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case studies…….
I’ve written many papers over the years, few of which see the light of day through
publication, so I’m putting together a few of them in an informal series, and
publishing them on my website.
They cover a range of subjects that I hope will be of interest.
Some are of historical interest, some are topics for discussion.
Some have already been published somewhere, in whole or in part.
Most haven’t made it.
Having put in so much thought and effort, seeing them lie in a digital vault
somewhere on my laptop seems like a waste – hence this small-scale publication
effort.
All are free to download from my website at:-

http://www.alex-bird.com/download-publications/

Hope you find them of interest.

Special thanks go to my colleagues Pat Conaty and Philip Ross who accompanied me
for some of the research on this project, Harry Potts from Bristol University, and to
the SMart colleagues we met, who provided so much information:Roger Burton, Lieza Dessein, Sophie Bodarwé, Sophie Ypersiel, Frisia Donders, Sergio
Giorgi, Sarah de Heusch Ribassin, and Sandrino Graceffa.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License.
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Alex Bird 2017 www.alex-bird.com
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SMart (Société Mutuelle d’Artistes), was formed in 1998 to enable artists,
technicians and intermittent workers to face the administrative complexity of the
arts sector in Belgium.
The association was born under the leadership of Pierre Burnotte and Julek
Jurowicz. Since 2015 Sandrino Graceffa (CEO SMartFr) acts as Managing Director.
"I have been a concert promoter for a long time," says Pierre Burnotte. "Out of
respect for the work of artists that I invited, I wanted to pay them properly.
Although it was not large sums, back then it was easier to settle up in cash rather
than following the rules. Working in this way was not a solution given the risks
that this implies for both the organizer for the artist, most of who were
unemployed. But the formal mechanisms were particularly unsuited to the
realities of this environment. So I started to take care of the administration of
certain bands. Most could not live on their art and besides; they did not know how
to declare occasional income. They juggled with the legislation, hoping not to
commit a faux pas or be identified. Artists have been sanctioned or excluded from
unemployment benefit for exposing paintings or a playing a concert. Artists didn’t
know much about their rights and duties while the Government administration,
Trade Unions or Social Security knew very little of the peculiarities of this
medium ... ".
Julek Jurowicz, who had been working in film circles for some time, experienced
similar problems there.
Based on their experience, the two future partners considered various solutions.
They started SMart, the association to manage the administrative aspects of
musicians business, and then gradually brought in other categories of artists. But to
do this manually is tedious administrative work, and far too much for one person.
Pierre Burnotte and Julek Jurowicz realized that the viable solution was to design an
IT system capable of handling larger numbers of people, and playing on the
economies of scale and the pooling of interests.
Employment rights are, naturally, different in Belgium, and workers are divided into
three main categories:SALARIED WORKER
Your employer pays around 30% on top of your salary into the social security fund.
You as an employee also pay a proportion of your gross salary as social security
contributions. This fund is then used to pay social security: health insurance,
retirement plan, unemployment benefit, family allowance, etc.
INDEPENDENT WORKER
The self-employed are also eligible social security but have fewer rights. The selfemployed, for example, cannot claim unemployment benefit. Therefore they pay a
social security contribution that’s lower than the joint contribution of employers and
employees. However, the self-employed can pay extra voluntary contributions via
L'Institut national d'assurances sociales pour travailleurs indépendants (INASTI),
which gives them additional rights. (See: www.inasti.be )
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CIVIL SERVANT
Civil servants get the best overall social protection. But they cannot benefit from
certain extras like a group pension funded by the employer, and their work
environment can be considered as less flexible.

HOW SMart WORKS
SMart has produced a system to give the precarious, intermittent workers who
manage their own career paths in direct contact with customers or outsourcers,
access to the salaried legal status. It offers workers the opportunity to build or
preserve their social rights by allowing them to obtain the benefits usually reserved
for employees (such as for example access to unemployment benefit 1).
THE CONTRACT
The Contract is the oldest of the online tools SMart has developed to enable
individual members to manage their businesses. It does this by the simple
mechanism of converting their own self-motivated, self-controlled earnings into a
salary. By doing this it allows the individual to operate what is in effect his or her
own cost centre within a larger co-op accounts system. Thus, they have to make
their own work, setting their own timetables, chasing up contacts and negotiating
with them. Taxes and National Insurance are taken care of centrally (like for
1

