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PP  rr  ee  ff  aa  cc  ee

    
Winston Churchill s idea of the creation of the United States of Europe was 

materialized when Robert Schuman proposed the foundation of the European Coal 

and Steel Community (ECSC). More than half a century later, their dreams have 

been realized: the European Union stands for cooperation and diplomacy on the 

European continent.   

The Netherlands actively participated in the European organizations from the 

very beginning. However, in the past fifteen or some years, the initial enthusiasm of 

the Dutch for the European Union turned into (mild) skepticism. I have found this 

metamorphosis of utmost interest and therefore decided to write my thesis about the 

Dutch EU Policy .  

I have written this thesis as part of my studies at IEPS (international 

economics and political studies), which is a two-year masters program at Karlova 

Univerzita (Charles University) in Prague, Czech Republic. I would hereby like to 

express my gratitude to my supervisor Ing. Petr Drulák, PhD. for his guidance and 

advice. I also owe many thanks to my father, Jaroslav Svorcik, for critically analyzing 

my writings. Furthermore, I would like to thank Mr. Anthony Elworthy and Ms. Nelleke 

Meerkerk for their insight and critique and my mother, Franca Svorcik, for her moral 

support. Finally, I would like to state the following: I, Christopher J. Svorcik, hereby 

swear that my work is an original and that I worked on it by myself.   

Christopher J. Svorcik       21st of May 2007     
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The main objective of the thesis is to analyze the foreign policy of the 

Netherlands towards the European Union (EU). Within this framework I concentrate 

on the Dutch position towards the EU enlargement (widening) and the EU integration 

(deepening). In particular, the views of Dutch politicians and public are examined, but 

comparisons are also made with Belgium and other European countries. The 

sequence of the thesis has been summarized in figure 1.1.   

Problem formulation /  
Framework of research     

Collection of information     

- General theory      - Online databases 
      - Reports       - Newspapers  

- Magazines       - Governmental sources 
- Books       - Internet 
- Journals    
            

Analysis & interpretation / 
Figure 1.1.    Conclusions & recommendations 
sequence of the thesis    

Problem formulation: 

  

Various aspects of the Dutch EU policy are examined, such as: the past and 

current foreign policy of the Netherlands, the past and current EU policy of the 

Netherlands, the influence of the European Union on the Dutch (foreign) policy, the 

role of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs in foreign policy formulation, the Dutch 

position on EU integration issues, the reasons of the Dutch no vote in the EU 

Constitution referendum, the Dutch position on EU enlargement topics, etc.  
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Collection of information: 

   
Prior to writing the thesis, data and opinions have been collected and analyzed 

from: 1) official data sources 

 
voting records, official government communications, 

and official government visits; 2) media sources 

 
magazines articles, internet 

articles, newspapers articles, and books. These data have been sourced from: 

The library of the IIR; 

The library of Charles University; 

Online journal databases such as J-Stor,  

which are accessible from Charles University; 

Official Dutch governmental agencies; 

Newspaper and other news sources; 

Internet in general.  

Analysis & summary: 

  

At first, the European Cooperation was enthusiastically embraced by the 

Netherlands. For the Dutch, Europe was associated with unprecedented levels of 

economic growth, peace, and prosperity. However, due to the intensification of the 

EU integration and enlargement processes in the 1990s and 2000s, the opinion of 

the Dutch government and public towards the EU turned gradually negative. 

Subsequently, the Dutch public rejected the EU Constitution in a referendum. The 

thesis expounds on these developments and analyzes the EU policy of the 

Netherlands.   

The thesis comprises five chapters. In this chapter the literature sources, the 

main argument, and method of my work are summarized. In the next chapter a 

general outline of the Dutch foreign policy is elaborated on. In chapter three a 

summary of the Dutch EU policy is given. The fourth and fifth chapters deal with 

Dutch attitudes, policies, and opinions towards the EU integration and EU 

enlargement. At the end, a summary & conclusion and literature list complete the 

thesis. 
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The main objective of this chapter is to summarize the Dutch foreign policy. In 

order to accomplish this, a general introduction to the current policy of the 

Netherlands is offered. Subsequently, paragraph 2.1 focuses on the foreign policies 

of the Netherlands from the 18th century until the end of the Cold War. Thereafter, 

paragraph 2.2 analyses the Dutch policies after 1989 and paragraph 2.3 takes a 

more detailed look at the Dutch foreign policy goals.  

Introduction 

The Netherlands, a small Western European industrialized democracy, has a 

persuasive but limited influence on European and world affairs. By means of its 

strong economy, commercial relations, and high capital investments abroad, the 

Netherlands has managed to maximize its economic and diplomatic potential. 

However, due to the natural limitations, such as its relatively small geographical and 

population size, the international status of the Netherlands is confined to that of a 

small to medium ranking nation state. The Dutch, therefore, strive to serve and 

promote national interests to the best of their abilities using multilateral organizations, 

such as the EU and NATO. In these organizations the Netherlands can pursue a 

maximization of their influence on current affairs. Therefore, it comes as no surprise 

that both the EU and NATO are the cornerstone of Dutch foreign policy.    

2.1 Back to the past         

   

Although the EU and NATO are the bedrock of current Dutch economic, 

diplomatic and security arrangements, this trust and participation in multinational 

institutions is not so logical as it might momentarily seem. Historically, Dutch foreign 

policies have always been international orientated, which can be explained by its 

interests in commerce. For centuries, the Netherlands focused on oversees trade and 

colonial expansion1, which obliged the Netherlands to engage in worldwide 

diplomacy and war.   

                                                

 

1 Alfred Pijpers, Europese finaliteit en Nederlandse buitenlandse politiek , International Spectator, 60th year, nr. 
9, September 2006, p. 435 
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This once so dominant and powerful country of the Netherlands started to lose 

its super power status of the 17th century slowly but surely at the end of the same 

era. Thereafter, it was promptly demoted to a mere small-to-middle power nation-

state, albeit still with great geopolitical importance for neighboring Britain, Prussia, 

and France. The regained independence of the United Kingdom of the Netherlands 

(modern day the Netherlands and Belgium) after the Napoleonic era in 1815 and the 

division of the United Kingdom in 1830,2 into the two separate nation-states of 

Belgium and the Netherlands, marked the beginning of a new period for Dutch history 

and foreign policy. Despite decreased prestige and territory, the Netherlands 

successfully managed to formulate and implement a strategy of non-alignment for 

more than a century up to the outbreak of the Second World War (1830-1940).3 Amry 

VandenBosch explained in The Journal of Politics how Dutch foreign policy 

transformed:  

In the days of the Republic it [the Netherlands] was generally in the vortex of world 

politics; as a buffer state in union with Belgium from 1815 to 1839 it could not wholly 

escape involvement in international politics. But, after the separation of Belgium, the 

Dutch people turned in aversion from the spirit and mechanism of European statecraft 

and developed a small-power isolationist policy to a point little short of perfection. 4  

  

Figure 2.1: map of the Netherlands and its direct neighbors. 

                                                

 

2 Belgium declared independence in 1830 and the Netherlands acknowledged the secession in 1839. 
3 Amry Vandenbosch, Formulation and control of foreign policy in the Netherlands: a phase of small power 
politics , The Journal of Politics, vol. 6, no. 4. (Nov. 1944), p.430 
4 Ibid. 
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Although in some ways the Dutch strongly valued its Atlantic ties with Great 

Britain and later on with the Unites States,5 in general, one could argue that the 

policy of neutrality was a remarkable achievement if one considers the 

circumstances. The Netherlands needed to protect vast interests with means of a 

small power nation-state. The country had important overseas interests such as a 

relatively substantial colonial empire, but lacked military strength and a favorable 

geopolitical position (means) to be able to embrace an assertive foreign policy. 

