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J U D G M E N T 
__________  

 
In the matter of the actions for the annulment of Articles 4, 5, 7, 25, 27, 30 and 31 

of the Act of 12 January 2004 "amending the Act of 11 January 1993 for the prevention of 

the use of the financial system for the purpose of money laundering, the Act of 22 March 

1993 on the status and supervision of credit institutions, and the Act of 6 April 1995 on the 

status and supervision of investment firms, intermediaries and investment advisers", 

instituted by the Ordre des barreaux francophones et germanophones (Association of 

French and German-Speaking Bars) and others.  

 

The Constitutional Court, 

 

composed of Presidents M. Melchior and M. Bossuyt, the judges P. Martens, R. 

Henneuse, E. De Groot, L. Lavrysen, A. Alen, J.-P. Snappe and J.-P. Moerman, and, in 

accordance with Article 60 (1) of the Special Act of 6 January 1989, President Emeritus A. 

Arts, assisted by the registrar, P.-Y. Dutilleux, and chaired by President M. Melchior,  

 

delivered the following judgment after deliberations:  

 

*  

* * 



  

I. Subject of the Actions for Annulment and the Administration of Justice  
 
a. By means of an application sent to the Constitutional Court on 22 July 2004 by registered 
post, and which was received by the Registrar on 23 July 2004, an action was lodged for 
the annulment of Articles 4, 27, 30 and 31 of the Act of 12 January 2004 "amending the 
Act of 11 January 1993 for the prevention of the use of the financial system for the purpose 
of money laundering, the Act of 22 March 1993 on the status and supervision of credit 
institutions, and the Act of 6 April 1995 on the status and supervision of investment firms, 
intermediaries and investment advisers" [published in the Belgisch Staatsblad (Belgian 
Official Journal) of 23 January 2004, second edition), by the Ordre des barreaux 
francophones et germanophones (Association of French and German-Speaking Bars), with 
registered office at Gulden Vlieslaan 65, 1060 Brussels, and the French Bar Association of 
Brussels, with registered office at the Law Courts, Poelaertplein 1, 1000 Brussels. 
  
b. By means of an application that was sent to the Constitutional Court on 22 July 2004 by 
registered post, and which was received by the Registrar on 23 July 2004, an action was 
lodged for the annulment of Articles 4, 5, 7, 25, 27, 30 and 31 of the same Act by the 
Flemish Bar Council, with registered office at Koningsstraat 148, 1000 Brussels and the 
Dutch Bar Association of Brussels, with registered office at the Law Courts, Poelaertplein 
1, 1000 Brussels.  
 
These cases, registered under numbers 3064 and 3065 of the Constitutional Court's cause-
list respectively, were joined. 
  
Statements were submitted by:  
 
- the Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe (CCBE), whose registered office is 
located at Blijde-Inkomstlaan 1-5, 1040 Brussels; 
 
- the Liège Bar Association, whose registered office is located at the Law Courts, place 
Saint-Lambert; 4000 Liège; 
 
- the Belgian Cabinet. 
  
The applicants submitted answers. The Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe, the 
Liège Bar Association and the Belgian Cabinet also submitted statements of reply.  
 
The following persons entered an appearance at the public hearing of 11 May 2005: 
  
. mr. F. Tulkens, lawyer at the Brussels bar, on behalf of the applicants in case no. 3064;  
 
. mr. M. E. Storme, lawyer at the Brussels bar, on behalf of the applicants in case no. 3065; 

 



  
. mr. E. Lemmens, lawyer at the Liège bar, on behalf of the Liège Bar Association;  
 
. mr. M. Mahieu, lawyer at the Court of Cassation, on behalf of the Council of Bars and 
Law Societies of Europe;  
 
. mr. P. Peeters, lawyer at the Brussels bar, on behalf of the Belgian Cabinet;  
 
- the judge-reporters, J.-P. Moerman and E. De Groot, issued a report;  
 
- the aforementioned lawyers presented their arguments;  
 
- and the cases were taken under advisement.  
 
By means of interlocutory ruling no. 126/2005 of 13 July 2005, published in the Belgisch 
Staatsblad (Belgian Official Journal) of 2 August 2005, the Court referred the following 
question to the European Court of Justice for a preliminary ruling: 
  
"Does Article 1 (2) of Directive 2001/97/EC of the European Parliament and the Council of 
4 December 2001 amending Council Directive 91/308/EEC on prevention of the use of the 
financial system for the purpose of money laundering infringe the right to a fair trial which 
is guaranteed by Article 6 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR) and, as a consequence, Article 6 (2) of the Treaty on 
European Union, insofar as the new Article 2a (5) which it inserted into Directive 
91/308/EEC requires the inclusion of members of independent legal professions, not 
excluding the profession of lawyer, in the scope of that directive, which in essence has the 
aim of imposing on the persons and institutions targeted by it an obligation to inform the 
authorities responsible for combating money laundering of any fact which might be an 
indication of such money laundering (Article 6 of Directive 91/308/EEC, replaced by 
Article 1(5) of Directive 2001/97/EC)?” 
  
The European Court of Justice gave its preliminary ruling on the question in its judgment of 
26 June 2007.  
 
By means of a ruling of 19 July 2007, the Court set the date for the hearing as 4 October 
2007, after having invited the parties to formulate any observations they may have had in a 
supplementary statement by no later than 17 September 2007, a copy of which had to be 
served on the other parties within the same period, as a result of the aforementioned 
judgment of the European Court of Justice.  
 
The applicants, the Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe, the Liège Bar 
Association and the Belgian Cabinet submitted written observations.  
 
The following persons entered an appearance at the public hearing of 4 October 2007:  
 
. mr. F. Tulkens, lawyer at the Brussels bar, on behalf of the applicants in case no. 3064; 



. mr. M.E. Storme, lawyer at the Brussels bar, on behalf of the applicants in case no. 3065; 
  
. mr. E. Lemmens, lawyer at the Liège bar, on behalf of the Liège Bar Association;  
. mr. M. Mahieu, lawyer at the Court of Cassation, on behalf of the Council of Bars and 
Law Societies of Europe;  
 
. mr. L. Swartenbroux, lawyer at the Brussels bar, on behalf of the Belgian Cabinet;  
 
- the judge-reporters, J.-P. Moerman and E. De Groot, issued a report;  
 
- the aforementioned lawyers presented their arguments;  
 
- and the cases were taken under advisement.  
 
The provisions of the Special Act of 6 January 1989 on the administration of justice and the 
use of languages were applied.  
 
II. In law 

- A - 
  

With regard to the admissibility of the actions for annulment and the third-party interventions 
 
A.1. By means of its judgment no. 126/2005 at 13 July 2005, the Constitutional Court held that the Ordre des 
barreaux francophones et germanophones (Association of French and German-Speaking Bars, hereinafter the 
OBFG), the Flemish Bar Council, the French Bar Association of Brussels, and the Dutch Bar Association of 
Brussels (the applicants), and the Liège Bar Association (the intervener) had demonstrated the required 
interest to request an annulment of the provisions that relate to the profession of lawyer and which could 
directly and unfavourably affect the situation of lawyers, which is moreover not disputed by the Belgian 
Cabinet.  
 
A.2. The Constitutional Court held in the same judgment that the Council of Bars and Law Societies of 
Europe had demonstrated the required interest to intervene in actions for the annulment of provisions which 
could directly and unfavourably affect the situation of lawyers, and accordingly rejected the plea of 
inadmissibility that the Belgian Cabinet had put forward with regard to that intervener.  
 
With regard to the grounds for annulment 
 
With regard to Articles 4, 7, 25, 27, 30 and 31 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (first ground for annulment in 
both cases) 
 
A.3.1. The OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels contend that Article 4 of the Act of 12 January 
2004, insofar as it makes the Act of 11 January 1993 applicable to lawyers, so that they are henceforth obliged 
to inform the President of the Bar Association whenever they ascertain facts which they know or suspect are 
related to money laundering, is inconsistent with the fundamental principles of the independence of the 
lawyer and professional secrecy, which are the very cornerstone of the rights of defence entrenched in Article 
6 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR), 
Article 6 (2) of the Treaty on European Union and Article 48 (2) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Union. They accordingly complain of an infringement of Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian 
Constitution, read in conjunction with the aforementioned international provisions. They are of the opinion 
that the infringement by the Act of 12 January 2004 on the independence and professional secrecy of the 
lawyer is disproportionate and incompatible with Belgium's international obligations concerning human 
rights.  