In Belgium, as in many other countries, temporary workers do not qualify for unemployment
benefit, and workers normally have to have worked for at least 15 days per month, for the previous
18 to 36 months depending on age. For intermittent workers in the artistic field the “règle du cachet”
allows them to convert income into working days, which facilitates their access to unemployment
benefit. Then, the specific “intermittency unemployment scheme” allows them to maintain the high
unemployment benefit level after 1 year of unemployment benefit (normally the level of the
unemployment benefit decreases after that). The person simply has to prove they work as artists or
technician (156 working days of which at least 104 days of artistic or technical works during the last
18 months). Once they prove this, they can keep maximum unemployment benefit for a year as long
as s/he provides 3 work contracts each year.
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employees), professional and accident insurance is provided, and clients are billed
via SMart.
They have online access to their own space in the system, within which they post
their contracts, and send out order forms. These are converted into invoices that are
sent out in the name of SMart on their behalf, and SMart chases and collects the
payment. This is then converted to a payment to them via the equivalent of a PAYE
employment system. They are salaried, but not employed in the normal sense. They
have a sort of “zero hours contract” but they control their hours and therefore, what
they get paid.
The member can also choose to smooth their “salary” over the year based on
anticipated income, so that they get paid a set amount each month, making their
personal financial affairs easier to manage. This is an idea first used by the
Coopératives d’Activités et d’Emploi in France, with which SMart has strong links.
Since 2001, SMart has guaranteed payment for all work invoiced through the
system, underwritten by mutual funds built up within the organisation. Thus,
members are paid within 7 days, and don’t have to worry about defaulters.
Because SMart is a larger organisation it has the muscle to act against late and bad
payers, Organisations that build up a history of being late or poor payers effectively
find themselves blacklisted as too bad a credit risk, until they pay and then are
welcomed back if appropriate.
This has not been without its difficulties. SMart recruited many hundreds of “Take
Eat Easy” cycle couriers. SMart were involved in negotiations with the company, and
helped secure an agreement to pay the couriers per shift, rather than per delivery,
just as “Deliveroo” do. However, in July 2016 “Take Eat Easy” went into bankruptcy,
partly as a result of competition from Deliveroo, and SMart’s guarantee fund lost out
to the tune of €340,000. This was a financial shock to SMart, but one that it is able to
weather, having built adequate reserves over time.
SMart also provides members with professional liability, accident at work, and
mobility insurances, which comes as part of the package. One contract through the
system per year is enough to ensure coverage by SMart’s insurance all year.
SMart charges a levy of 6.5% fee to cover cost of services and development of
mutualised services in Belgium, (although this varies between 6.5% and 8.5%
depending on which country the member operates in).
The Production Associes 2 tool was introduced on January 1st 2015 to replace the
original software that operates the Contract 3. This is a new “3 in 1" online tool to
charge for work for a client. Every member has access online 24/7 to a personal
space to run his or her affairs
https://account.ubik.be/accountlogin.aspx?lang=fr&KeepThis=truetarget=_blank
2

The software has been built “inhouse” by Ubik Sprl, a digital company that is itself a SMart member.
The original SMart online tool, although superseded, is still available for those who want to continue
to use it.
3
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One data entry by the member generates the official order (which must be co-signed
by the member and their client) the contract established between the worker and
other associates and, the invoice for the work done.
With this new tool the member can:•

Send invoices to customers via pre-formatted contracts based on estimates,
partnership working, development agreements, etc.

•

Pay funds into the activity budget from diverse funding sources

•

Pay for production costs related to the implementation of the activity

•

Recover VAT on the purchase invoices issued in the name of SMart

•

Exercise their rights as an employee (temporary or permanent) or as an
author and thus benefit from better social protection

SMart also offers an online Budgetary Tool that helps the member to manage
projects effectively by:•

Costing purchases and expenses

•

Calculating cash flows

•

Identifying material costs

•

Calculating labour requirements (personnel and hours)

•

Identifying technical and regulatory requirements such as Intellectual and
property rights, grant conditions, etc.

