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Michel Vandersmissen 

Born in Tongeren, Belgium, Michel graduated from KU Leuven with a degree in Germanic 
languages, with a major in English literature. He began his career in 1988 as a regional journalist 
at De Gazet Van Antwerpen, where he also became a political journalist. He then moved to Het 
Nieuwsblad where I worked as a reporter but returned to the economic desk of De Standaard. A 
few years later he was promoted to chief of the home desk, then chief of economic desk of De 
Standaard. In 2007 he was appointed as editor-in-chief of Het Nieuwsblad and returned in 
January 2010 to the economic desk of De Standaard as a senior writer. 

Ruben Mooijman 

Originally from The Hague, in the Netherlands Ruben studied Geography at the University of 
Amsterdam; and subsequently further study Journalism, at the School of Journalism Utrecht. 
Started his career in 1988 as an intern at Flemish daily De Morgen, and then worked two years 
as a city reporter at the Ghent office of De Morgen. He moved to the news desk in Brussels and 
covered various subjects as a reporter. He moved to the economic desk when De Morgen 
decided to invest in a business and financial supplement and covered, among other things, the 
retail and food sectors. In 2003 he left De Morgen to become economic reporter for the business 
supplement of De Standaard, and subsequently became deputy business editor, and then 
business editor at De Standaard.  



 



 



 



 



Translation 

Why is one POOR and the other RICH? 
 
What do you get if you ask a rich entrepreneur and a poor formerly unemployed person to 
talk about money, well-being and lack of opportunity? An interesting debate. 'Wealth is 
being happy', says one. 'Wealth is having a lot of money', insists the other.  
 
(caption) Swa Schyvens sitting at the table at Roland Duchatelet's home. Together they are 
trying to find a definition of wealth. Duchatelet: 'Wealth is being happy inside your head. And that 
is possible only if you don't have to think about money every day'. Schyvens: 'Wealth is having a 
lot of money'. 
 
Rich and poor. Two different worlds: on the one hand, world travel and fancy limousines, and on 
the other, social housing and money problems. Two worlds that seem miles apart. As part of the 
series ‘Money makes you Happy’, we decided to try to bridge the gulf that separates the two. We 
sought, and found, a representative of each of the two groups who were prepared to debate with 
each other about wealth and poverty. And who were also prepared to do so at their homes. The 
world of wealth is represented by Roland Duchatelet, a successful entrepreneur and a multi-
millionaire who also has very specific ideas on the distribution of wealth. The representative of 
the poor is Swa Schyvens, who comes from a background with few opportunities and who is 
currently involved in an umbrella organisation for associations involving the poor.  

 
The first of the series of dialogues takes place at Swa Schyvens' place. He lives in a simple 
terrace house in Berendrecht, a district of Antwerp located in the port area. The first impression 
is not one of great poverty. Flemish villages like Berenrecht are a dime a dozen. The street 
where Schyvens lives is lined on both sides with social housing, each with a sizeable lawn and a 
driveway for cars. At Schyvens' place an Opel Zafira is parked in front of the door. We are far 
removed here - both literally and figuratively - from the problem areas of the big cities where, 
according to the cliché, poverty ought to be found. Inside, Schyvens' home does not differ 
enormously from the average Flemish interior either. A large L-shaped living room with a view of 
the garden, unvarnished wooden furniture, a big sofa strategically positioned in front of the 
flatscreen television.  
 
It is only once Schyvens begins to talk that one begins to realise what poverty really is. It lies 
deeper than the outward signs such as a house, a car or a widescreen TV. It is - in his case - a 
lifelong struggle against prejudice, discrimination and a lack of prospects for the future. Swa 
Schyvens was born in 1958 in a deprived family of nine children. His mother brought the children 
up on her own, since his father was a sailor and later a café owner in Antwerp's Seefhoek 
district. Swa Schyvens grew up in a boarding school run by nuns. 'Going to sleep and waking up 
with God, and everything in between as well. When I returned to live at home, the contrast with 
the swearing and cursing in the café was too great.' 
 
