU to 

deliver this counter narrative.  

 Repressive measures alone are not enough… In some 

problem neighborhoods in our big cities the social 

layers has been so disrupted that initiatives on a long 

term are required. That’s why I am a strong believer 

and practioner of “reconquering our youngster’s 

hearts”. We have to convince our youth that there 

are chances for them to develop within our bona fide 

society. Therefore I have recently started a project in 

collaboration with civil society in the notorious 

community of Molenbeek (in Brussels) where we 

motivate the local youth to take the bull by the 

horns.  
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A final principle I would like to share with you is the use 

of digital technology. We should not be afraid of all the 

technical evolutions that are taking place around us, 

but we should use them to our advantage I’m thinking 

about artificial intelligence, internet of things, block 

chain but also new social network tools. At the end of 

this year I will be hosting a special congress in Brussels 

regarding this topic.  

 

Let us think outside of the box to capture the early 

warning signs of radicalization, outmaneuver potential 

terrorists and winning the hearts and minds of our 

youth.  

 

Thank you. 

 

 