 
A.3.2. The Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels are of the opinion that Articles 4, 
7, 25, 27, 30 and 31 of the Act of 12 January 2004 infringe Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian Constitution, 
whether or not read in conjunction with Articles 6, 7 and 8 of the European Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, the general principles of the right of defence, Articles 47 and 48 
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and Articles 12 and 14 of the Belgian 
Constitution. They explain that making the Act of 11 January 1993 applicable to lawyers impacts on the very 
essence of the legal profession and, as such, generally prejudices the professional secrecy and independence 
of the lawyer, as well as a client's fundamental right to a lawyer who takes all his initiatives in a case solely in 
the interests of his client. They further add that the provisions challenged by them lead to the self-
incrimination of the client.  
 
A.3.3. The applicants contend that the profession of lawyer presents specific characteristics that are 
incompatible with the provisions they are challenging and that professional secrecy is in the public interest, 
that it arises from the nature of the profession of lawyer itself, belongs to the essence of the profession and 
constitutes an essential guarantee for the rights of defence.  
 
A.3.4.1. The Belgian Cabinet is of the opinion that the applicants are wrongly relying on Articles 47 and 48 of 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union because this Charter, given that it is included in 
Part II of the draft Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe (TCE), will only come into force with that 
Constitution and is for the meantime only political in scope.  
 
A.3.4.2. The response of the OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels is that it is possible that by 
the time the Constitutional Court must make its decision, the Treaty will have been ratified and the Charter 
will form part of the standards submitted to that Court for testing.  
 
A.3.5. The Belgian Cabinet is of the opinion that the applicants in case no. 3065 do not explain how Articles 
12 and 14 of the Belgian Constitution are supposedly infringed by the contested provisions. It therefore 
contends that the ground for annulment does not comply with the requirements of Article 6 of the Special Act 
of 6 January 1989. The same applies to the argument that is derived from the infringement of Articles 7 and 8 
of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.  
 
A.3.6.1. On the merits, the Belgian Cabinet explains it is evident both from the context of the contested 
legislation and from the analysis of the provisions thereof, that the Belgian federal legislator actually did take 
into account the specific characteristics of the profession of lawyer, in the same way as the European 
legislator, and that this is clear both from the limitation of the scope of application of the law on money 
laundering with regard to lawyers and from the specific rules that have been implemented in order to take into 
account professional secrecy and the rights of defence. It concludes from this - in light of the lawful purpose 
of combating money laundering and from the determination that criminal organisations are increasingly 
relying on legal professions to perform their money laundering activities - that the legislator was within its 
powers to extend the obligations under the Act of 11 January 1993 to lawyers.  
 
A.3.6.2. The response of the OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels is that the Belgian Cabinet 
did not take into account the principle of independence that is attributed to the lawyer, both by the European 
Court of Justice and the European Court of Human Rights. They further add that the distinction that is based 
on whether the lawyer's activities are essential or secondary in nature is legally untenable, unless one is to 
follow the route of greater legal uncertainty.  
 
A.3.6.3. The response of the Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels is that there is a 
fundamental difference between the "mere" breach of professional secrecy, and betraying and incriminating 
the client, which absolutely violates the relationship of trust between him and his lawyer. 
  
A.3.6.4. The Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe is of the opinion that equating lawyers to the other 
persons referred to in the Act of 11 January 1993 goes further than appears at first sight and that the list of the 
few activities during which the lawyer is subject to the obligations under that Act, as included in the new 



Article 2 (2) of the Act of 11 January 1993, makes it impossible to protect all the traditional activities of the 
lawyer. It further adds that the involvement of the President of the Bar Association is likewise not of such a 
nature that it limits the consequences of the contested provisions for the practice of the profession of lawyer. 
It calls to mind that the independence, professional secrecy and duty of loyalty, as specific characteristics of 
the legal profession, contribute to the trust of the public in those officers of the court and that this trust does 
not only apply to some of the lawyer’s specific mandates. It believes that the contested Article 4 radically 
prejudices the guarantees of a fair trial and that the disproportionate character thereof is even more evident 
from the existence of alternative solutions with a view to the fight against money laundering, namely the 
existing disciplinary and repressive measures.  
 
A.3.7.1. As far as the applicants’ contention that the Act supposedly leads to the self-incrimination of the 
client is concerned, the Belgian Cabinet observes that the contested Act does not in any way compel the client 
to disclose the offences of money laundering himself and that the limited scope of the Act must be taken into 
account given that a lawyer who defends a client prosecuted for money laundering does not fall under the 
scope of the Act. It further adds that the argument is based on the incorrect premise that the client and lawyer 
identify with each other completely.  
 
A.3.7.2. The response of the Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels is that the 
lawyer is the main emphasis in the issue of self-incrimination in the case law of the European Court of Human 
Rights.  
 
A.4.1. The applicants, the interveners and the Belgian Cabinet unanimously acknowledge that the contested 
Act of 12 January 2004 transposes the provisions of Directive 2001/97/EC into Belgian national law. 
  
A.4.2. At the request of the OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels, the Court by means of its 
judgment no. 126/2005 of 13 July 2005, referred the following question for a preliminary ruling to the 
European Court of Justice under Article 234, first paragraph, (b) of the Treaty Establishing the European 
Community:  
 
"Does Article 1 (2) of Directive 2001/97/EC of the European Parliament and the Council of 4 December 2001 
amending Council Directive 91/308/EEC on prevention of the use of the financial system for the purpose of 
money laundering infringe the right to a fair trial which is guaranteed by Article 6 of the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR) and, as a consequence, 
Article 6 (2) of the Treaty on European Union, insofar as the new Article 2a (5) which it inserted into 
Directive 91/308/EEC requires the inclusion of members of independent legal professions, not excluding the 
profession of lawyer, in the scope of that directive, which in essence has the aim of imposing on the persons 
and institutions targeted by it an obligation to inform the authorities responsible for combating money 
laundering of any fact which might be an indication of such money laundering (Article 6 of 
Directive 91/308/EEC, replaced by Article 1(5) of Directive 2001/97/EC)?”. 
  
A.4.3. The European Court of Justice gave its preliminary ruling on the question posed by the referring Court, 
by means of a judgment of 26 June 2007 in the case C-305/05:  
 
 “The obligations of information and of cooperation with the authorities responsible for combating money 
laundering, laid down in Article 6 (1) of Council Directive 91/308/EEC of 10 June 1991 on prevention of the use of 
the financial system for the purpose of money laundering, as amended by Directive 2001/97/EC of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 4 December 2001, and imposed on lawyers by Article 2a (5) of Directive 91/308, 
account being taken of the second subparagraph of Article 6 (3) thereof, do not infringe the rights of fair trial as 
guaranteed by Article 6 of the Convention for the Objection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and 
Article 6 (2) EU”.  
 
A.5. The OBFG, the French Bar Association of Brussels, the Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe 
and the Liège Bar Association hold the view that the judgment of the European Court of Justice only has 
limited repercussions for the annulment action. They stress that the answer does not relate to the second, third 
and fourth ground for annulment and believe it is inadequate in relation to the first ground for annulment. 



They argue in that regard that the European Court of Justice, contrary to its established case law, refused to 
extend its examination to the observance of the general principles of community law and of the right to the 
respect of privacy as referred to in Article 8 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms.  
They are accordingly of the opinion that the Constitutional Court is faced with the following alternative. On 
the one hand, it could deliver judgment, without infringing the authority of the judgment of the European 
Court of Justice, on the merits of the first ground for annulment in light of all the relevant rules of 
international and community law that were not examined by the European Court of Justice, or make a 
reference for a new preliminary ruling concerning validity to the European Court of Justice on the 
compatibility of the obligation to inform against a client with the relevant rules of international and 
community law that were not examined. On the other hand, the Constitutional Court could develop a 
conciliatory interpretation of Article 6 (3) of the Directive and of Article 14 (1), § 3 (2) of the Act of 11 
January 1993, according to which the concept of "ascertaining the client's legal position” would not be limited 
to the strict confines of legal proceedings, but in that sense would be understood to include providing legal 
advice, even during the practice of the activities referred to in Article 2 (2), (1) (a) to (e) of the Act, and could 
refer a question of interpretation to the European Court of Justice for a preliminary ruling, when appropriate. 
  