Swa Schyvens did not finish school, was quick to get into fights and ended up involved in petty 
crime. At fourteen he went to work at a shipyard, but gave up after only two days. He married 
young, soon became a father and divorced while still young. He earned a living with the 
proverbial dozen trades, thirteen miseries. 'The longest job I had lasted nine months.' A large 
part of his wages went to pay off debts he had inherited from his father when he died. 'Scraping 
a living. It's the same today. The debts are piling up and you end up in a vicious cycle.' 
 
 



 
'You must not underestimate the luck factor. It's just like in football: the difference between 
getting it in the goal and hitting the goalpost is a small one' 
 
 
 
Things went from bad to worse. Schyvens shut himself off from the outside world. He came out 
only to pick up his welfare cheque. In the end, he let a social worker persuade him that he could 
still make something of his life. Now Schyvens works as a consultant, drawing on his life 
experience, for the Flemish network of associations where the poor are given a voice. 
 
The contrast with Roland Duchatelet is striking. The entrepreneur and politician comes from a 
sheltered background: his father was a state police officer who reached the rank of chief of staff. 
'I grew up in a good family, one like many others.’ In the Duchatelet family, children were 
encouraged to study. Roland got three degrees at the University of Leuven and went to work as 
an engineer with Bell Telephone in Antwerp. His career was not always smooth sailing, however. 
'I lost my job, and I know that that looks like a personal failure.' The entrepreneur in Duchatelet 
also experienced a setback: his first company, a firm that developed the computer game 'Memo 
Test', went bankrupt. But over the last few years he has become one of the most successful 
businessmen in Belgium. He is part of a conglomerate of firms that manufacture computer chips. 
Two of these, Melexis and Epiq, are listed on the stock exchange. Melexis has grown into a 
multinational company with branches in nine countries and a turnover of 129 million euros. 
Together with his business partners Rudi De Winter and Françoise Chombar, Duchatelet owns 
half of Melexis, with a market value of 339 million euros. 
 
He owns 79 per cent of Epiq, whose market value is 32 million euros. In 2007, Het Nieuwsblad 
ranked Duchatelet 22nd on the list of the wealthiest Flemings. Besides being an entrepreneur, 
Duchatelet is also the president of the STW football club, a city councillor in Sint-Truiden and a 
senator.  
 
Mr Duchatelet, you are a successful and well-to-do entrepreneur. To what extent is that 
down to your own merit? 
  
Duchatelet: You have to put it into perspective. 'You must not underestimate the luck factor. It's 
just like in football: the difference between getting it in the goal and hitting the goalpost is a small 
one'. Although I admit that someone like Ronaldo nearly always gets it into the goal.'  
 
Mr Schyvens, what do you think about this?  
 
Schyvens: 'People living in poverty have little control over their lives. After a workplace accident 
as a lorry driver, I withdrew completely from society. Society had let me down, and so I let 
society down. I was unemployed for nine years. The only thing I did was collect my welfare 
cheque. Thanks to the efforts of a social worker, I was able to escape from the vicious cycle of 
poverty.' 
 
Duchatelet: 'I have also been through difficult times. But I gain strength from the thought that 
there are always people who have things even harder.' 
 
Schyvens: 'I am still living in poverty, as I earn less than I spend.' Duchatelet: 'I know people 
who have all the money they need but are still very unhappy.'  
 
What is the best way to combat poverty?  



 
Duchatelet: By reducing the size of the State and reforming social security. The country is 
wealthy enough to give everyone a basic income. As things stand now, redistribution is not well 
organised. The socialists want to divide the pie as equally as possible, but the liberals want to 
make the pie so big that even the smallest slice is larger than that of the socialists.'  
 
What is your view of a tax on wealth?  
 
Duchatelet: 'If you tax wealth, then the wealthy will move abroad. I am in favour of a tax on 
financial transactions. That will curb speculation.'  
 
Mr Schyvens, what is your view of a tax on wealth?  
 