Neutrality, in this sense, was the ideal balancing method and even helped the 

country survive the First World War without military participation (however, troops 

were deployed to defend the country). Hitler s Germany, however, ended the Dutch 

diplomatic Houdini act in the spring of 1940 and a long period of relative peace 

came to a close.   

Post Second World War  

After the Second World, the Netherlands lost most of its overseas 

possessions. In 1949 the international community (especially the U.N. and the U.S.) 

and the national resistance movement forced the Netherlands to accept the 

independence of Indonesia. Suriname, a small country in the north of South America, 

became independent in 1975. If anything, World War II bluntly showed that the Dutch 

policy of isolationism was not a guarantee for invulnerability. Nor did it seem logical 

and rational to expect such a strategy to suffice in future. In this sense, the 

geopolitical realities of the Cold War forced the Dutch to rethink and to reorganize 

their military and diplomacy. Consequently, a revision of the Dutch foreign policy 

direction was deemed crucial and warranted and it became apparent that a policy of 

enhanced cooperation with its West European neighbors and North American allies 

was essential in protecting the Netherlands from the Soviet communist bloc. The 

Cold War forced the Dutch to dispose of their neutral policy & isolationism and to 

adopt a strong, clear-cut Atlantic & European stance. It did so by becoming a 

founding member of the UN, NATO, the European Community (EEC - later on EU), 

the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the West European Union. 

Security and defense issues were to be dealt within the realm of NATO, while 

economic 

 

and maybe in the future even political 

 

unity were to be achieved under 

                                                

 

5 Rob de Wijk, Nederland en de nieuwe werkelijkheid , International Spectator, 57th year, nr. 7/8, July / August 
2003, p. 356 
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the umbrella of the European Economic Community (EU).6 The Netherlands was a 

strong proponent of this division of labor.    

2.2 After the Cold War        

   

With the end of the Cold War in 1989 and the break-up of the Soviet Union 

into fourteen sovereign nation-states in 1991, several important geopolitical events 

occurred which were and, still are, of the utmost concern and interest for Dutch 

foreign policy. One of these changes is, for example, the transformation of the bi-

polar world dominated by the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold 

War into a uni-polar world dominated by the hegemon United States in the post Cold 

War period.7 Also of importance for the Netherlands, and Europe in general, is the 

United States shift in strategic orientation away from Europe and towards the Pacific 

Ocean rim, Asia, the Middle East, and South America.8 A third important geopolitical 

change was both the continuous EU integration process and the rapid expansion of 

the EU (and NATO) into the formerly neutral and Soviet controlled European states.9 

The thesis focuses on this third and last point (EU enlargement and integration).   

Underneath the surface of these aforementioned grand geopolitical trends, 

other problems have occurred which attracted attention of the international 

community. Examples of these issues can be summarized as follows: international 

and organized crime, drug and human trafficking, genocide, (civil) wars, diseases 

such as aids and malaria, poverty, etc. Other contentious issues, which also received 

attention of the Dutch foreign policy elites and the international community in general, 

are nuclear proliferation, terrorism, and the developments in Iraq and Afghanistan.  

Dutch response to post Cold War  

As a reaction to the aforementioned trends and the end of the Cold War, the 

Netherlands adjusted its policies by abolishing conscription in favor of an all-

professional army, and by cutting military expenditures. The military transformation, 

                                                

 

6 Alfred Pijpers, Europese finaliteit en Nederlandse buitenlandse politiek , International Spectator, 60th year, nr. 9, September 
2006, p. 436 
7 Rob de Wijk, Nederland en de nieuwe werkelijkheid , International Spectator, 57th year, nr. 7/8, July / August 2003, p. 354 
8 Rob de Wijk, Nederland en de nieuwe werkelijkheid , International Spectator, 57th year, nr. 7/8, July / August 2003, p. 353 
9 Ibid. 
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however, did not impede Dutch participation in the NATO operations in Yugoslavia in 

the 1990s, nor did it prevent the Dutch from sending its military to Iraq, Afghanistan, 

and Haiti. In this sense, the Netherlands has contributed, and in the case of 

Afghanistan still contributes, considerable resources to various international conflicts 

 
including military commitments. In addition to the deployment of hard power 

assets, the Netherlands is also a premier investor in soft security projects, which 

enhance and stimulate development in other countries.   

The Dutch commitment to human rights and democracy is apparent in various 

ways. The Hague, for example, invests 0,8 percent of its gross domestic product 

(GDP) in developmental aid, which is well above the international standard of 0,7 

percent.10 The Dutch contribute funds both directly through bilateral agreements and 

indirectly by appropriations to the EU s foreign aid budget (approximately 5,2 

percent), to the United Nation s Development Fund, to the United Nation s refugee 

agency UNHCR, to the World Bank, and to various NGO s such as the International 

Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA).11 A substantial share of the 

Dutch developmental aid is allocated to democratization programs, which aim to 

assist fledgling democracies by, among other objectives, offering international 

electoral assistance and monitoring missions .12 Furthermore, the Dutch Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs emphasized the importance of international law and human rights by 

creating a post of Ambassador for Human Rights in 1999 and by establishing the 

Directorate of Human Rights and Peace Building in 1996.13  

Dutch foreign policy goals  

According to the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs itself, the Netherlands has 

eight foreign policy goals which receive its primary attention. The first one is of 

special importance and relevance to this thesis because it is related to the European 

Union:  

1.) European cooperation:

 

the Netherlands aims to contribute constructively to 

achieving the objectives of the European Union as laid down in the European 
                                                

 

10 Hans H.J. Labohm, Nederland in de internationale pikorde , International Spectator, 60th year, nr. 7/8, July / 
August 2001, p. 362 
11 Democracy Coalition Project, Defending Democracy: A Global Survey of Foreign Policy Trends 1992-2002 , 
assessment of the Netherlands: very good 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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treaties. This involves promoting both Dutch and European interests in 

international forums and bilateral contacts. To achieve Dutch objectives, policy 

has to be coordinated quickly and effectively among all the ministries, and 

negotiators have to be appropriately instructed. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

is primarily responsible for performing these tasks and strives constantly to 

improve the coordination of Dutch EU policy;

 

14 

2.) International legal order and respect for human rights;  

3.) Security, humanitarian assistance, good governance;  

4.) More wealth, less poverty; 

5.) Human and social development;  

6.) Environmental protection;  

7.) Dutch nationals abroad and regulated movement of persons;  

8.) The Netherlands cultural profile and image.   

2.3 Dutch priorities         

  

Many of the above-mentioned eight foreign policy goals originated after the 

Second World War from a Dutch desire to emphasize international law, international 

institutions, and Atlantic ties, in an effort to replace the neutrality policy of the pre 

Second World War period.15 As a small country with substantial economic interests 

around the world,16 almost half of the Dutch GNP derives from exports. The 

Netherlands greatly benefits from a global environment which allows and stimulates 

worldwide transactions and an open global economy. Because the Dutch lack(ed) 

sufficient hard and soft power to unilaterally influence advantageous circumstances, 

the Hague believed and still believes that such a favorable trade and economic 

environment is best protected and guaranteed by multilateralism and international 

laws plus regulations headed by international institutions. So, in others words, the 

Netherlands simply has no alternative to operating within the multilateral institutions 

[and] it has an interest in being part of effective international structures.