A.6. The Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels hold the view that although the 
question of the validity of the Directive as regards community law may be interesting, it is not relevant for 
this case, given that the sole task of the Constitutional Court is to examine the congruence of the Act in 
relation to the Belgian Constitution. They further add that the European Court of Justice has absolutely no 
jurisdiction with regard to the Belgian Constitution and holds no monopoly on the interpretation of 
fundamental rights. They believe the Constitutional Court is the most appropriate forum for interpreting 
constitutional tradition and testing the Act against that. They are moreover of the opinion that the delegation 
of powers granted to European institutions can never be interpreted so that it allows for any deviation from 
constitutional guarantees. They finally state that the interpretation given to the European Convention for the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms by the European Court of Justice is not binding on 
the Constitutional Court.  
 
A.7. The Belgian Cabinet is of the opinion that the Court should follow the lesson from the judgment of the 
European Court of Justice. It calls to mind that the binding force of the judgments which deliver preliminary 
rulings on referred questions, does not only apply to the operative part of the judgment, but also to the 
grounds and reasons. It concludes from the judgment of the European Court of Justice that in order to observe 
the principles of uniformity of interpretation and priority of community law, Directive 2001/97/EC, which 
amends Directive 91/308/EEC, must be regarded as not being contrary to Article 6 of the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. It deduces from this that the Act 
which forms the subject of the action for annulment is not contrary to Article 6 of the European Convention 
for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms or, accordingly, Article 6 (2) of the Treaty on 
European Union.  
 
With regard to Article 5 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (second ground for annulment in case no. 3065)  
 
A.8.1. The Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels request the annulment of Article 5 
of the contested Act on the basis it infringes Articles 12 and 14 of the Belgian Constitution, whether or not 
read in conjunction with Article 7 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms and Article 49 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. They 
explain that the provision that they dispute, which adds a list of criminal offences to Article 3 of the Act of 11 
January 1993, is contrary to the principle of legality because one does not clearly know to which offences the 
duty of disclosure applies.  
 
A.8.2. The Belgian Cabinet calls to mind that, for the reasons set out in A.3.4.1, Article 49 of the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union is only political in scope. It adds that the Court does not have 
jurisdiction to take cognisance of a ground for annulment derived from Article 7 of the European Convention 
for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.  
 



A.8.3.1. The Belgian Cabinet is of the opinion that the Act of 11 January 1993 must be regarded in its entirety 
as an administrative law and not as a criminal law. It observes that the Act does not create any criminal 
offence relating to the offence of money laundering but limits itself to preventing the financial system from 
being used for money laundering or the financing of terrorism. It concludes from this that the principle of 
legality is not applicable in this case.  
 
A.8.3.2. The response of the Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels is that the 
principle of legality also applies to administrative sanctions. They add that the contested provision also 
includes an indirect form of criminalisation attributable to the uncertainty surrounding the offences to which 
the duty of disclosure relates. A lawyer who makes a disclosure to the Financial Information Processing Cell 
in good faith, when not being obliged to do so, will be liable to punishment under Article 458 of the Belgian 
Criminal Code.  
 
A.8.4. The Belgian Cabinet is further of the opinion that the ground for annulment is not admissible insofar as 
it targets the offence of serious and organised tax fraud, because this offence is introduced into the Act of 7 
April 1995 and has not been amended by the contested article.  
 
A.8.5.1. The Belgian Cabinet is finally of the opinion that the Act and the parliamentary preparation thereof 
actually provide adequate points of reference for a sufficiently thorough, clear and predictable description.  
 
A.8.5.2. The response of the Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels is that the 
Belgian Cabinet, by systematically referring to the parliamentary preparation, accepts that the principle of 
legality has been infringed because the precise description of each offence is therefore not included in the text 
of the Act itself.  
 
A.8.5.3. The Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe holds the view that insofar as the new obligations 
imposed on the lawyer by the Act of 12 January 2004 are provided for under the new Article 22 of the Act of 
11 January 1993, under penalty of administrative fines of up to €1,250,000, those obligations must be clearly 
formulated, which is not the case herein.  
 
With regard to Article 31 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (second ground for annulment in case no. 3064 and 
fourth ground for annulment in case no. 3065)  
 
A.9.1. The OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels explain that Article 31 of the contested Act - 
insofar as it extends the scope of Article 19 of the Act of 11 January 1993 to lawyers and Presidents of Bar 
Associations, so making applicable to them the absolute prohibition of notifying a client that information has 
been given to the Financial Information Processing Cell - equates lawyers and the other professions referred 
to in the Act without justification, which constitutes an infringement of Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian 
Constitution, as read in conjunction with Article 6 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, Article 48 (2) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union and the general legal principles on the rights of defence. 
  
A.9.2. They call to mind that the prohibition on tipping off the client in the Directive is optional. They add 
that the lack of loyalty which the contested provision obliges the lawyer to display is incompatible with the 
principle of independence.  
 
A.9.3. The Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels hold the view that the contested 
provision constitutes an infringement of Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian Constitution, whether or not read in 
conjunction with Articles 6, 7 and 8 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms and the general principles of the rights of defence, insofar as it results in the 
relationship of trust between the lawyer and his client being irreparably harmed. 
  
A.9.4.1. The Belgian Cabinet calls to mind that the applicants in case no. 3064 wrongly raised Article 48 (2) 
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (A.3.4.1). It adds that the Constitutional Court 



does not have jurisdiction to rule on a ground for annulment that directly asserts an infringement of Article 6 
of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and the general 
legal principles without basing it on an infringement of a constitutional provision submitted to that Court for 
testing.  
 
A.9.4.2. The response of the OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels is that the reference to the 
Charter is not necessarily inadmissible (A.3.4.2) and that the ground for annulment is admissible insofar as it 
is based on the infringement of Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian Constitution, as read in conjunction with 
Article 6 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and the 
general legal principles.  
 
A.9.5.1. On the merits, the Belgian Cabinet is of the opinion that the federal legislator did make sure not to 
disproportionately prejudice the rights of defence, and that it was capable of judging that the prohibition 
imposed on lawyers and the President of the Bar Association from notifying the client or third parties that 
information had been disclosed to the Financial Information Processing Cell, or that an investigation into 
money laundering was underway, was necessary to guarantee the effectiveness of the rule. It explains that the 
European legislator intended to extend the prohibition on tipping off to the independent practitioners of legal 
professions, which accounts for the Belgian federal legislator officially extending that prohibition to lawyers 
for reasons of effectiveness.   
 
A.9.5.2. The response of the OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels, as well as the Flemish Bar 
Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels, is that the Directive left the federal legislator the choice 
and that it accordingly must make a choice in accordance with the Belgian Constitution, namely to enable the 
lawyer to inform his client.  
 
A.9.5.3. The Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe adds that, although it is conceivable that the 
secrecy of the judicial inquiry applies to the lawyer with regard to his client as far as the content of the 
judicial inquiry is concerned, the existence of the judicial inquiry must on the other hand be brought to the 
attention of the client once the lawyer is informed thereof.  
 
With regard to Article 27 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (third ground for annulment in case no. 3064 and 
third ground for annulment ( first part) in case no. 3065) 
  
A.10.1. The OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels explain that Article 27 of the contested Act, 
insofar as it determines that the Financial Information Processing Cell can have the lawyer who made the 
disclosure about a suspicion, directly disclose all additional information that it deems useful without 
providing for the involvement of the President of the Bar Association, breaches the professional secrecy of the 
lawyer and thus the rights of defence, which constitutes an infringement of Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian 
Constitution, read in conjunction with Article 6 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, Article 48 (2) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union and the general legal principles regarding the right of defence.  
 
A.10.2. The Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels complain of an infringement of 
Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian Constitution, whether or not read in conjunction with Articles 6, 7 and 8 of 
the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and the general 
principles of the right of defence. They believe that the contested provision constitutes discrimination insofar 
as the Financial Information Processing Cell approaches a lawyer directly and insofar as, if the lawyer must 
provide additional information, he must provide it directly to the aforementioned Cell, which means that 
professional secrecy is lifted a priori and absolutely, without the filter of the President of the Bar Association. 
  
A.10.3.1. The Belgian Cabinet is principally of the opinion that the Court does not have jurisdiction to 
directly judge whether a legal rule is congruous with provisions which arise from international treaties. It adds 
that Article 48 (2) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union has no binding value 
(A.3.4.1)  
 



A.10.3.2. The OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels refer to their answer relating to the other 
pleas of inadmissibility (A.3.4.2 and A.9.4.2).  
A.10.4.1. On the merits, the Belgian Cabinet explains that the contested provision does not in any way result 
in the a priori and absolute lifting of professional secrecy, because in accordance with Article 15 of the Act of 
11 January 1993, which refers to Article 11, § 2, of the same Act, the core activities of the legal profession are 
exempt from the duty of disclosure included in Article 14a (3) (2) of the same Act. It adds that the filtering 
function of the President of the Bar Association cannot be extended to the case where the Financial 
Information Processing Cell requests information, insofar as the Directive does not provide for that possibility 
for Member States, but that nothing prevents the aforementioned Cell from approaching the President of the 
Bar Association to obtain the information it requires.   
  