Schyvens: 'I do think that a tax on wealth could be introduced. The crisis was caused by 
speculators who earn piles of money. The rich caused the crisis, and so they should also have to 
take the rap for it. The weakest in society are the first victims. People who work hard and who 
are now losing their jobs. They are sinking to the depths, having to sell their car and house.' 
 
That sounds as though you vote for the Belgian Labour Party (PvdA).  
 
Schyvens: 'I have been voting for Vlaams Belang for a long time, as a protest vote. I find the 
liberals’ programme the most anti-social one I have ever read.'  
 
Duchatelet: 'I think that this is a question of prejudice. People no longer know what parties really 
stand for. If you did a blind test giving a group of people a party programme to read, I would be 
curious to know if they would be able to determine which party it belonged to. All parties are 
concerned with social issues, in favour of the free market and green. The main cause of poverty 
is the inefficiency of the state.'  
 
But wealth is concentrated in the hands of a small group, is it not?   
 
Duchatelet: 'If you say: we are going to fleece the rich, then I would ask you: who will then drive 
our prosperity? Wealth is an economic factor. Without capital, there is no economy. With less 
capital, there is less prosperity. One of Belgium's strengths is that we have a middle class with a 
lot of money, who also spend a lot, thus creating work for other people.' 
 
The conversation sounds a bit acrimonious, but that is only an appearance. From their body 
language it seems that both parties to the conversation have a great deal of respect for each 
other. This has to do with their background. Duchatelet is very well off, but he doesn’t flaunt it. 
On the contrary: he gives the impression that it just happened to him willy-nilly. As he sits beside 
Schyvens at the kitchen table in Berendrecht, it is hard to tell with the naked eye which of them 
is the successful entrepreneur. Duchatelet is dressed simply, puts on no airs and seems to set 
little store by material possessions. His mobile phone is older than Schyvens'. What is more, he 
is a committed politician who has given a great deal of thought to what money does to people. 
You can see and hear that.  
 
Schyvens, for his part, does not fit the cliché of the nihilistic underprivileged person who lays all 
responsibility for his situation exclusively at the feet of greedy politicians. On the contrary, he 
makes intelligent analyses of the problem of poverty and avoids gratuitous comments. His 
appearance and his heavy Antwerp accent betray his origins, but as a debater he is in no way 
inferior to Duchatelet.  
 



Do you know how much you spend?  
 
Duchatelet: 'I don't spend a lot, but I don't keep track of it in great detail.' 
 
Schyvens: 'I earn 1800 euros a month net, but I have to spend around 2200 euros. And I still 
have a debt of 30,000 euros. How did this come about? I had to borrow in order to make ends 
meet. The gas and electricity bill alone is a problem. Recently I was charged a supplement for 
water tax going back to six years ago. The original amount was 50 euros, and that has now risen 
to 200 euros.'  
 
Duchatelet: 'One of the problems that makes poverty worse is that there are organisations acting 
in bad faith which keep on throwing credit at the poor.'  
 
Schyvens: 'In my opinion the problem lies elsewhere. I can't pay my gas bill, I'm on a waiting list 
for a meter. But I have to pay 21% VAT on that gas, which is the rate for luxury products. Is gas 
a luxury product? Meanwhile, restaurants have been given a reduced VAT rate of 6 per cent.'  
 
Duchatelet: '12 per cent. The problem is, of course, that we need to find the money to plug the 
hole of 20 billion euros in the budget. Nowhere are payroll taxes as high as in Belgium. The VAT 
reduction in the restaurant and catering sector was intended to combat the black market in 
labour. My suggestion would be: don't lower VAT, but the tax on employment. That is much 
more effective.'  
 
Schyvens: 'Every day for me is a day for careful calculation.'  
 
Duchatelet: 'I too am constantly busy with financial planning for my companies. And I can assure 
you that it is not a very good feeling when you have to realise that you are only making 40 per 
cent of the turnover that you usually make, and the losses keep piling up. Our companies 
employ seven thousand people. Many families depend for their income on the decisions that we 
have to take in difficult times. You must realise that the business world deals quickly and 
efficiently with the problems that need solving. That is not something you can say about the 
government. I have other concerns. If I go bankrupt, I am stuck with my debts that are many 
times more than those of Swa. But I have always assumed that the crisis will be a temporary 
phenomenon.'  
 