 

One of the 

                                                

 

14 Democracy Coalition Project, Defending Democracy: A Global Survey of Foreign Policy Trends 1992-2002 , 
assessment of the Netherlands: very good 
15 Rob de Wijk, Nederland en de nieuwe werkelijkheid , International Spectator, 57th year, nr. 7/8, July / August 
2003, p. 356 
16 Democracy Coalition Project, Defending Democracy: A Global Survey of Foreign Policy Trends 1992-2002 , 
assessment of the Netherlands: very good 
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founders of this legalistic approach to international politics is Hugo de Groot who 

wrote many inspiring historical and judicial works such as Mare liberum

 
( Freedom 

of the seas ) and De Jure Belle Ac Pacis ( On the law of war and peace ), which are 

considered to be the foundation of modern international law.17   

International law & institutions  

The Dutch commitment to international law is apparent in various ways. First 

of all, the Hague is the seat of many international courts, such as the International 

Court of Justice, the Permanent Court of Arbitration, the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical 

Weapons, and the International Criminal Court. Secondly, the Dutch commitment to a 

legalistic approach is demonstrated by its referral in the constitution to public 

international law as a foreign policy goal (article 58).18 Article 63 of the Dutch 

constitution also emphasizes the importance of international law: this article allows 

treaties to deviate from the constitution if this is in the interest of the advancement of 

the international legal order.

 

19 This deviation, however, needs to be approved by a 

two-thirds majority in both chambers of parliament. Furthermore, the legal stance and 

international orientation of the Netherlands can also be noticed in the views and 

attitudes of the foreign policy elite, which feels that, in case of conflict, international 

interests should prevail over Dutch interests and which feels that, on the whole, the 

Netherlands honors its international obligations to a greater extent than do other 

nations. 20 Moreover, the Dutch regard international institutions as an excellent tool 

not only to ensure international law, but also as a way to constrain to some degree 

the political ambitions of great and super powers.21   

Atlantic ties 

Last, but not least, Atlantic ties with Great Britain and the United States proved 

to be essential during the Cold War. The end of the Cold War, however, did not lead 

to a significant reevaluation of Dutch adherence to the Atlantic alliance. Also, in the 

                                                

 

17 Rob de Wijk, Nederland en de nieuwe werkelijkheid , International Spectator, 57th year, nr. 7/8, July / August 
2003, p. 356 
18 Peter R. Baehr, the Dutch foreign policy elite: a descriptive study of perceptions and attitudes , International 
Studies Quarterly, vol. 24, no. 2. (Jun. 1980), p.249 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Peter R. Baehr, the Dutch foreign policy elite: a descriptive study of perceptions and attitudes , International 
Studies Quarterly, vol. 24, no. 2. (Jun. 1980), p.250 
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post Cold War period, the cornerstone of the Dutch foreign and defense & security 

policies remained and remains firmly rooted in the Atlantic alliance, some say as a 

way to counter-balance the European continental powers.22 However, changes in 

geopolitical realties during the post Cold War period have led to difficulties for the 

Dutch in so far as maintaining their pro Atlantic stance is concerned. The decreased 

importance of Europe for the United States, the subsequent United States shift in 

strategic orientation away from Europe and towards other parts of the world, and the 

continuous EU integration, which places increasing importance on European 

cooperation, have all led to difficulties for the Dutch in seeking the appropriate foreign 

policy mixture. In this regard, the Dutch walk(ed) a tight rope when they seek to apply 

a mix of balancing and bandwagoning 23 strategy towards its Atlantic and European 

partners.24   

Europe or Atlanticism? 

The best example of the aforementioned balancing act can be seen in the 

Dutch response to the U.S. led Iraqi intervention of 2003. The Hague supported the 

United States when it sought to disarm Saddam Hussein s Iraq in 2002. However, it 

preferred a diplomatic solution of the international crisis, not a military one. 

Furthermore, under the assumption that the application of force was deemed 

necessary, the Netherlands attached importance to seeking legal approval for a war 

from the United Nation s security council. Legal approval was essential in the opinion 

of Dutch politicians, especially because public opinion polls held in the Netherlands 

showed that a majority of the people was opposed to a war, unless there was a clear 

mandate from the United Nations. The importance of a legal foundation also became 

evident when a Dutch newspaper made it known on 23rd March 2007 that the Dutch 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which published a paper with regard to the Dutch position 

                                                

 

22 Peter R. Baehr, the Dutch foreign policy elite: a descriptive study of perceptions and attitudes , International 
Studies Quarterly, vol. 24, no. 2. (Jun. 1980), p.250 
23 Balancing is an international relations strategy in which one country tries to confine the power of another 
country by opposing its ideas and deeds. Bandwagoning is the opposite strategy of balancing and intends to 
influence another nation-state s ideas and deeds by generally agreeing to its proposal (but with certain (minor) 
modification proposals). 
24 A. van  Staden en J.Q.Th. Rood, Nederlandse diplomatie mist helder doel , Clingendael publications 
(Netherlands Institute of International Relations) 
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towards Iraq in 2002, examined the legal basis of a potential war.25 The Ministry 

came to the conclusion that the legal basis was sufficient, but debatable. 26   

The United States attack on Iraq in March 2003 without the U.N. s approval, 

which was met with European and worldwide criticism, placed the Dutch government 

in a precarious position. The Hague did not want to jeopardize its Atlantic relations 

with the United States and the United Kingdom, nor did it feel like antagonizing its 

relationship with other EU member states. Therefore, the Netherlands chose the 

middle ground. The Labor Party, the Christian Democrats, and the Liberals supported 

the U.S. campaign politically , but at first without military participation (later on the 

Dutch did send troops to Iraq 

 

now, however, there is no Dutch military presence in 

Iraq). Furthermore, the Netherlands, despite the pledge to back the United States 

politically, did so less enthusiastically than other European countries, such as Poland, 

Spain, Italy, and the United Kingdom. For example, The Dutch Prime Minister, Jan-

Peter Balkenende, did not sign the Letter of Eight .27 The Dutch tried to position 

themselves between the European opposition of the U.S. (France, Germany, 

Belgium) and the European supporters of the U.S. (Spain, Poland, U.K.), although 

politically it stood somewhat closer to the latter group than the former one.     

                                                

 

25 Dutch newspaper AD, Balkenende lichtte Kamer onvolledig in over Irak ,  AD  Algemeen Dagblad, article date 
23rd of March 2007, http://www.ad.nl/binnenland/article1208978.ece, website visit 23rd of March 2007 
26 Ibid. 
27 Eight EU leaders distanced themselves in this letter from Franco-German opposition to the war. 

http://www.ad.nl/binnenland/article1208978.ece
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The previous chapter summarized the Dutch foreign policy in general, 

whereas this chapter concentrates on the Dutch EU policy. A general introduction is 

offered in paragraph 3.1. Thereafter, paragraph 3.2 analyses the dynamics of foreign 

policy and paragraph 3.3 takes a more detailed look at the role of the Dutch Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs. The final paragraph of this section focuses on the Dutch failures 

and successes in the European context.   