LES ACTIVITIES
Activities are mini-structures to administer and bill collective projects, whilst
maintaining employee status for all the workers involved.
The Activities management tool allows members to manage a budget dedicated to
their project without having to create a company, society or association. They do this
within SMart, which provides all the services they need.
This system allows them to finance contracts of employment for other staff
members, to pay business expenses or to pay duties and taxes. It is adapted to the
needs of workers, who, whilst essentially acting as self-employed, work collectively
with others in a non-hierarchical way.
It allows working with a group of associates, the repayment of a wide range of
professional fees, the receipt and management of public subsidies, and billing for
copyright fees, any other costs, or the sale of works of art.
The share of Smart’s business taken by the SMart Activities model has grown
steadily. For the first time in 2014, the amounts charged for Activities exceeded
those for Contracts. This change, which is even more evident in 2015, shows that
SMart is becoming increasingly a shared enterprise, in which the members are likely
to develop all of their professionals projects through the Activities model.
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SHARED WORKSPACES
Since its inception, SMart has had the will to help creatives professionalise. For a
number of years now it also rents out shared workspace. Its first premises at Rue
Emile Féron in the Saint Gilles district of Brussels have expanded by acquisition of
adjoining properties over the years including the Brussels Art Factory.
Other centres have been opened across Belgium at:•

LaVallée (Molenbeek)

•

Le centre de Création des Tanneurs (Liège)

•

L'ancienne Brasserie Haecht (Liège)

•

Espaces Mutualisés Vivegnis (Liège)

•

Centre de Création des Belneux (Mons)

These are a mixture of freehold and leasehold properties, but all are let to artists and
creative on similar, all-inclusive terms.
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LaVallée is a creative centre opened in September 2014, located in a former laundry
of 6,000 m² in Molenbeek-Saint-Jean, near the Brussels city centre, close to the canal
and the new centre for contemporary art, Mima.
LaVallée aims to bring together a diverse range of artists and creatives to encourage
cross fertilisation of ideas, pooling of skills, areas of expertise, and equipment as well
as increasing opportunities for collaboration. Working in partnership, and the human
and participatory nature of the project, are core values of LaVallée.
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The site hosts more than 100 creatives and entrepreneurs, individuals and groups
from various sectors and helps to organise many events.
LaVallée has workspaces, workshops and offices of varying sizes, from a dozen
square meters to a hundred m² for shared accommodation. Moreover, several event
rooms can accommodate and produce events such as exhibitions, artistic
performances but also workshops, trainings, conferences.
It is leased from a private owner on a 27 year lease from 2013. So far SMart have
spent €600,000 on renovation and improvement. Space is rented to members for
between €8 and €10 per m² per month (£8 to £10 per ft² per year) which is inclusive
of heat, light, rates, 24/7 access and Wi-Fi internet connection.
TRAINING
SMart also has a training department offering a range of courses on business and
entrepreneurial skills. Courses are both generic and sector specific. They include:Training by sector:
•

Creative professions: I have a communication plan!

•

Plastic and graphic arts: How to secure the right price

•

Photography: Copyright and image rights

Training for all:
•

Professional project review

•

The art of negotiating

•

Weaving and expanding a network of contacts

•

Social media as a professional tool

•

Conducting market research - NEW!

•

Developing and managing projects

•

Introduction to Collective Intelligence tools

•

Working abroad: legal and administrative aspects

•

Intercultural aspects of international mobility - NEW!

•

Developing entrepreneurial skills that suit your personality - NEW!

•

Talking about one’s artistic project

In addition, SMart’s training division has engaged with the EU’s Erasmus programme,
and has participated in “Routes to Employment” a project across seven countries
working with, amongst others, Roots & Routes and Albeda College in the
Netherlands.
FINANCIAL SERVICES
SMart offers members a range of financial products, including equipment leasing,
small loans and advances against grant funding. These are all operated as in-house
services.
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PROMOTIONS