Schyvens: 'In my case it is a phenomenon that has already lasted 52 years. We have nowhere 
to turn if we have difficulties. If I win the lottery tomorrow, I will be financially lifted out of poverty, 
but generational poverty is more than that. It is also a lack of knowledge, or the way in which you 
rear your children.'  
 
Duchatelet: 'That is an important point. In order to combat poverty, you have to help people 
proactively rather than reactively. It need not necessarily be the government that does this, but 
organisations such as Kind & Gezin (a Flemish organisation for families with children).'  
 
Schyvens. 'A good deal of assistance is linked to obligations. I had to fight to keep my children 
out of special education. There is a great deal of prejudice.' 
 
Roland Duchatelet looks at his watch. He has to go; he's got a business meeting. No problem, 
the conversation will continue the following week at his place. When Duchatelet leaves, 
Schyvens continues talking. The topic is once again poverty. His family never goes on holiday, 
but he does enjoy an excursion by motorcycle from time to time. Schyvens has an old 1500 cc 
Kawasaki. He also talks about other expenditures. The energy bill, the rent for social housing 



(401 euros, his wife says-, and medication for his physical ailments ('costs an arm and a leg').  
 
A week later, we are welcomed at the home of Roland Duchatelet in Sint-Truiden. His house is 
next to the STVV football stadium. The garden (with pool) is next to a railway track. 'It doesn't 
bother me very much. The train runs along a sunken railway bedding', he explains. The 
businessman lives in a rural style villa, not flashy but not particularly elegant either. Quite 
ordinary. The same is true of the interior. Much of the furniture would not be out of place in 
Schyvens' home. The flatscreen television is perhaps a bit larger than that of his Antwerp 
interlocutor, but not by much. There are two large dining room tables, whereas Schyvens has 
only one. The biggest difference is the size. The living room is very large. That of Schyvens 
would fit around three or four times in his, I estimate. In front of the door is a Citroën C5 station 
wagon. Not a small car, but not a luxury limousine either. The owner of two listed companies 
would doubtless be able to let himself have much more. But he doesn't.  
 
While we wait for Swa Schyvens to arrive, Duchatelet also talks about the relativity of poverty in 
general, and that of Schyvens in particular. 'I know people who are much worse off', he remarks. 
We grab the bull immediately by the horns.  
 
Mr Schyvens, you have an income of 1800 euros, you have a flatscreen TV and a car. 
Many people would say: that is not real poverty.  
 
Schyvens: 'Give me 200,000 euros tomorrow, and I won't be poor financially speaking. But my 
past is something that will accompany me to my grave. And as far as the flatscreen TV is 
concerned, show me a store where you can still buy an old-fashioned television today. And the 
car I was able to pick up very cheaply. If it breaks down tomorrow, I will have no transport. Don't 
forget that I still have a thirty thousand euro debt. I have to spend 2200 euros per month, which 
is more than I earn. I always have to scrimp and save. And this is the first time in my life that I 
have a steady job. I have been at my current job for six years. I had never before worked for 
such a long time for one employer. And even if I were to win the lottery tomorrow and could pay 
off all my debts, even then I would still lack education and training.' 
 
What is your definition of poverty?  
 
Schyvens: 'There is no good definition. Whatever definition you give, there will always be the 
poor who don't fit into it. The definition given by Professor Jan Vranken is one of the best I know, 
but even that one excludes certain groups. ('Poverty is a network of social exclusions that covers 
several areas of individual and collective life', editor's note.)'  
 
Duchatelet: 'The poverty line is often defined by means of a Gauss curve: people define poverty 
on the basis of income that is under a certain percentage of the average income. But there is 
indeed no absolute definition.' 
 