3.1 Introduction to the Dutch EU policy     

  

The Netherlands is a European nation-state, but its state of mind and 

diplomacy tended to ignore the continent .28 It preferred to focus on overseas trade 

and colonial expansion and bitterly fended off any grand designs for a unified Europe 

in an attempt to defend its autonomy, free trade, etc.29 The Hague guarded its 

perceived interests by emphasizing neutrality and international law and by avoiding 

military alliances and ententes. This Dutch stance significantly contributed to both a.) 

the creation of the Dutch identity and b.) the attitude the Netherlands displayed 

towards Europe.30 The geopolitical realities of the Second World War and of the Cold 

War, however, forced the Netherlands to reorganize its military and to rethink its 

diplomacy. The Dutch desire for economic and security partners marked the start of 

its European orientation. The Netherlands participated in 1951 in the foundation of 

the European Coal and Steel Community and signed, six years later, the Treaty of 

Rome. The latter served as the basis of European integration and within 50 years of 

its signature, the European community has been a growing organization both in 

depth and width and retains a prominent position in various fields, such as economy 

and trade.  

Throughout the last fifty years, the Dutch policy towards the European Union 

has displayed several distinct features, which are summarized below:31 

                                                

 

28 Alfred Pijpers, Europese finaliteit en Nederlandse buitenlandse politiek , International Spectator, 60th year, nr. 
9, September 2006, p. 435 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Alfred Pijpers, Europese finaliteit en Nederlandse buitenlandse politiek , International Spectator, 60th year, nr. 
9, September 2006, p. 436 
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Security and defense issues were to be resolved in the realm of NATO 

and there was no desire for a close political or military union with its 

European partners; 

Priority of the European cooperation centered on market and economy; 

Emphasis was placed on communal affairs and the rule of law; 

Importance was attached to a central role of the European 

Commission; 

The European Parliament was to receive more responsibilities; 

Dutch governments and political parties chose not to discuss the limits 

(both in depth and in width) of the European integration process; 

Expansion of the European Community was regarded as a positive 

development.  

In the meantime, however, several pragmatic elements were added to the 

Dutch stance vis-à-vis the EU.32 The Netherlands, for example, gradually accepted 

the European Council as a driving force within Europe. The Dutch attitude also 

changed in other aspects: military cooperation with its European partners became 

acceptable and the expansion of the European Union was not to continue 

automatically and without any debate. Lately, one could even argue that the Dutch 

EU policy has become down-to-earth and pragmatic.33 More of this shift in Dutch 

opinion is examined later on in the chapter. Firstly, however, the effects of EU 

integration on the Dutch foreign policy are analyzed in the next section.   

3.2 Foreign policy dynamics       

  

Due to the integration of the European Union, member states are losing their 

ability to solely develop and implement foreign policy.34 In the past, each member 

state fully controlled all of its foreign policy tools, such as economic, military, and 

diplomatic leverage, and all of them attempted to improve and optimize their relative 

                                                

 

32 Alfred Pijpers, Europese finaliteit en Nederlandse buitenlandse politiek , International Spectator, 60th year, nr. 
9, September 2006, p. 436 
33 Ibid. 
34 Rob de Wijk, Nederland en de nieuwe werkelijkheid , International Spectator, 57th year, nr. 7/8, July / August 
2003, p. 356 
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positions in the world. In the meantime, member states have committed themselves 

to the European project, which spelt the loss of full sovereignty, but also less 

volatility, less risk of conflict and more stability on the continent. Since the inception 

of the EU (as a replacement of the EEC) fifteen years ago, the dynamics of foreign 

policy have been changing dramatically.   

On certain foreign policy issues, the Netherlands and other EU member states 

increasingly coordinated their stance into one unified EU position. A Common 

Foreign and Security Policy was established at the Maastricht Treaty of 1992. 

European Union member states agreed to coordinate their foreign policies on issues 

such as armed conflict, human rights and any other subject linked to the 

fundamental principles and common values .35 Furthermore, the 1997 Treaty of 

Amsterdam emphasized the importance of democratization efforts. It led to the EU 

adopting a model democracy clause, [which guarantees] respect for democratic 

principles and fundamental human rights [and] must be included in all cooperation 

and partnership agreements concluded by the Union. 36 In cases such as, for 

example, Haiti and Zimbabwe, political pressure is applied by the EU, and not by 

individual member states. In this regard the EU process is not only affecting the 

traditional integration field of economics, but also foreign policy and maybe, in the 

future, even defense and security policy. To what extent and in what pace the EU 

members are willing to forfeit their monopoly on foreign policy, security, and defense 

issues, is unknown, but a diffusion of powers has slowly but surely commenced. Due 

to these developments, sovereign European nation-states are heading to a new 

postmodern system,  which has the following characteristics:37  

The distinction between the internal and foreign affairs of the EU 

member states is decreasing. Whereas in the past a strict division 

between the two was employed, member states are now, to a certain 

degree, confined in their internal and foreign policy choices due to both 

EU arrangements and peer pressure from other member states.  
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In this scenario, the EU member states have traded off parts of their 

sovereignty for cooperation and unity.   

    The use of military force, which is not organized and enforced in the     

realm of NATO or the EU, is both politically and practically almost 

impossible, especially for the smaller EU members.  

o Political difficulties38: basically, unilateral use of military might, as 

a potential policy instrument towards other nation-states, has lost 

its credibility and is no longer the basis of European relations. Its 

replacement is a set of rules and regulations imposed on the EU 

member states by the EU, which keeps these countries in check 

and in balance . So, in other words, the sword has been 

replaced by the pen. Especially larger member states, such as 

France and the United Kingdom, which always had assertive 

foreign policies, might need to adjust to a new situation in which 

even they, as great powers and former superpowers, are 

confined in their foreign and security policy choices by the EU 

and its ESDP (European Security and Defense Policy).  

o Practical difficulties39: in the past the military was in general  

strictly divided by nationality and operated on its own. Now, 

however, the militaries of the NATO and EU member states are 

increasing their cooperation and are becoming more intertwined. 

The Dutch and German militaries, for example, often operate 

together as one unit. This development obviously increases the 

difficulty to use military force unilaterally.   

The EU cooperation and its previous, current, and future successes are 

firmly based on the values of transparency, openness and 

interdependence .40 
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3.3 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs      

  
Traditionally speaking, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has always occupied a 

central role in matters of foreign affairs. The continuous EU integration process has, 

however, undermined this dominant position.41 The deepening of the European 

cooperation commenced at the end of the 1980 s with the creation of an internal 

market and the implementation of the agreements related to the EMU (Economic and 

Monetary Union), and continued in the 1990 s and 2000 s with the treaties of 

Maastricht, Amsterdam, and Nice.42 Thereafter, not a single member state could 

ignore Europe when formulating and implementing national policy. This 

Europeanisation of policies severely weakened the position of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs.43   

In the past, prior to the EU integration, ministries did not need to take into 

account whether their initiatives and policies complied with the EU standards. 

Nowadays, the European Union creates its own policies and guidelines, which 

member states are either obliged or encouraged to implement. Due to this continuing 

EU integration process and the subsequent importation of EU policies and 

guidelines, internal affairs issues become increasingly Europeanized . In this 

scenario, policy is in fact being imported from Brussels, which helps explain the 

decrease in distinction between internal and foreign affairs. For example, the majority 

of Dutch environmental and financial policy follows EU guidelines.     

This importation from Brussels is at the moment quite substantial: of all the 

new laws introduced in the Netherlands, 60 to 70 percent originate in Brussels.44 So 

it is evident that national governments can no longer ignore the European Union and 

are increasingly restricted in their policy options.45  

                                                

 

41 Rob de Wijk, Nederland en de nieuwe werkelijkheid , International Spectator, 57th year, nr. 7/8, July / August 
2003, p. 355 
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2003, p. 355 
44 B. R. Bot, Behartiging van Nederlandse belangen in Brussel, International Spectator, 56th year, nr. 3, p. 124 
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Ministries 

Due to the fact that each ministry has the expertise and knowledge in a 

specific field, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs cannot be the sole representative of the 

Netherlands in Brussels. Nowadays, ministers and their bureaucracies maintain their 

own relations with Brussels . In this sense, the ministries bypass the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and communicate directly with the EU through their own foreign policy 

departments.46 The consequence is that these departments steadily gain influence 

and are the ones which, in fact, promote Dutch interests with the EU in their specific 

fields. In particular, the Ministry of Economics and the Ministry of Finance are 

relatively quite powerful ministries due to their ability to influence the economic policy 

of the EU.   