A.10.4.2. The OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels hold the view that the legislator could not 
constitutionally determine that the lawyer is not protected when asked for additional information, and that the 
rule must either be annulled or the interpretation must be entrenched according to which the involvement of 
the President of the Bar Association is compulsory for every disclosure by the lawyer to the Financial 
Information Processing Cell.  
 
A.10.4.3. The Flemish Bar Council and the Dutch Bar Association of Brussels for their part contest the 
Belgian Cabinet’s allegation that it is impossible because of the Directive to incorporate the filter of the 
President of the Bar Association when the aforementioned Cell calls for additional information.  
 
With regard to Article 30 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (fourth ground for annulment in case no. 3064 and 
third ground for annulment (second part) in case no. 3065)  
 
A.11.1. The OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels explain that Article 30 of the contested Act, 
insofar as it permits any employee of a lawyer to personally disclose information to the Financial Information 
Processing Cell when the normal procedure cannot be followed, constitutes an infringement of Article 6 of the 
European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, Article 48 (2) of the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and the general legal principles on the rights of 
defence. They hold the view that if the inclusion of lawyers in the scope of the Act is open to criticism, this 
applies a fortiori to the employees, all the more so given that their inclusion has taken place without any 
safety net.  
 
A.11.2. The Flemish Bar Council and Dutch Bar Association of Brussels explain that Article 30 of the 
contested Act implies that professional secrecy is being lifted a priori and absolutely, which is contrary to the 
lesson from judgment no. 46/2000 of the Constitutional Court. 
  
A.11.3. The four applicants moreover emphasise that the aforementioned employees are neither competent 
nor authorised to disclose information to the Financial Information Processing Cell, so that the contested 
measure is irrelevant.  
 
A.11.4.1. The Belgian Cabinet calls to mind that Article 48 (2) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Union has no binding value (A.3.4.1) It also repeats that the Court does not have jurisdiction to 
judge whether a legislative provision is congruous with international standards.     
 
A.11.4.2. The OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels refer to their answer relating to the other 
pleas of inadmissibility (A.3.4.2 and A.9.4.2).  
 
A.11.5.1. On the merits, the Belgian Cabinet is of the opinion that the contested provision must be read in 
conjunction with the provisions that were introduced in order to take into account the specific character of the 
legal profession. 
  
A.11.5.2. The response of the OBFG and the French Bar Association of Brussels is that, in the absence of 
annulment, a principle must be explicitly entrenched, by way of consistent interpretation, according to which 



it is strictly prohibited for the employees of lawyers to make any direct disclosure to the Financial Information 
Processing Cell, and that those employees should on the other hand contact the President of the Bar 
Association if the lawyer remains in breach of his obligation to do so.  

 
- B -  

 
With regard to the admissibility of the actions for annulment and of the third-party 
interventions 
 
B.1. By means of its judgment no. 126/2005 of 13 July 2005, the Constitutional Court held 
that the actions for annulment and third-party interventions were admissible.  
 
With regard to the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union  
 
B.2.1. Various grounds for annulment put forward the infringement of provisions of the 
Belgian Constitution read in conjunction with provisions of the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the European Union, signed and proclaimed by the Presidents of the European 
Parliament, the Council and the Commission during the European Council meeting in Nice 
on 7 December 2000 and published in the Official Journal of the European Communities on 
18 December 2000, no. C-364. 
 
B.2.2. The Constitutional Court may take the Charter into consideration in its judgment 
insofar as the Charter confirms the existence of EU community values which are mainly 
also included in the provisions of the Belgian Constitution.  
 
Given that the Charter is not included in a normative text with binding force with regard to 
Belgium, the grounds for annulment are however not admissible insofar as they are derived 
from the infringement of constitutional provisions, read in conjunction with provisions of 
the Charter.   
 
With regard to the contested provisions 
 
B.3. The applicants request the partial annulment of the Act of 12 January 2004 “amending 
the Act of 11 January 1993 for the prevention of the use of the financial system for the 
purpose of money laundering, the Act of 22 March 1993 on the status and supervision of 
credit institutions, and the Act of 6 April 1995 on the status and supervision of investment 
firms, intermediaries and investment advisers". The provisions of the Act of 12 January 
2004 targeted by the annulment actions read as follows:  
 
“Article 4. An Article 2b is inserted in [the Act of 11 January 1993], which reads:  
 
‘Article 2b  - To the extent express provision is made herein, the provisions of this Act 
shall also apply to lawyers: 
  
1. when they assist their client in preparing or performing transactions relating to:  
 
a) the purchase or sale of immovable property or businesses;  



 
b) the management of the client’s money, securities or other assets;  
 
c) the opening or management of bank, savings or securities accounts;  
 
d) the organisation of the capital contribution needed for the incorporation, running or 
management of companies;  
 
e) the establishment/incorporation, running or management of trusts, companies or similar 
structures;  
 
2. or when they act in the name and for the account of their client in any financial 
transactions or immovable property transactions’.  
 
Article 5. The following amendments shall be introduced in Article 3 of the same Act, 
amended by the Act of 7 April 1995:  
 
1, a § 1 (1) shall be inserted, which reads as follows:  
 
‘§ 1 (1). For the application of this Act, the financing of terrorism is understood within the 
meaning of Article 2, § 2 (b), of the framework decision of the Council of the European 
Union of 13 June 2002 on combating terrorism, and in Article 2 of the International 
Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism, adopted in New York on 9 
December 1999’;  
 
2. the following amendments shall be introduced in § 2 (1):  
 
a) under the first dash, the word “terrorism” shall be replaced by the words “terrorism or 
the financing of terrorism”; 
  
b) under the eighth dash, the words “illegal use among animals of substances having a 
hormonal, anti-hormonal, beta-adrenergic or product-stimulating action or illegal trade in 
such substances” shall be replaced by the words “illegal use among animals of substances 
having a hormonal action or illegal trade in such substances”; 
  
c) under the tenth dash, the words “of the European Union” shall be replaced by the words 
“of the European Communities”;  
 
d) under the twelfth dash, the words “bribery of public officials” shall be replaced by the 
words “embezzlement by people who perform public duties and bribery”;  
 
e) subsection (1) shall be completed by the following dashes: 
  
‘- serious environmental crimes;  
 
- counterfeiting of coins or bank notes; 
 



- counterfeiting of goods;  
 
- piracy’; 
  
3. in § 2 (2), the words “or an unlawful public raising of savings income” shall be replaced 
by the words “the unlawful public raising of savings income or the provision of investment 
services, foreign exchange trading services or money transfer services without a licence”;  
 
4. in § 2 (3), the words “a financial fraud” shall be replaced by “a fraud, abuse of trust, 
misuse of company assets” and the words “a fraudulent bankruptcy” are replaced by the 
words “a criminal offence that relates to the state of bankruptcy”;  
 
5. the following amendments shall be introduced in § 3:  
 
a) the words “in Article 2” shall be replaced by the words “in Articles 2, 2 (1) and 2 (2)”;  
 
b) the words “of money laundering” shall be replaced by the words “of money laundering 
and the financing of terrorism”.  
 

“Article 7. Article 4 of the same Act, amended by the Act of 10 August 1998, shall be 
replaced as follows:  

‘Article 4 - § 1: The enterprises and persons referred to in Articles 2, 2 (1) (1) to (4), and 2 
(2) must identify their clients and their clients' agents and verify their identity on the basis 
of a supporting document, of which a copy must be obtained on paper or on an electronic 
carrier when:  
 
1. they enter into a business relationship whereby the parties involved become habitual 
clients; 
 
2. the client wishes to perform:  
 
a) a transaction for an amount of €10,000 or more, regardless of whether it is performed in 
one or in more transactions among which there proves to be a connection; or  
 
b) a transaction, even if the amount is lower than €10,000, as soon as it is suspected that 
such transaction relates to money laundering or the financing of terrorism; or  
 
c) a transfer of funds, as referred to in Article 139a of the Act of 6 April 1995 on the status 
and supervision of investment firms, intermediaries and investment advisers;  
 
3. they doubt the veracity or accuracy of the identification details of an existing client. 
 
