Holiday Safety Notice


December 16, 2015

The holiday season is always a special time of year. Unfortunately, it is easy to forget as we rush about our lives that Belgium is still under a Level 3 terrorism threat rating (described as an attack is possible or probable). This means that the Belgian authorities still believe that terrorists either could be in Belgium or are planning an attack here, although we have no information indicating a specific threat against Americans or American facilities, per se. One cannot stress enough the absolute necessity for US citizens to continue to maintain a heightened sense of awareness and continue to avoid large crowds or areas that might attract a substantial gathering of people. If you see something you deem suspect or someone acting suspiciously, report it immediately to the nearest police officer or soldier. 

Another concern that can sometimes be overlooked as we face the dangers of a heightened terrorism threat is the underlying criminal element that exists in Brussels, Antwerp, Gent, Bruges and other large cities throughout Belgium. Criminals will use any advantage to further their illicit activity, to include exploiting the authorities’ current focus on anti-terrorism operations. We must all remain committed to employing sound and prudent personal security practices during the holidays. Following these simple security safety tips will hopefully help keep the holidays happy and incident-free. 


Around the town:

1. Be especially vigilant at train stations, restaurants, shopping areas, and on public transportation. 

1. Whenever possible, bring a friend with you. Criminals prefer to target persons traveling alone.

1. Be wary of diversions. Pickpockets frequently work in teams to distract the victim while his/her valuables are stolen. 

1. Avoid showing large sums of cash when paying bills or buying transportation tickets. ATM machines should be approached with caution and be aware of persons loitering around ATMs, particularly at night.

1. Never leave a bag unattended. Keep a hand on bags at all times, particularly at train stations and on public transportation. Unattended bags are often stolen quickly and silently.

1. If carrying a bag or purse, ensure the pockets are secure (zipped, snapped, fastened) and keep the bag in front of you. If traveling on public transportation with a backpack or bag, keep your back to a wall if possible. 


When traveling by car:

1. Do not leave any valuables visible in your vehicle, even while driving. Items left on the passenger front seat of a car are particularly vulnerable.

1. Use a parking garage when possible. They are generally more secure than street parking. When a parking garage is not available, look for a spot near a street light.

1. Identify safe havens (police stations, Embassy, USAG, etc.) when driving. If you suspect you are being followed, do not drive home. Go to one of these safe havens.


Around the house:

1. Use all of your available residential security devices, such as locks and alarms.

1. Check that your outside lighting is functioning.

1. Report suspicious behavior in your neighborhood to the police immediately (dial 112).

1. Refrain from posting your travel plans on social media.  Criminals use social media to target victims and their residences by trolling for vacation information. Post your travels pictures and adventures after your return. 


Unfortunately, even the most prepared and alert person can still fall prey. Here are some tips to help mitigate the personal impact of becoming a victim:

1. Violent crime is relatively uncommon in Belgium, particularly in aggravated robbery and residential break-in situations. Nonetheless, it could happen. Remember, there are no possessions worth your life. Comply with the criminal’s demands and be a good witness.

1. In case of an incident, call 112 for Police and Emergency support before doing anything else.

1. Know the exact location and phone number of the closest police station in your neighborhood. 

1. Keep a list of all credit cards numbers and contact information, so they can be canceled quickly in case they get stolen.

1. Keep a list of serial numbers for cameras, laptops and other high value items.


We strongly recommend that U.S. citizens traveling to or residing in Belgium enroll in the Department of State’s Smart Traveler Enrollment Program (STEP). STEP enrollment gives you the latest security updates, and makes it easier for the U.S. embassy or nearest U.S. consulate to contact you in an emergency. If you don’t have Internet access, enroll directly with the nearest U.S. embassy or consulate. 

Regularly monitor the State Department’s website where you can find current Travel Warnings, (including the Travel Warning for Belgium if appropriate), Travel Alerts, and the Worldwide Caution, Read the Country Specific Information for Belgium. For additional information, refer to Traveler’s Checklist. 
Contact the U.S. embassy or consulate for up-to-date information on travel restrictions. You can also call 1-888-407-4747 toll-free from within the United States and Canada, or 1-202-501-4444 from other countries. These numbers are available from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Eastern Time, Monday through Friday (except U.S. federal holidays). 

Follow us on Twitter and Facebook. 
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The U.S. Embassy in Brussels is located at Blvd du Regent 27, 1000 Brussels and is open Monday through Friday 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. (except U.S. federal and Belgian holidays). If you are a U.S. citizen in need of urgent assistance, the emergency number for the U.S, Embassy is: 02-811- 
4000.


We wish you all a safe, happy and peaceful Holiday Season.