Prime-minister 

Also the position of prime minister has become increasingly important with 

regard to EU matters due to the influence that he, together with other European 

leaders, exercises in the European Council.4748 In the past the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs substantially affected the European agenda and policy. Slowly but surely, 

however, the balance of political power between the prime minister and the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs has been shifting in favor of the former.49 Nowadays, the minister-

president has more political power in setting the EU agenda and formulating the EU 

policy than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This shift in power can again best be 

explained by the Europeanisation of policies: the prime minister is more and more 

responsible for the unity of the government policy and its subsequent incorporation in 

the framework of the EU.50   

Other actors 

Europeanisation is also noticeable in other ways. For example, Dutch cities 

and provinces even have diplomats in Brussels who represent their constituencies.51 

Other international organizations such as NATO, UN, OECD, NGO s, and advisory 
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50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 



 

                                                                            

 

Dutch EU policy     May 2007 
24

 
organizations, such as the Dutch Advice Council on International Relations (AIV) and 

Clingendael52, also influence foreign policy due to their specific knowledge and 

expertise on international matters. Furthermore, the cooperation between within the 

EU strongly influences the efficacy of one s own policy. Cooperation is essential for 

implementing policy because without sufficient support from EU partners and 

institutions, successful implementation of policies has become increasingly complex 

to realize. 53  

Thus, in general, many actors (ministries, prime minister, cities, provinces, EU, 

and other international organizations) coordinate, influence, and implement a small 

piece of the foreign policy puzzle. As a result, it can be concluded that foreign policy 

has become more diffused.  

Consequences for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

In this new environment, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs wields substantially 

less influence on a wide spectrum of foreign affairs topics when compared to the 

past. The former monopoly of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the implementation of 

foreign policy has gradually eroded and its central position on matters of foreign 

affairs has become ever weaker. At the present time Dutch foreign and security 

policies have become the aggregate of various policies, which are separately 

developed by ministries and international organizations. Due to the loss of influence, 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been strongly criticized. One of its main critics was 

the ex-leader of the Dutch labor party (PvdA), Ad Melkert, who accused the ministry 

of being 

 

in principle 

 

incapable of handling and coordinating diverse streams of 

EU topics.54 According to Melkert and other critics, this incapability finds its origins in 

the Europeanisation of policies. Cooperation with Europe, claims Ad Melkert, is no 

longer solely an issue of foreign affairs, but has become an integral part of the Dutch 

society. Melkert accuses Dutch diplomats of not being adequately educated and 

trained to serve and respond to the interests of the various ministries in the fields of 

social issues, traffic, and others .55 

                                                

 

52 AIV is the Adviesraad Internationale Vraagstukken. In English this translates to the advisory council of 
international problems. Clingendael is the Dutch Institute of International Relations. 
53 M. van Keulen and J.Q.Th. Rood, De gordiaanse knoop van de Nederlandse EU-coordinatie , International Spectator, 55th 

year, nr. 6, June 2001, p. 289 
54 M. van Keulen and J.Q.Th. Rood, De gordiaanse knoop van de Nederlandse EU-coordinatie , International Spectator, 55th 

year, nr. 6, June 2001, p. 287 
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Foreign policy coordination problems 

Foreign policy coordination is momentarily, when compared to the pre EU 

period, quite complex and complicated due to this exponential growth of actors and 

civil servants who (partially) influence foreign policy. In particular, the so-called 

horizontal dossiers 

 
subjects that require the involvement of numerous 

departments and ministries 

 

do not, by any means, simplify policy coordination.56 

Essentially, in all cases where various actors must cooperate, the coordination 

process automatically tends to be problematic, mainly because all departments and 

ministries pursue, to a certain degree, their own specific interests.57 The power 

struggle between the various actors sometimes leads them to disregard general 

Dutch interests and to emphasize departmental or ministerial objectives, which 

significantly enhances the complexity of coordinating the Dutch EU policy.58  

Furthermore, foreign policy coordination is also complicated by the rapidly 

expanding European Union. The EU expansion both in size and depth is 

accompanied with a EU agenda that continuously increases in complexity, diversity, 

and length. Due to this agenda enlargement, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is 

confronted with matters of increased technical and legal complexity, which 

significantly complicates the implementation of an efficient foreign policy 

coordination. Basically, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs lacks the manpower to fulfill the 

role of coordinator due to the ever growing stack of technical and legal dossiers.59 In 

this scenario, specialists are a must in order to successfully manage the dossiers 

adequately. So, to put it another way, specialists rapidly gain importance in 

comparison with generalists 

 

a trend that is also clearly noticeable in other 

European Union member states.60   

Need for foreign policy coordination 

Why is proper and timely foreign policy coordination essential for the 

Netherlands or any other member state? Several reasons help explain this necessity. 
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First of all, the development of an effective national policy can only be 

accomplished in accordance with an effective policy towards the European Union. 

And an effective EU policy is, in turn, heavily dependant on a proper policy 

coordination. Policy coordination itself is of the utmost importance because a EU 

member state that either does not manage to formulate a unified stance on one of 

the many policy issues at all or in a timely and adequate manner, loses influence in 

Brussels and in the decision-making process.61   

Secondly, the European Commission introduces and implements initiatives 

and propositions which are so broad that they, in most cases, affect several 

departments and ministries.62 In this regard cooperation and coordination between 

the departments and ministries are deemed vital in order to discuss and to affect the 

proposals of the EU and its consequences for the Netherlands.  

Furthermore, in those areas where the European Union uses the qualified 

majority voting (QMV) system, national governments must build coalitions in order to 

successfully reach their designated goals.63 Therefore, member states have an 

incentive to react and negotiate in a timely fashion because early coalition building is 

essential.  

Strategies towards Europe 

Although a diffusion of power within the realm of foreign policy has become 

unavoidable due to the EU integration process, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs can 

and must use its central role to stimulate, implement, and supervise the best and the 

most efficient foreign policy possible. So, in other words, despite the complex 

environment the Ministry of Foreign Affairs must operate in, it is vital that it maximizes 

the potential of the entire Dutch foreign policy. The ministry needs to emphasize 

several aspects to achieve this objective.  

First of all, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs should, at least for the time being, 

remain the main actor with regard to Dutch foreign policy.64 Some critics recommend 
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the creation of a new ministry, such as the Ministry of European Affairs, because they 

believe that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is ill equipped and not capable of 

sufficiently coordinating Dutch foreign policy.65 However, this idea has several 

disadvantages. All structural changes, such as an addition of a ministry, which are 

initiated in the Netherlands, or any other member state, should fit within the EU 

framework and structure if the concept is to be successful.66 Therefore, the Ministry 

of European Affairs would have limited importance because, on the European level, 

equivalents do not exist and such a ministry would only end up in a political vacuum. 

Furthermore, the creation of the Ministry of European Affairs would in reality only add 

another layer of bureaucracy without substantially improving the Dutch EU 

coordination. The new ministry would also encounter the same problems which the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs must cope with now, such as tensions between 

generalists and specialists , coordination problems, lack of personnel, etc. It seems 

recommendable to keep, at least in the near future, the status of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, as the main contributor to Dutch foreign policy, intact.  