The identification and the verification relates to the surname, first name and address of 
natural persons. Notwithstanding Article 5 § 1, the identification and verification for legal 
entities and trusts relates to the name and registered office of the legal entity, the 
directors/trustees and  knowledge of the provisions relating to the authority to enter into 



obligations for the legal entity or trust. The identification also relates to the subject and 
expected nature of the business relationship. 
  
§ 2. The enterprises and persons referred to in Article 2, 2 a (1) to (4) and 2b must be 
permanently vigilant with regard to the business relationship and make sure they attentively 
examine the performed transactions to ensure these are consistent with their knowledge of 
the client, his commercial activities, risk profile and, if necessary, the source of the funds.  
 
§ 3. When the enterprises and persons referred to in Article 2, 2a (1) to (4) and 2b do not 
comply with the duty of vigilance as referred to in §§ 1 and 2, they may not enter into or 
maintain any business relationship. In this way they decide whether it is necessary to 
impose a disclosure to the Financial Information Processing Cell on themselves in 
accordance with Articles 12 to 14b.  
 
§ 4. The enterprises and persons referred to in Article 2, with the exception of those in 
Article 2 (17), (18) and (21), may have the duty of vigilance referred to in §§ 1 and 2 
performed by a third party agent, insofar as this is also a credit or financial institution 
within the meaning of Article 1 of Directive 91/308/EEC, or a credit or financial institution 
from a country whose legislation imposes due diligence that is equivalent to that imposed 
in Articles 4 and 5. The member states of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) are 
presumed to comply with this requirement. On the advice of the Financial Information 
Processing Cell, the King may extend this presumption to other States. 
  
§ 5. The enterprises referred to in Article 2, whose activities include money transfers within 
the meaning of Article 139a of the Act of 6 April 1995 on the status and supervision of 
investment firms, intermediaries and investment advisers, shall when remitting or 
transferring money or in the reporting thereof, record correct and useful information about 
the clients/principals of the transactions concerned. These enterprises must keep all that 
information and pass it on if they act as an intermediary in a payment chain.  
 
§ 6. The terms of application of the obligations summarised above shall be explained by the 
authorities referred to in Article 21 and, where appropriate, via regulations in accordance 
with Article 21a, depending on the risk that the client, business relationship or transaction 
represents. With regard to § 5, it is specifically determined under which circumstances 
information must be kept or made available to authorities or other financial institutions, 
provided that specific provisions may be made in the regulations for cross-border transfers 
that are forwarded in batches”.  
 
“Article 25. The following amendments shall be introduced in Article 14 (1) of the same 
Act, inserted by the Act of 10 August 1998:  
 
1. § 1 shall be replaced as follows: 
 
‘§ 1. The persons referred to in Article 2a (1) to (4) who, in the practice of their profession, 
determine facts which they know or suspect are related to money laundering or the 
financing of terrorism, must immediately inform the Financial Information Processing 
Cell”;  



 
2. in § 2 (1), the words “money laundering” shall be replaced by the words “money 
laundering or the financing of terrorism’;  
 
3. this article shall be supplemented by the following section:  
 
‘§ 3. The persons referred to in Article 2b who, when performing the activities summarised 
in that article, determine facts which they know or suspect are related to money laundering 
or the financing of terrorism, must immediately inform the President of the Bar Association 
of which they are members. 
   
The persons referred to in Article 2b shall however not provide that information if they 
receive such information from one of their clients or obtain such information about one of 
their clients when ascertaining that client’s legal position, or when defending or 
representing that client in or with regard to legal proceedings, including advice about the 
institution or avoidance of a legal action, regardless of whether such information was 
received or obtained before, during or after such proceedings. 
  
The President of the Bar Association shall determine whether the conditions referred to in 
Article 2 (2) and the previous sub-article have been observed. If these conditions have been 
observed, he shall immediately provide the information to the Financial Information 
Processing Cell’.”  
 
“Article 27. Article 15 (1) of the same Act, amended by the Acts of 7 April 1995 and 10 
August 1998, shall be replaced as follows:  
 
‘ § 1. When the Financial Information Processing Cell receives information as referred to in 
Article 11 (2) the Cell, one of its members or one of its employees, designated for this 
purpose by the magistrate who leads the Cell or his deputy may require that all additional 
information deemed useful for the performance of the Cell's duties must be provided within 
a period that he stipulates:  
 
1. by all institutions and persons referred to in Articles 2, 2a and 2b, as well as by the 
President of the Bar Association referred to in Article 14a (3);  
 
2. by the police forces, in derogation from Article 44 (1) of the Act of 5 August 1992 on the 
office of police, as amended by the Act of 26 April 2002 on the essential elements of the 
status of police force employees and containing various other provisions relating to the 
police forces;  
 
3. by the administrative departments of the State;  
 
4. by receivers/liquidators in a bankruptcy or liquidation; 
 
5. by the provisional administrators as referred to in Article 8 of the Belgian Bankruptcy 
Act of 8 August 1997; 
 



6. by the judicial authorities. However, information may not be disclosed by an 
investigating judge to the Cell without the express permission of the attorney-general or of 
the federal attorney and any information obtained by the Cell from the judicial authority 
may not be disclosed to a foreign institution under Article 17, §2 without the express 
permission of the attorney general or the federal attorney.  
 
The persons referred to in Article 2b and the President of the Bar Association referred to in 
Article 14a (3) shall not provide that information if the persons referred to in Article 2 (2) 
received such information from one of their clients or obtained such information about one 
of their clients when ascertaining that client’s legal position, or when defending or 
representing that client in or with regard to legal proceedings, including advice about the 
institution or avoidance of a legal action, regardless of whether such information was 
received or obtained before, during or after such proceedings.  
 
The judicial authorities, police forces, administrative departments of the State, 
receivers/liquidators in a bankruptcy/liquidation and the provisional administrators may at 
their own initiative provide the Financial Information Processing Cell with all information 
that they deem useful for the performance of its duties.  
 
The Public Prosecution Service shall inform the Financial Information Processing Cell of 
all final decisions that have been taken in cases in which the Cell provided information in 
accordance with Articles 12 (3) and 16".  
 
“Article 30. The following amendments are introduced in article 18 of the same Act, 
amended by the Act of 10 August 1998:  
 
1. the first sub-article shall be replaced as follows:   
 
‘The disclosure of the information referred to in Articles 12 to 14b shall normally be made 
by the person appointed by the enterprises referred to in Articles 2 and 2a (5) in accordance 
with Article 10, or by the persons referred to in Articles 2a (1) to (4) and 2b. ’;  
 
2. in the second sub-article, the words "in Articles 2 and 2a (5)" shall be replaced by the 
words "in Articles 2, 2a and 2b". 
  
Article 31. In Article 19 of the same Act, as amended by the Act of 10 August 1998, the 
words "the enterprises or persons referred to in Articles 2 and 2a" shall be replaced by the 
words "the enterprises or persons referred to in Articles 2, 2a and 2b and the President of 
the Bar Association referred to in Article 14a (3)".    
 
With regard to the grounds for annulment 
 
With regard to Articles 4, 7, 25, 27, 30 and 31 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (first ground 
for annulment in both cases) 
 
B.4. In their first ground for annulment, the applicants complain that the provisions they 
contest extend the scope of application of the Act of 11 January 1993 for the prevention of 



the use of the financial system for the purpose of money laundering and the financing of 
terrorism to lawyers. On the one hand, they contend that the legislator, by targeting 
lawyers, has irresponsibly prejudiced the principles of professional secrecy and their 
independence, so infringing Articles 10, 11 and 22 of the Belgian Constitution, as read in 
conjunction with Articles 6 and 8 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, the general legal principles concerning the rights of 
defence and Article 6 (2) of the Treaty on European Union. On the other hand, they submit 
that the provisions are insufficiently clear, so that lawyers are not able to determine the 
circumstances under which the Act applies to them, and Articles 12 and 14 of the Belgian 
Constitution, as read in conjunction with Article 7 of the European Convention for the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, have accordingly been infringed. 
  
B.5.1. After having held that the extension of the individual scope of application of the Act 
of 11 January 1993 to lawyers was imposed on the Belgian legislator by the Directive 
2001/97/EC of the European Parliament and the Council of 4 December 2001, amending 
Directive 91/308/EEC of the Council for the prevention of the use of the financial system 
for the purpose of money laundering, the Constitutional Court by means of judgment no. 
126/2005 granted the request of some of the applicants and interveners and, before 
examining the grounds for annulment, referred the question set out in A.4.2 to the European 
Court of Justice for a preliminary ruling.  
 