SMart also runs promotional events aimed at promoting its own members, such as
SMart Lab, an annual event held at different locations around Europe.
It also operates a webspace dedicated to member-to-member communication and
the marketing of members’ services www.smartagora.be
LEGAL SERVICES
Members can benefit from advice that covers a range of subjects from employment
and unemployment rights to intellectual property protection
BUSINESS ADVICE AND COACHING
SMart has business counsellors to advise members on the organization, growth and
development of their business. They are available to discuss the technical and
financial feasibility of each new project and help them use the budget tool optimally.
MEMBERSHIP
Membership has grown steadily over the years to around 85,000 members who have
registered on the system in Belgium at the end of 2017, plus around a further 20,000
plus across Europe.
As of December 2017 there are over 14,000 full voting members of the co-op in
Belgium, as well as 11,000 others, non voting members, using their online business
management system. 20% of these members are actively billing all the time and 80%
come and go on contracts, but together they have a business turnover of over
€120m in Belgium and €20m in France. They have operations in 7 other countries
too.
Membership continues to grow, and on a daily basis 18-25 people come to SMart in
Brussels for a presentation to learn what the co-op is, how they can work through it,
and how they can join. SMart doesn’t do much marketing, like any good business it is
all word of mouth.
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The services members’ use has also changed, with an increasing proportion
switching from the Contracts model to the Activities model, which makes it easier
for them to work collaboratively.
By 2014 Activities transactions exceed those of the Contracts model, and by 2015
over 58% of transactions were made using the Activities model.

Over the same period, with the creation of SMartEU, SMart has expanded across
Europe, and now operates local organisations in Austria, Belgium, France, Spain,
Germany, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden. Each organisation is adapted
to the local tax and insurance regime.
GROWTH TIMELINE
1998
• Launch of SMart in Belgium www.smartbe.be
• Establishment of the original Contracts service
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2000
• Contributes to the work of the National Platform of Artists
2001
• Created the Wage Guarantee Fund to underwrite members income
• Starting the Activities Service to enable members to work together and
manage projects jointly
• Participated in negotiations on the reform of the special tax status for artists
in Belgium, leading to the law of 24/12/2002.
• Opposition to an attempt by the National Employment Office to restrict the
application of the "rule of the stamp."
2004
• Collaboration with the General State of Culture debate of the French
speaking Community of Belgium
2005
• Launch of a new, simplified online data entry interface for members.
2006
• Creating the “Training" service to assist members wanting to improve their
business skills
2007
• Awarded the Roger Van Thournout Social Economy Prize
• Establishment of a leasing service for the purchase of professional equipment
• Participation in negotiations on the Law "Monfils' which amended the
income tax system regarding copyright and related rights of the artists
• Setting up a publishing/design office in charge of analysis and
multidisciplinary publications around the cultural sector
• SMartFr (France) is created
2008
• Creating an overarching not-for-profit foundation and 5 separate legal
sub-structures
• Launch of support grants for members
• Launch of http://www.smartagora.com/fr/ an Internet portal for SMart’s
artist members to publicise their work.
2009
• Launch of SMart services in France http://smartfr.fr
2010
• Published a Manifesto for the Belgian federal elections
• First exhibition of SMart’s own art collection, built around the theme
"portraits of artists"
2011
• Launch of the petition for maintaining and securing the special status of the
artist. A petition of 23,000 signatures handed to the Minister of Employment.
• Recognition as Social Bureau for Artists.
2012
• Launched the first campaign "Vote Culture" for the provincial, local and
municipal elections in October 2012
• SMartSe (Sweden) is created and running services
2013
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•
•
•

Mobilization organized on the occasion of the judgment in the trial "Artists
vs. the Belgian National Employment Office" in which some 250 artists
contested the NEO rulings on unemployment benefit.
SMart.be celebrates 15 years in Brussels
SMartAt (Austria), SMartDe (Germany), SMartIb (Spain), SMartIt (Italy) and
SMartNL (Netherlands) are created

2014
• Mobilization against the reform of the status of artist – the proposed
annulment of Article 48b of the Royal Decree of 25/11/91.
• Launch of the second campaign "Vote Culture" for regional, federal and
European elections in May 2014
• SMartHu (Hungary) is created and running services
• SMartIt and SMartNL run services
2015
• Sandrino Graceffa becomes managing director of SMart in Belgium
• More than 700 participants at the general meeting of 30 June, kick-off the
process of reflection "SMart in Progress"
• 742 survey respondents " What future for SMart?"
• SMartDe (Germany) becomes a cooperative and provides services
• SMartAt (Austria) becomes a cooperative
2016
• Closing half of participative reflection about the future of SMart, including
the recommendations of the four Working Groups
• Constitutive general assembly of our future co-distribution of strategic policy
plan "SMart 2020”
• Conversion to a co-operative
• EASI Grant (European Commission, DG employment and social affairs) for the
I-WIRE project (www.i-wire.eu) of which SMart is a partner (lead is University
of Milan)
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