Secondly, a strong national presence of the Netherlands in the workforce of 

the Commission greatly contributes to maximizing the potential of Dutch foreign 

policy.67 In this perspective, the Netherlands is quite successful. In the year 2002, 

five percent of the EU s civil servants A-class had Dutch nationality, while the Dutch 

portion of the total EU population was 4,2 percent (16 million out of a total of 375 

million in 2002).68 When one compares the percentage of Dutch in the current EU 

(3,3 percent - 16,5 million out of a total of 494 million) to the 2002 level of A-class civil 

servants (5 percent), it can be observed that the Dutch position has even slightly 

improved. Although quantity is important, the quality of the civil servants jobs at the 

EU might be even more significant.69 In this respect the Netherlands performs well, 

although the Dutch position in the mid-to-long term is a point of concern due to the 

fact that the Netherlands has relatively more elderly A-class civil servants than 
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younger ones.70 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs needs to assist Dutch civil servants in 

their careers and should stimulate and support young academics in their aspirations 

to reach Brussels .  

Furthermore, ministries and their departments must have sufficient knowledge 

and expertise of European developments to enable them to influence the European 

Union decision-making process.71 For instance, it is essential for every ministry to 

have an experienced EU division .  

Finally, as mentioned earlier in paragraph 3.3, proper and timely foreign policy 

coordination is essential for the Netherlands due to the fact that a.) the EU member 

states and the EU itself have become increasingly entwined, b.) Brussels introduces 

and implements broad initiatives and propositions which require immediate 

cooperation and coordination of the departments and ministries, and c.) the 

enlargement of the QMV necessitates early coalition building tactics.   

3.4 Dutch failure in Europe?       

  

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been the recipient of intense and strong 

criticism, as already mentioned in the previous paragraph. Pundits accuse the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of implementing an inefficient EU policy. Critics of the 

Dutch approach towards the European Union are, among others, Ad Melkert (ex-

parliament member and ex-minister in the Netherlands) and Van Schendelen. The 

former accuses the Netherlands of a weak performance and poor representation in 

Brussels.72 The latter wrote a book73 in which he gives several examples of where 

the Dutch EU diplomacy has failed. This description seems to summarize the opinion 
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of at least part of the Dutch population, which believes that the Netherlands performs 

below average in the EU.74   

Not everyone, however, agrees with this criticism. For example, Bernard Bot, 

who was the Permanent Representative of the Netherlands to the European Union in 

Brussels from 1992 to 2003 and the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs from 2003 

through 2007, disagrees with the criticism.75 He claims that good representation in 

Brussels is an important requisite for achieving national goals, but that this is not 

sufficient to guarantee success per se. Also, Bot argues that many factors influence 

the course of negotiations, especially on a European level.   

According to Bot, these factors are as follows:76  

Optimal coordination and participation of the ministries which are 

directly involved; 

Clear negotiating position; 

Tenacity; 

Performance of the negotiators; 

Potential alliances and coalitions; 

Relative power of the country; 

Willingness to threaten and to use a veto.  

Changes in the Dutch attitude 

In reality it is rather doubtful if there is sufficient evidence to support the critics 

stance on the Dutch EU policy.77 It is almost impossible to measure whether the 

Netherlands performs better or worse than the other EU member states because 

useful criteria and parameters are not available. Furthermore, it is tempting and 

almost natural to exaggerate one or several incidents or failures .78 In this regard 

successes attract less attention and are even regarded as normal . This does not 

mean that incidents or failures represent the entire Dutch foreign policy. 
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There is also a second reason why the critics of the Dutch EU policy seem to 

be too harsh in their opinion. During the 1990 s, the Netherlands drastically changed 

its attitude towards the European Union. In the past the Netherlands was known in 

the capital of the European Union for its relatively pro-European attitude. The Dutch 

were always willing to negotiate and they tended to put communal affairs of the EU in 

the first place, even above the interests of their own country.79 The Netherlands was 

one of the fiercest defenders of this supranational organization80 and the Dutch went 

out of their way to remain as neutral as possible. For example, the Permanent 

Representative of the Netherlands in Brussels and other Dutch civil servants were 

not encouraged to contact and/or influence neither the European Commission nor its 

civil servants, even those who were Dutch.81 The Netherlands implemented such a 

strict policy because it saw the civil service of the Commission as an independent 

organization, which was supposed to remain as neutral as possible in an attempt to 

implement the best possible policy for the entire Union. The interests of individual 

member states were regarded as secondary.   

Attitudes and opinions, however, slowly started to change in the 1990 s after 

the Netherlands lost its status of a net receiver and became a net payer to the 

European Union.82 Later on the Netherlands even became the largest per capita net 

contributor to the EU 

 

a development that made the Dutch more pragmatic towards 

the EU.83 Nowadays, the ministry does not automatically avoid confrontation, 

especially on matters it deems essential to Dutch interests. It is noticeable that the 

Dutch EU policy has become increasingly assertive.84 One example of the 

aforementioned change in behavior was the Dutch stance in the negotiations during 

a top EU meeting in Berlin, March 1999, where the financial perspectives and 

proposals of 2000 

 

2006 were discussed.85 The Dutch were prepared to set aside 

their communal ideals and to use their veto right provided their position was not taken 
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into consideration.86 Another example of this changed attitude came two years when 

the Treaty of Nice was finalized. The Hague managed to increase Dutch influence in 

the EU by negotiating a relative increase in the number of Dutch EU parliament 

members. The last two examples indicate a marked change in the Dutch attitude in 

Europe. The Netherlands now, more than ever, closely evaluates its contributions to 

the European Union.  
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The main objective of this chapter is to summarize the Dutch policy towards 

EU integration. In order to accomplish this, a general introduction is offered in 

paragraph 4.1, after which the EU integration is examined in more detail in paragraph 

4.2. Subsequently, paragraph 4.3 focuses on what role the EU integration process 

plays in Dutch politics. Thereafter, paragraph 4.4 analyzes the Dutch public opinion  

towards EU integration. Finally, a conclusion can be found in paragraph 4.5.   

4.1 Introduction          

  

The growth of the European Union can be viewed as two different parallel 

processes: EU integration or the deepening of the European Union and EU 

enlargement or the widening of the European Union. European integration issues 

focus on internal changes such new treaties and institutions, whereas European 

enlargement issues are related to the admission of new member states. This chapter 

concentrates on the EU integration process. In chapter five the focus shifts to EU 

enlargement aspects.  

After the tragedies of two world wars, European political leaders realized that 

peace and prosperity on the European continent were only attainable through 

enhanced cooperation. With this in mind the European Coal and Steel Community 

(ECSC) was established in 1952 by six nation states: West-Germany, France, Italy, 

the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxemburg. The ESCS was an attempt to achieve 

cooperation and reconciliation between France and German by uniting their access 

to and control of steel and coal. The same members signed the Treaty of Rome in 

1957, which marked the beginning of the European Economic Community (EEC) and 

the European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom). The purpose of the former was 

to establish a customs union which guaranteed four privileges: freedom of movement 

of people, goods, services, and capital. The purpose of the latter was to organize 

matters related to the non-military nuclear issues. The EEC, however, was by far the 

most important of the three organizations.  
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In 1992 the European Union (EU) became the de facto successor to the EEC 

when the Treaty of Maastricht was signed by the then twelve member states. It 

consists of three main pillars:  

The European Community: the first pillar focuses on economic, social, and 

environmental policies; 

Common Foreign and Security Policy: the second pillar focuses on foreign 

policy and military issues; 

Police and Judicial Cooperation: the third pillar focuses on cooperation in 

matters of crime and home affairs.  