B.5.2. In its judgment of 26 June 2007 in case C-305/05, the European Court of Justice 
ruled that the right to a fair trial, as guaranteed by Article 6 of the European Convention for 
the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and Article 6 (2) of the Treaty 
on European Union, is not infringed by the obligation on lawyers to inform and cooperate 
with the authorities responsible for combating money laundering, taking into account the 
restrictions imposed or permitted on that obligation by Directive 91/308/EEC, as amended 
by Directive 2001/97/EC.  
 
B.5.3. The Constitutional Court is examining the grounds taking the aforementioned 
judgment of the European Court of Justice into consideration.  
 
B.6.1. In Belgium, lawyers play a significant part in the administration of justice, which 
accounts for the unique rules in relation to the conditions for access to and practising their 
profession that have to be taken into account and which differ from those that apply to other 
liberal professions. According to Article 456 of the Belgian Judicial Code, the profession of 
lawyer is based on the principles of "dignity, honesty and discretion".  
 
B.6.2. Lawyers are subject to strict ethical rules, the due observance of which is firstly 
ensured by the disciplinary committee of the Bar Association. The disciplinary committee 
may, depending on the case, "warn, reprimand or suspend a lawyer for a period not 
exceeding one year, strike a lawyer off the role, from the list of lawyers that practice under 
the professional title of another EU member state or from the list of trainee lawyers” 
(Article 460 (1) of the Belgian Judicial Code).  
B.6.3. It follows from the special status of lawyers, as laid down in the Belgian Judicial 
Code and the regulations adopted by the bar associations established under the Act of 4 



July 2001, that the profession of lawyer in Belgium is distinguished from other independent 
legal professions.  
 
B.7.1. The effectiveness of the rights of defence of any person seeking justice necessarily 
assumes that a relationship of trust can be established between him and the lawyer that 
advises and defends him. The necessary relationship of trust can only be established and 
maintained if the person seeking justice is guaranteed that the lawyer will not disclose the 
information entrusted to him by the client. It follows from this that the principle of 
professional secrecy, the breach of which is specifically punished under Article 458 of the 
Belgian Criminal Code, is a fundamental element of the rights of defence. 
   
B.7.2. It is true that the rule of professional secrecy must give way when this proves 
necessary or when it is inconsistent with a value that is deemed more important. The lifting 
of the lawyer's professional secrecy must however be compatible with the fundamental 
principles of the Belgian legal system, be justified on account of urgency and be strictly 
proportional.  
 
B.7.3. When the obligations that the contested Act imposes on lawyers are not observed, 
that non-compliance is moreover punished with an administrative fine. That fine may 
amount to as much as €1,250,000 and has a predominantly repressive character, so that the 
description of what constitutes non-compliance must comply with the principle of the 
foreseeability of criminalisation, according to which this description must be formulated 
using words that anyone, at the moment they undertake certain action, can determine 
whether or not that action is punishable. The principle requires that sufficiently precise and 
clear wording providing legal certainty is used to determine which actions are made 
criminal offences, so that, on the one hand, anyone undertaking certain action, can 
adequately assess beforehand what the criminal consequences of that action will be and, on 
the other hand, so that the court is not left with too great a freedom of discretion.  
 
B.7.4.  Although, as emphasised in the judgment with which the European Court of Justice 
delivered its preliminary ruling on the question posed by the Belgian Constitutional Court, 
Article 6 (3) of the Directive is open to various interpretations, so that the precise scope of 
the duty of information and cooperation to which lawyers are subject cannot be 
unambiguously determined (point 27), the contested provision would not be able to contain 
such a lack of clarity without infringing the principle of the foreseeability of 
criminalisation.  
 
It is therefore up to the Constitutional Court to clearly examine the scope that must be given 
to the contested provisions.  
 
B.7.5. Point 28 of the judgment of 26 June 2007 calls to mind that: 
  
“Member States must not only interpret their national law in a manner consistent with 
Community law but also make sure they do not rely on an interpretation of wording of 
secondary legislation which would be in conflict with the fundamental rights protected by 
the Community legal order or with the other general principles of Community law”. 
   



B.7.6. The same judgment calls to mind the requirements of Article 6 of the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and the 
principle of professional secrecy of lawyers that is related to the requirements of the right to 
a fair trial. The European Court of Justice already emphasised in its AM & S judgment of 18 
May 1982 (Jur., 1982, p. 1575) that the confidentiality of communications between lawyers 
and their clients serves the requirement, “the importance of which is recognised in all of the 
Member States, that any person must be able, without constraint, to consult a lawyer whose 
profession entails the giving of independent legal advice to all those in need of it” (point 
18).  
 
B.7.7. In its Wouters and others judgment of 19 February 2002 (Jur., 2002, I, p. 1577), the 
European Court of Justice also emphasised that every member state, in the absence of 
specific community rules, remains free in principle to organise the practice of the 
profession of lawyer in its territory, that the rules may accordingly differ significantly from 
one member state to another and that, in a country where the lawyer finds himself in 
situation of independence vis-à-vis the authorities, other operators and third parties, he 
"[must] guarantee that all steps taken in a case are taken in the sole interest of the client”  
(point 102) and that a Member State may be of the opinion that the lawyer must defend his 
client independently and with due observance of strict professional secrecy (point 105).  
 
B.7.8. The same principles have been restated by the Court of First Instance of the 
European Communities, according to which the purpose of the confidentiality of 
communications between lawyers and clients “is both to guarantee the full exercise of 
individuals’ rights of defence and to safeguard the requirement that any person must be 
able, without constraint, to consult his lawyer”, and that such protection firstly seeks to 
“safeguard the public interest in the proper administration of justice in ensuring that a client 
is free to consult his lawyer without fear that any confidences which he imparts may 
subsequently be disclosed” (Akzo Nobel Chemicals Ltd judgment of 17 September 2007, 
points 86 and 87).  
 
B.7.9. As indicated in its judgment no’s 50/2004, 100/2006 and 129/2006, the 
Constitutional Court is also of the opinion that the relationship of trust that must exist 
between the lawyer and his client can only be established and maintained if the party 
seeking justice is certain that the communications made in confidence to his lawyer will not 
be disclosed by the latter.  
 
B.7.10. It follows from the aforementioned that the constitutionality of the contested 
provisions must be assessed taking into account the fact that the professional secrecy of the 
lawyer is a general principle that relates to the observance of fundamental rights, that the 
rules deviating from that secrecy can only be interpreted strictly for those reasons and with 
the application of the principle of the foreseeability of criminalisation, and that the manner 
in which the profession of lawyer is organised within the national legal system must also be 
considered.  
 
B.8. Combating money laundering and the financing of terrorism, which unmistakably 
influences the growth of the organised crime that constitutes a unique threat to society, is a 
legitimate objective in the public interest. However, that objective could not justify an 



unconditional or unrestricted lifting of the lawyer's professional secrecy, because lawyers, 
for the reasons called to mind in B.6.1 to B.6.3, must be distinguished from the authorities 
responsible for tracking down crimes.  
 
B.9.1. Article 2b of the Act of 11 January 1993 for the prevention of the use of the financial 
system for money laundering and the financing of terrorism, inserted by means of Article 4 
of the contested Act, determines that the obligations of that Act are applicable to lawyers 
when they act in a specific number of matters that are listed restrictively and "do not form 
part of the core activity of the profession of lawyer" (Parliamentary Publications, 
Chamber, 2003-2004, DOC 51-0383/001, p. 28). More specifically as concerns mandatory 
cooperation with the authorities, that provision must be read in conjunction with Article 14a 
(3) of the same Act, inserted by means of Article 25 (3) of the contested Act, which 
specifies that lawyers may not disclose information to the authorities relating to facts which 
they know or suspect are related to money laundering or the financing of terrorism, if that 
information "is received from one of their clients or obtained about one of their clients 
when they are ascertaining their client’s legal position, or defending or representing that 
client in or in relation to legal proceedings". 
   
B.9.2. It is clear from that provision that all information to which the lawyer becomes privy 
as part of legal proceedings in the matters listed in Article 2a of the aforementioned Act of 
11 January 1993, are covered by his professional secrecy and shall remain so "regardless of 
whether the information has been received or obtained before, during or after the 
proceedings” (ECJ, aforementioned judgment of 26 June 2007, point 34).  
 