Mr Duchatalet, What is your definition of wealth?  
 
Duchatelet: 'Being happy inside your head. And that is possible only if you don't have to think 
about money every day. Wealth is having sufficient income, sufficient security, being satisfied 
with your position in society.' 
 
((caption) At Swa Schyvens's home: 'Even if I should win the lottery tomorrow and could pay off 
all my debts, even then I would still lack education and training.' 
 
Do you feel rich?  



 
Duchatelet: 'I am very happy. I don't attach much importance to money and luxury. I don't need 
those things. I am an ordinary person who has been fortunate in life.' 
 
Do you spend a lot?  
 
Duchatelet: 'Yes, although sometimes I blame myself for doing so. For it is possible to abuse 
money as well.'  
 
Is owning a football club not a form of giving money away? Or does the investment give 
you something back?  
 
Duchatelet: 'No, that is not the reason why I did it. Football is a great cultural heritage that dates 
back to the industrial revolution. The industrialists wanted to think of something to keep their 
workers busy on their free Saturday afternoons. And so football became the very first form of 
leisure activity. Now it has become something incredibly important in society.'  
 
How much did you invest in the STVV club?  
 
Duchatelet: 'I won't tell you that.'  
 
Tens of millions?  
 
Duchatelet: 'No, not that much.'  
Millions?  
 
(Keeps a meaningful silence). 
 
Mr Schyvens, what would you do if you were as rich as Roland Duchatelet? 
 
Schyvens: 'I would buy a nice car and a house. I would also put money into the organisation 
where I work, which is currently dependent on government funding.'  
 
What is your definition of wealth?  
 
Schyvens: 'Having a lot of money. Like Mr Duchatelet, I am happy with my wife and children.' 

 
Schyvens and Duchatelet seem more relaxed than during the first meeting. They know what 
they have in common. Roland Duchatelet, who at Schyvens' place came across first and 
foremost as a politician, now seems more willing to talk about what wealth means to him 
personally. And Schyvens, who at first talked mainly about the sad tale of his background, now 
joins more in the discussion of political choices and solutions.  
 
((caption) At Roland Duchatelet's home: 'Our society need not have any poverty.' 
 
 
'If you say: we are going to fleece the rich, then I would ask you: who will then drive our 
prosperity? 
 
 
(caption) Roland Duchatelet sitting at the table at Swa Schyvens' home. Schyvens: 'Every day for 
me is a day for careful calculation.' Duchatelet: 'I too am constantly busy with financial planning 



for my companies. If I go bankrupt, I am stuck with my debts that are many times more than 
those of Swa.'  
 
How do you teach your children to handle money?  
 
Duchatelet: 'They get an allowance depending on their age. I use a formula to calculate it, taking 
the square of their age. The relationship between the allowance needed and age is not, 
however, a linear one. A child of sixteen does not need twice as much pocket money as a child 
of eight.'  
 
Schyvens: 'My children don't get an allowance.' 
 
But they do have a mobile phone.  
 
Schyvens: 'They got those for their birthdays. They do have a savings account, where we 
deposit some money whenever we have some. But if we are short of money, then it may be that 
we have to withdraw it again.'  
 
Mr Duchatelet, what do your children think of their wealthy father?  
 
Duchatelet: 'When they were young, I was not rich at all. But I was able to support my children in 
various ways. I kept an eye on what they needed, and encouraged them, for instance, to buy 
their own home.'  
 
Schyvens: 'I'm stunned by that, that is something I can only dream of. My oldest son works at 
the port. He has no diploma, but has worked his way up nevertheless. He drives an Audi A4. He 
also bought a house, but then had to sell it again because he was unable to meet the mortgage 
payments. My youngest son is a different story. I tried to get him to study, but he is unemployed 
and lives on welfare. He wanted to join the army, but that didn't work out because he had a 
tattoo on his neck. He should have removed it, but he didn't have the money to do so. He lives in 
a furnished room in Borgerhout.'  
 
None of your children has a diploma. But one has been much more successful than the 
other. What does that say about their own responsibility for escaping poverty?  
 