The EU integration continued with the Treaty of Amsterdam, which was signed 

in 1997 and the Treaty of Nice, which was signed in 2001. In this period, the 

European Central Bank (ECB) was also established. Eleven countries (including the 

entire Benelux) decided to centralize their monetary policy and agreed to introduce a 

common currency (the Euro) 

 

the circulation of Euro notes and coins started in 

2002. In the meantime Greece joined the Eurozone in 2001 and became thereby the 

twelfth member. Slovenia joined the Eurozone in 2007.  

The Laeken declaration initiated the European Convention In 2001. This 

accord was created for the purpose of developing a EU Constitution, which was 

supposed to improve EU efficiency by, among others, replacing all existing treaties 

and improving the decision-making process. The final text of the Constitution was 

agreed upon and signed in 2004. The ratification process was derailed in 2005 when 

a majority of French and Dutch voters rejected the Constitution in a referendum 

 

although up to now a total of eighteen countries have ratified it. Thereafter a period of  

reflection was introduced, in which the EU member states were given the chance to 

reflect generally on the EU and specifically on the EU integration process. Under the 

German presidency in 2007 some movement in the EU debate took place and the 

Berlin Declaration was signed. The declaration purported to revive the discussion on 

the fate of the European Constitution.  

The European Union has many political institutions and bodies, such as the 

Council of the European Union (ministers), the European Central Bank, and the 
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European Court of Justice. The three main institutions are the European 

Commission, the European Parliament, and the European Council.   

 

Figure 4.1 map of EU - 27  

The European Commission is the executive body of the European Union. It 

proposes and implements legislation. The Commission consists of 27 

commissioners, one from each member state. It is supported by 23.000 civil servants 

and is located in Brussels. Its president is Portuguese ex-Prime Minister Barroso. 

Furthermore, the institution is independent, which means commissioners represent 

the interests of the citizens of the EU as a whole.   

The European Parliament is a legislative body of the European Union and is 

directly elected by the citizens of the EU member states. The European Parliament 

(together with the Council of the European Union) adopts legislation, which is 

proposed by the European Commission. The Parliament consists of 785 deputies.  

The European Council is a meeting of the heads of state of the EU member 

states and the President of the European Commission. On the average four 

European Councils take place every year, in which these representatives discuss key 

issues of the EU. 
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Nowadays, the EU has become a supranational and intergovernmental union 

of 27 nation-states, which has a population of 494 million, a territory of four million 

324 thousand 782 sq km, and a nominal GDP of 11.6 trillion ($14.5 trillion) in 2006.   

4.2 EU integration         

  

As stated in the aforementioned paragraph, the European Community has 

implemented various treaties since its inception fifty years ago (in 1957). At first the 

EU integration focused on European cooperation in specific fields, such as coal and 

steel. Later on, the treaties zeroed in on a wide range of topics, as for instance 

monetary, security, and defense policy. It became evident that the EU has gradually 

taken on more and more responsibilities, without defining the end-form . Basically, 

the EU integration seemed to be an open ended process. This in turn sparked many 

debates in the member states of the European Union as to whether the political elite 

should conceptualize an end form of the EU, whether it should aim at reaching this 

end form, and how would the end form of such an EU look.  

Some politicians and citizens desire a politically integrated EU, in which a 

United States of Europe would resemble the United States of America. The 

proponents of an integrated EU are known as neo-functionalists and believe the 

European state should be the primary actor (and not the nation-state).87 They prefer 

a federal EU with Brussels being capital of a super state . Neo-functionalists believe 

that the EU integration in one policy area leads to continuation of integration in other 

policy fields. So, in other words, deepening of the economic integration creates the 

need for European institutionalization, which thereby initiates political integration and 

supranational institutionalization.88 The term multi-level governance is often related 

to it. In this theory the government level (EU, country, province, city), which is best 

suited to handle a certain policy, should also be the one responsible for it.   

                                                

 

87 Finn Laursen, Theories of European Integration , http://www.jpes.euv-frankfurt-
o.de/Lehre/wise2005/Theories%20of%20European%20integration.doc, website visit 11th of April 2007 
88 Ben Rosamond, Theories of European Integration , Houndsmills: MacMillan, 2000, p. 51-52 
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However, other theorists, would rather have a EU which resembles a close 

economic organization without the political integration. In their opinion the EU has 

taken on too many responsibilities that belong to the nation-state and they therefore 

support the renationalization of EU policy . The opponents of an integrated EU are 

known as intergovernmentalists or neo-realists because they believe the nation 

states should remain the primary actor.89   

It goes without saying that other opinions exist with regard to the EU s desired 

shape. Many shades of gray can be found between full political integration in which 

the EU is the main actor (neo-functionalists) and pure economic integration in which 

the nation-state remains the main actor (intergovernmentalists).90 Most politicians 

and citizens probably opt for some kind of division of sovereignty between the nation 

state and the EU (to what degree remains to be seen). However, it is safe to state 

that a (significant) majority of the EU politicians and citizens would not vote for 

dissolution of the EU. There are also politicians and citizens who prefer to create an 

advanced group of EU members 

 

just as the current Eurozone comprises half of the 

EU states. They believe that the EU integration process should continue with the 

countries of the willing and should not be hampered by a few pessimists . A 

summary of the EU integration theories is shown in table 4.1.91    

European integration: lines of argumentation 

 

CENTRAL FOCUS: Interests CENTRAL FOCUS: institutional shape 

G
R

A
N

D
 

T
H

E
O

R
Y

 

Intergouvernementalism 
Basic assumption: European integration is 
based on actions and decision of European 
nation states.  

Neo-functionalism 
Basic assumption: Economic integration in one 
sector will foster integration in other sectors 
(economic spillover) and will make political 
integration necessary (political spillover).  

                                                

 

89 Finn Laursen, Theories of European Integration , http://www.jpes.euv-frankfurt-
o.de/Lehre/wise2005/Theories%20of%20European%20integration.doc, website visit 11th of April 2007 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid.  

http://www.jpes.euv-frankfurt-
o.de/Lehre/wise2005/Theories%20of%20European%20integration.doc


 

                                                                            

 

Dutch EU policy     May 2007 
38

 
M

ID
D

LE
-R

A
N

G
E

 T
H

E
O

IE
S

 

State centrism 
Basic assumption: The EU still rests on nation 
states. Hypotheses: 

Supranational institutions within the EU 
function as agents of the collective will of 
the nation states 
Two-level game: national politicians play 
on two fields: domestic and EU politics   

Consociationalism 
Basic assumption: Divided societies can be 
governed by compromise bound political 
institutions 

Segments of society are represented in 
decision-making forums 
Political elites of the segments are 
interacting on a regular basis  

Policy Networks 
Basic assumption: Policy processes and 
outcomes can be described and analyzed by 
looking at policy network arenas. Key 
variables: 

Stability of network memberships 
Insularity of networks 
Relative strength of resources 

Multi-Level governance 
Basic assumption: European politics are 
transferred into a system of multi-level, non-
hierarchical, deliberative and apolitical 
governance. Characteristics: 

Decision-making at various levels 
Collective decision making 
Interconnected political arenas  

New Institutionalism 
Basic assumption: To catch the functioning of 
institutions, the following have to be 
incorporated: formal and informal procedures, 
practices, relationships, norms. Three types of 
New Institutionalism: 