B.9.3. However, the professional secrecy of the lawyer could not be limited to all his 
activities involving legal defence and representation. For this reason, the aforementioned 
Article 14a (3”) also prohibits the information to which lawyers become privy "when 
ascertaining the legal position of their clients", including in the matters that are listed in the 
same Article 2b, from being disclosed to the authorities. The same provision stipulates that 
the information that is received or obtained as part of “advice about instituting or avoiding 
legal proceedings” may likewise not be disclosed to the authorities.  
 
B.9.4. The words "in the course of ascertaining the legal position of their clients" in the 
Act, are taken over in full from Article 6 (3) that is inserted in Directive 91/308/EEC by the 
aforementioned Directive 2001/97/EC of the European Parliament and the Council of 4 
December 2001, and must therefore be interpreted in light of the interpretation of the 
Directive. In that regard, recital 17 of the Directive:  
 
“There must be exemptions from any obligation to report information obtained either 
before, during or after judicial proceedings, or in the course of ascertaining the legal 
position for a client.  Thus, legal advice remains subject to the obligation of professional 
secrecy unless the legal counsellor is taking part in money laundering activities, the legal 
advice is provided for money laundering purposes, or the lawyer knows that the client is 
seeking legal advice for money laundering purposes.”  
Based on that recital, the Advocate-General observed in the opinion which preceded the 
judgment of the European Court of Justice 26 June 2007:  
 



“In this case, it seems to me that the concept of ‘ascertaining the legal position for a client’ 
used by the Directive can easily be construed as including that of legal advice. Such a 
reading is consistent with respect for fundamental rights and for the principles of a State 
governed by the rule of law, which are protected by the Community legal order. 
 
It is moreover consistent with the wording of the recital 17 in the preamble to the Directive, 
which provides that, in principle, ‘legal advice remains subject to the obligation of 
professional secrecy’. I therefore propose to interpret the second subparagraph of Article 6 
(3) of the Directive as meaning that it exempts lawyers engaging in the provision of legal 
advice from any obligation to inform” (ECJ, case C-305/05, Opinion of the Advocate-
General, issued on 14 December 2006).  
 
In the Explanatory Memorandum to the Bill that became the contested Act, express 
reference is furthermore made to recital 17 of the Directive when the scope of the Act with 
regard to lawyers is described, and it is moreover noted with regard to lawyers that "it is 
very difficult to determine what is just simple advice and what has to do with a legal 
defence, given that the provision of advice can always be used for that purpose" 
(Parliamentary Publications, Chamber, DOC 51-0383/001, pp. 16 and 17).  
 
B.9.5. In the practice of the profession of lawyer, as organised by the provisions of the 
Belgian Judicial Code and ethical rules of the profession that are particular to Belgium, and 
called to mind in B.6.1 to B.6.3, the purpose of the activity of providing legal advice 
concerning one of the matters referred to in Article 2 (2) (1) (a) to (e), even outside any 
legal proceedings, is to inform the client about the legislative position that applies to his 
personal situation or the transaction he is considering, or to advise him on how to be able to 
perform that transaction legally. The purpose is always to enable the client to avoid legal 
proceedings with regard to that transaction. By the application of Article 14 (1), § 3, of the 
Act, the information that is obtained or received when the lawyer provides advice on the 
matters listed in Article 2b (1) (a) to (e) therefore escapes compulsory disclosure to the 
authorities.  
 
B.9.6. It follows from the aforementioned that the information to which the lawyer becomes 
privy when performing the essential activities of his profession, including the matters 
summarised in aforementioned Article 2b, namely the legal representation or defence of the 
client and provision of legal advice, remains covered by professional secrecy, even outside 
of any legal proceedings, and cannot be disclosed to the authorities.  
 
The lawyer can only be subject to the obligation of disclosing information of which he is 
aware to the authorities when he practises an activity in one of the matters that are 
summarised in Article 2b, outside his specific mandate to legally defend or represent and 
provide legal advice.  
 
B.10. Provided the contested provisions are interpreted in the manner stated in B.9.6, they 
do not disproportionately prejudice the principle of the lawyer's professional secrecy and 
therefore do not infringe Articles 10, 11 and 22 of the Belgian Constitution, read in 
conjunction with Articles 6 and 8 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. The first ground for annulment in case no. 3064 and, 



insofar it is derived from the infringement of those provisions, the first ground for 
annulment in case no. 3065 are unfounded.  
 
B.11. Provided the contested provision is interpreted in the manner stated in B.9.6, the first 
ground for annulment in case no. 3065, insofar it is derived from the infringement of 
Articles 12 and 14 of the Belgian Constitution, read in conjunction with Article 7 of the 
European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, is 
likewise unfounded.  
 
With regard to Article 5 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (second ground for annulment in 
case no. 3065)  
 
B.12.1. The applicants in case no. 3065 requested the annulment of Article 5 of the Act of 
12 January 2004 on the basis that it infringes Articles 12 and 14 of the Belgian 
Constitution, whether or not read in conjunction with Article 7 of the European Convention 
for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. They hold the view that 
the description of the criminal offences in the contested provision is insufficiently clear, 
which would be contrary to the principle of the legality of the criminalisation and the 
punishment.  
 
B.12.2. Article 5 of the Act of 12 January 2004 supplements Article 3 of the Act of 11 
January 1993. The purpose of that provision is to specifically define, for the application of 
the Act, what is meant by "money laundering" (§ 1) and the "financing of terrorism" (§ 1 
(1)), and to determine the underlying criminal offences which produce the illegal money or 
illegal assets that form the subject of the laundering activity (§ 2). 
 
Accordingly, the contested Article 5, just like Article 3 of the Act of 11 January 1993 that it 
amends, is not intended to and does not result in making one or more actions an offence or 
introduce penalties. In that sense, Articles 12 and 14 of the Belgian Constitution do not 
apply thereto.  
 
B.12.3. The definition of the underlying criminal offences is however one aspect that the 
lawyer must know in detail to determine whether he is dealing with money from an illegal 
source that is being laundered and whether he is consequently obliged to inform the 
President of the Bar Association. Under Article 22 of the Act of 11 January 1993, an 
administrative penalty of up to €1,250,000 may be imposed on a lawyer who decides not to 
share information with regard to money laundering or the financing of terrorism that has 
come to his attention, which would not be covered by his obligation of professional secrecy 
in accordance with Article 14a (3) (2) of the same Act. Such a penalty has a predominantly 
repressive character and the principle of the foreseeability of criminalisation is accordingly 
applicable thereto. 
  
B.12.4. It is clear from the Explanatory Memorandum of the contested provision that the 
legislator wished to define the terminology in the list of underlying criminal activities in 
more detail and adapt this terminology to the actions being criminalised in the Criminal 
Code and some special Acts. He was not obliged in this regard to refer to the articles of the 
Belgian Criminal Code, but could make use of prevailing words, given that these are 



sufficiently clear for a professional legal practitioner to be able to determine whether the 
source of the money that he suspects is being laundered is illegal for the purpose of the Act. 
The information in the Explanatory Memorandum moreover sufficiently indicates what is 
meant by the words of the Act (Parliamentary Publications, Chamber, 2003-2004, DOC 
51-0383/001, pp. 28 to 31).  
 
B.12.5. The ground for annulment is unfounded.  
 
With regard to Article 31 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (second ground for annulment in 
case no. 3064 and fourth ground for annulment in case no. 3065)  
 
B.13.1. Article 31 of the contested Act extends to lawyers and Presidents of Bar 
Associations the prohibition, contained in Article 19 of the Act of 11 January 1993, on 
notifying the client concerned or third parties that information has been disclosed to the 
Financial Information Processing Cell or that an investigation into money laundering is 
underway.  
 
B.13.2. The applicants hold the view that the prohibition is contrary to Articles 10 and 11 
of the Belgian Constitution, as read in conjunction with Articles 6, 7 and 8 of the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, insofar as it 
prejudices the independence of the lawyer and the relationship of trust between the lawyer 
and his client.  
 
B.13.3. Whilst Directive 2001/97/EC does not compel the Member States to prohibit 
lawyers from notifying clients that their personal details have been disclosed to the 
authorities (Article 1 (7), which amends Article 8 of Directive 91/308/EEC), Directive 
2005/60/EC of the European Parliament and the Council of 26 October 2005 on the 
prevention of the use of the financial system for the purpose of money laundering and 
terrorism financing, which had to be transposed into national law by no later than 15 
December 2007, does prohibit this information from being disclosed to the client (Article 
28 (1)). However, that Directive does specify in Article 28 (6) that when a lawyer seeks to 
dissuade a client from engaging in illegal activity, this does not constitute a disclosure for 
the purpose of Article 28 (1) of the Directive.    
 