Schyvens: 'The eldest did get a bit of a leg up. His father-in-law helped him to rise to site 
manager. In addition, he is determined. In order to get out of poverty, you need opportunities. 
But you also have to see them and grab them. Most people living in poverty have had few 
opportunities.'  
 
What advice would you give each other?  
 
Duchatelet: 'I think that Swa is doing brilliantly. He is doing a great job.'  
 
Schyvens: 'I would like to advise Mr Duchatelet to get to know poverty from up close. I have had 
some luck in my life, although I had to fight hard for it. But there are people who are much worse 
off. They make no progress because they are too ignorant, too ugly, or have tattoos. Because 
they suffer discrimination.'  
 
Duchatelet: 'I have known and helped poor people. I have also talked with them a great deal. At 
Vivant, we had a lot of contact with people in the fourth world. I find it unjust that there are poor 
people. 'Our society does not need to have poverty. In my case, this realisation is very painful, 



since I understand very well and know how the problem should be solved.'  
 
Are you already working on what should happen to your fortune later on?  
 
Duchatelet: 'It's time for me to start working on it.' 
 
Would you leave it to the state?  
 
Duchatelet: 'I would consider that if we once again had a good and efficient government, as in 
Singapore. But if it is clear that the government is wasting money, then I won’t do it.'  
 
Schyvens: "I don't know what the government does with our money. Apart from building useless 
things such as bridges that later turn out to be unnecessary. Our organisation has to hope each 
year that its subsidies will be renewed, while the banks have no problem getting billions from the 
State. I find that terrible, I get very angry about it.'  
 
Duchatelet: "The money given to the banks is not lost. The government will get it back with 
profit. What is much worse is that the number of state employees has doubled in the last fifty 
years. In order to pay for that, taxes have been increased, and thus also payroll costs. That is 
why businesses no longer invest in Belgium. The money spent on social security is well spent, 
but no one can explain to me why we have to have so many employees at the Ministry of 
Finance, although automation could reduce their workload considerably.'  
 
You have invested a lot of money in Vivant, the party that put forward your ideas about 
prosperity. What has been the result?  
 
Duchatelet: 'We have four elected deputies, two in the German-speaking community and two in 
the Senate. But above all, we have reached many opinion leaders. The shift from payroll to 
consumption taxation is slowly under way. Our idea of turning undocumented work into legal 
work has resulted in the creation of service cheques. And the proposal to allow retired people to 
earn money without an upper limit has now also been adopted by Prime Minister Leterme.'  
 
Mr Schyvens, what do you think of that idea?  
 
Schyvens: 'I don't see what the difference is between a basic income and the minimum income 
provided by social welfare.' 
 
Duchatelet: 'The difference is that the basic income really does constitute a basis. You can earn 
as much as you want on top of that. You could call that freedom of income.'  
 
Schyvens: 'I think that we should have another chat sometime.' 
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Holder of a Degree in sociology, Marie-Hélène Rabier is reporter for the Belgian public television 
RTBF. She has directed many documentaries and news reports in the areas of ethics (abortion, 
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Summary: "Un lavoir social" (“A social wash-house”) 

 
The region of Tournai, Belgium has been particularly hit by the economic decline with an 
unemployment rate that goes up to 16%, that’s to say around 1% of the whole country. Many 
poor people in this region therefore need social welfare and assistance. 

In 2003 the local social welfare centre decided to set up a ‘social wash-house’ in order to help 
big families. But finally it’s lonely people – too lonely –who are coming there to talk and spend 
some time with other people while they are doing their laundry. 

This very cheap wash-house is of great importance for those lonely and poor people who do not 
have a washing machine at home or enough money to do their laundry in an ordinary wash-
house. But in addition to the financial help it brings, the house is the perfect place for them to 
build ties and to fight isolation and exclusion. It’s also an opportunity for poor people to find 
together with social workers solutions to their problems and to gain more self-confidence. 

Users and the social worker in charge of the project explain this success story. 
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