B.13.4. It is clear from the Explanatory Memorandum that the legislator views the 
prohibition on notifying the client or third parties that information has been disclosed to the 
Financial Information Processing Cell as the "finishing touch that guarantees the 
effectiveness of the provision" (Parliamentary Publications, Chamber, 2003-2004, DOC 
51-0383/001, p. 50).  
 
B.13.5. A lawyer who seeks to dissuade a client from performing or participating in a 
laundering transaction or a transaction to finance terrorism, which are activities that he 
knows are illegal, and establishes that he has been unsuccessful in his attempts, is obliged, 
when he finds himself in a situation in which the duty to inform applies to him, to report the 
details of which he has knowledge to the President of the Bar Association, who will in turn 
inform the authorities. In that case, the lawyer involved can no longer act for and must 
therefore end his relationship with the client, and there is accordingly no further question of 



a relationship of trust between the lawyer and his client. On the other hand, if the lawyer 
establishes that he did persuade his client not to perform or participate in an illegal 
transaction, nothing prevents the relationship of trust between the lawyer and his client 
from continuing to exist, since in that case no information relating to the client must be 
reported to the Financial Information Processing Cell.   
 
Having regard to the limited scope of application of the duty to disclose information to the 
authorities with regard to lawyers, interpreted as set out in B.9.6, the contested measure is 
not disproportionate.  
 
B.13.6. The grounds for annulment are unfounded. 
  
With regard to Article 27 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (third ground for annulment in 
case no. 3064 and third ground for annulment ( first part) in case no. 3065)  
 
B.14.1. The applicants take issue with Article 27 of the Act of 12 January 2004 - which 
amends Article 15 of the Act of 11 January 1993 - in that it enables the authorities to 
receive all additional information they deem useful for the continuation of their task from 
the lawyers who have disclosed information relating to a suspected laundering transaction 
or financing of terrorism, without the involvement of the President of the Bar Association, 
whilst, when a lawyer discloses information to the authorities under Article 14a (3), of the 
Act of 11 January 1993, he must first disclose that information to the President of the Bar 
Association of which he is a member, who in turn will provide this information to the 
Financial Information Processing Cell after determining whether that actually must happen 
under the Act. 
  
B.14.2. The involvement of the President of the Bar Association in disclosing information 
provided by lawyers to the Financial Information Processing Cell is an essential guarantee, 
both for lawyers and for their clients, in that it provides certainty that professional secrecy 
will only be breached in the cases strictly provided for by the Act. 
The role of the President of the Bar Association is to determine whether the statutory 
conditions for the application of the duty to inform have actually been satisfied and, if he 
determines this is not the case, he must refrain from passing on the information that has 
been disclosed to him. The Directive provided for the involvement of a self-regulating 
professional body “in order to take proper account of these professionals' [the lawyers] duty 
of discretion owed to their clients" (Directive 2001/97/EC, recital 20). The involvement of 
the President of the Bar Association was interpreted as "a filter" between lawyers and the 
judicial authorities "to prevent any infringement of the fundamental rights of defence" 
(Parliamentary Publications, Chamber, 2003-2004, DOC 51-0383/001, p. 17).  
 
B.14.3. Given that the involvement of the President of the Bar Association is regarded as an 
essential guarantee to safeguard the professional secrecy of the lawyer and the fundamental 
rights of the persons involved in the disclosure of information during the initial contact 
between the lawyer and the authorities, it is unwise not to provide for the same "filter" 
when, after the first contact, further information is requested from the lawyer who made the 
disclosure. After all, the risk of a negligent breach of the lawyer's professional secrecy is no 



less when subsequent information is exchanged about facts or indications of money 
laundering or the financing of terrorism than it was during the initial contact.  
 
B.14.4. Article 15 (1) of the Act of 11 January 1993, amended by means of Article 27 of 
the contested Act, should be read in conjunction with Article 14a (3) of the same Act, 
which determines that the lawyers are obliged to inform the President of the Bar 
Association, failing which the effectiveness of the guarantee provided by his involvement 
would be prejudiced. According to that interpretation, which moreover corresponds to 
Article 23 of Directive 2005/60/EC, lawyers may only disclose information - both during a 
first disclosure relating to one of their clients and when passing on additional information 
regarding the same facts at the request of the Financial Information Processing Cell - to the 
President of the Association of which they are members, who will provide this to the Cell 
once he has determined that the conditions for the application of the duty to inform 
continue to be satisfied.  
 
B.14.5. The grounds for annulment are unfounded, subject to Article 27 of the Act of 12 
January 2004 being interpreted as set out in B.14.4. 
 
With regard to Article 30 of the Act of 12 January 2004 (fourth ground for annulment in 
case no. 3064 and third ground for annulment (second part) in case no. 3065)  
 
B.15.1. The applicants take issue with Article 30 (2) of the contested Act, which amends 
Article 18 (2) of the Act of 11 January 1993, and makes it possible for every employee or 
representative to personally disclose information to the Cell whenever the normal 
procedure cannot be followed - i.e. whenever the lawyer cannot transmit the information 
himself - contending that it breaches professional secrecy and accordingly infringes 
Articles 10 and 11 of the Belgian Constitution, as read in conjunction with Article 6 of the 
European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.  
 
B.15.2. The Explanatory Memorandum states that the purpose of the provision is to "make 
it possible for employees and representatives of these professionals to personally make the 
disclosure, when the professionals themselves are unable to comply with their obligations 
or wish to back out of their obligations in bad faith" (Parliamentary Publications, 
Chamber, 2003-2004, DOC 51-0383/001, p. 50).  
 
B.15.3. The Belgian Cabinet states it is clear that this provision must be read in conjunction 
with the provisions inserted in the legislation to take into account the specific character of 
the profession of lawyer.  
 
Even in that interpretation of the provision, nothing could justify a person standing outside 
the relationship between the lawyer and his clients being able to provide information 
regarding that client to the authorities. That is even more so given that the employees of the 
lawyer probably may not possess any legal qualifications or skills and it can therefore not 
be understood how they would be able to assess whether the conditions for the application 
of the Act to the lawyer who employs them, or whom they represent, have been satisfied.  
B.15.4. Insofar as it is permitted that any employee and representative of lawyers 
personally provide information to the Cell, even via the President of the Bar Association, 



Article 30 of the Act of 12 January 2004 irresponsibly breaches the professional secrecy of 
the lawyer and infringes the provisions referred to in the ground for annulment. 
  
B.15.5. In Article 18 (2) of the Act of 11 January 1993, amended by Article 30 (2) of the 
Act of 12 January 2004, the words “and 2b” must be annulled. 
 
For these reasons, 
 
the Court 
 
1. annuls the words "and 2b" in Article 18 (2) of the Act of 11 January 1993 for the 
prevention of the use of the financial system for the purpose of money laundering and the 
financing of terrorism, as amended by Article 30 (2) of the Act of 12 January 2004;  
 
2. dismisses the other actions for annulment, subject thereto: 
  
a) that Article 2 (2), inserted in the aforementioned Act of 11 January 1993 by means of 
Article 4 of the Act of 12 January 2004, is interpreted so that 
  
- the information to which the lawyer becomes privy when performing the essential 
activities of his profession, including the matters summarised in that Article 2 (2), namely 
the defence or legal representation of the client and the provision of legal advice, remains 
covered by professional secrecy, even outside of any legal proceedings, and can therefore 
not be disclosed to the authorities, and 
 
- the lawyer can only be subject to the duty to disclose the information he is aware of to the 
authorities when he carries out an activity, in relation to one of the matters summarised in 
the aforementioned Article 2 (2), that goes further than a specific mandate of defence or 
legal representation and providing legal advice;  
 
b) Article 15 (1) (1) of the same Act of 11 January 1993, replaced by Article 27 of the Act 
of 12 January 2004, is interpreted so that every disclosure of information to the Financial 
Information Processing Cell is made via the President of the Bar Association. 
  
Judgment thus delivered in French, Dutch and German, in accordance with Article 65 of the 
Special Act of 6 January 1989, at the public hearing of 23 January 2008. 
 
The Registrar,       The President, 
P.-Y. Dutilleux       M. Melchior  