Historical: distribution of power through 
institutions in path dependent developments 
Rational choice: constraints on political action 
by institutions 
Sociological: cultural explanation of 
institutions   

Table 4.1 understanding the European Union 92  

The EU integration process can be defined as a process whereby political 

actors in several distinct national settings are persuaded to shift their loyalties, 

expectations, and political activities towards a new center, institutions of which 

possess or claimed jurisdiction over pre-existing national states. The end result of a 

process of political integration is a new political community, superimposed on the pre-

existing ones. 93  

The EU integration process can be viewed in terms of functional scope, 

institutional capacity, and geographical domain.94 Functional scope refers to the 
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94 Finn Laursen, Theories of European Integration , http://www.jpes.euv-frankfurt-
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G
R

A
N

D
 T

H
E

O
R

Y
 

"Interdependency theory": 
Basic assumption: European integration goes along with growing international interdependency. 
Reasons for growing interdependency: 

Policy areas in which transnational politics and policies are needed (environment, terrorism 
etc.) 
Institutionalization of conflict areas (i.e. international trade)  
Growing number of international organizations 

http://www.jpes.euv-frankfurt-
o.de/Lehre/wise2005/Theories%20of%20European%20integration.doc
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division of tasks between the EU and the member states. Institutional capacity 

concerns the EU s decision-making capacity and its ability to implement and enforce 

decisions. Geographical domain deals with to the EU membership and its increase in 

size due to the waves of enlargement. Due to the fact that each expansion increases 

the difficulty of the decision-making process, the former should preferably develop 

together with an improvement in the latter. All three dependant variables need to be 

appropriately in balance if EU integration  is to succeed. In turn, these dependant 

variables are influenced by background factors such as economic and technological 

developments and independent variables such as geo-historical situations and 

functional spill-over (negotiations).95                            

Figure 4.2: Variables of Integration 96    

                                                

 

95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid. 

Background  
factors 

Independent 
variables 

Dependant 
variable 

Economic 
developments 
Technological 
developments 

Factors of Integration 
Functional spillover 
Bargaining exchanges 
Positive feedback 
Actor socialization 
Learning processes 
Externalization 
External events 

Factors of Disintegration 
Geo-historical situations 
Cultural and linguistic 
diversities 
Short-sightedness 
Conflicting interests 
Negative feedback 

Integration 
1. Scope 
2. Capacity 
3. Domain 
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EU Constitution  

The EU integration process came to a halt when the EU constitution failed to 

be ratified by France and the Netherlands in May and June 2005, resp. The public of 

both countries rejected the constitution in a referendum by margins of 54.7 percent 

against versus 45.3 percent in favor (France) and 61.5 percent against versus 38.5 

percent in favor (the Netherlands). Although the EU constitution was signed in 2004 

by all EU member states, it needed to be ratified by the members and the European 

Parliament before it could be implemented. The process of ratifying the EU 

Constitution varied from country to country: seven countries decided to hold a binding 

referendum, sixteen countries intended to let the national parliament decide, and two 

countries opted for a mix of parliamentary approval and an advisory referendum. 

However, the rejection of the constitution in France and the Netherlands led some 

countries to postpone or cancel their ratification procedures. As of May 2007 the 

European Parliament and the following fifteen countries have ratified the EU 

Constitution: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Luxemburg, Malta, Romania, Slovenia, and Spain. Finland, 

Germany, and Slovakia have completed parliamentary procedures required for 

ratification. Ratification is still pending in the Czech Republic, Denmark, Ireland, 

Poland, Portugal, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. The main goal of the EU 

Constitution was to fuse all previous treaties into one document, as well as to add 

new aspects to it, such as the creation of a EU Minister of Foreign Affairs, an 

increase in power for the EU Parliament, an improvement in the decision-making 

process, etc. Due to the French and Dutch failure to ratify the proposed constitution, 

the basis of the European Union remains now entrusted in the previous treaty (Treaty 

of Nice).   

The French and Dutch decision to hold referenda has received both praise 

and criticism (also other countries such as the United Kingdom and the Czech 

Republic planned referenda). Proponents claim that referenda were necessary due to 

the fact that the opinion of politicians did not reflect the public sentiment. Many 

citizens of France, the Netherlands, and the EU opposed the continuous EU political 

integration and a referendum allowed the voters to voice their discontent. Then 

again, adversaries have various reasons to believe the referendum process is ill 

equipped for the job. First of all, they suggest that a referendum should not be 
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considered a higher form of democracy than representative democracy.97 They also 

point to the fact that in other situations 

 
such as the implementation of the 

democracy in most of Western Europe after World War Two and participation in the 

UN, NATO, and European treaties 

 
a referendum has not been used.98 Another 

argument posited is that politicians are elected to make short- and long-term political 

decisions and should therefore be best equipped to pass judgments. In other words, 

opponents believe that the citizens / voters are not sufficiently knowledgeable and 

informed to make high-level decisions such as approving or rejecting the constitution. 

An often-used phrase is that with a referendum you receive an answer to everything, 

except for an answer to the question itself . Opponents also put forward that the 

constitution was a compromise of a wide variety of political actors between left and 

right, big and small, rich and poor, old and new members, federalists, sovereignists, 

and euro skeptics, net payers and net receivers, and national and European 

institutions. 99   

After the ratification process had received a serious blow in the Netherlands 

and France, a period of reflection was introduced, in which all member states could 

philosophize about the EU and its future. The current situation is saddled with many 

question marks: is the EU in crisis and if so, what are its origins, what are the 

consequences for the future, and what solutions are feasible? Most of the opinions 

can be listed in one of the three categories 

 

admits crisis , nothing abnormal , too 

ambitious  and are explained hereunder.   

Admits a crisis100: advocates of this theory believe that the European Union 

plunged into a deep political crisis after the Dutch and French rejection of the 

constitution. They warn against a long stalemate and stagnation in the integration 

process, in which the EU will be ill equipped to improve its internal efficiency and 

external position vis-à-vis the rest of the world. Moreover, the rejection could lead to 

a decrease in willingness by member states to place communal cohesion ahead of 

national interests. They believe the EU is in crisis which seriously impedes EU 

                                                

 

97 P. de Schoutheete, Scenarios for escaping the constitutional impasse , Europe s World, summer 2006, p. 74 
98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid. 
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development. Some even refer to this situation as the end of the integration as 

political project .101   

Nothing abnormal102: advocates of this precept believe that the current crisis is 

typical for integration processes. They refer to the fact that problems also occurred 

during the ratification process of previous treaties (Ireland, Denmark) and that 

difficulties are logical when complicated issues such as questions of state 

sovereignty are negotiated. The EU member states are expected to recognize the 

need to continue on the integration path and a new phase of progress will soon 

commence.   

Too ambitious103: supporters of this theory blame the rapid EU integration of 

the past fifty years for the current crisis. They believe the EU has placed itself in a 

vulnerable situation by simultaneously expanding too quickly in width and depth. A 

substantial number of politicians and citizens disapprove of the EU s growing power 

in matters which they consider to be of national interest. Moreover, they reject the 

past and current integration speed and blame the EU for not having a clear objective. 

They feel that all these matters combined have contributed to the current crisis of the 

European Union.104   

Whether the current crisis spells the end of the political integration in the EU, 

the birth of a new integration wind, or the renationalization of several EU policies 

remains unknown. What has become evident, however, is that this crisis differs from 

previous ones in the following ways: as opposed to the past EU disputes which arose 

between national governments in pursuit of their national interests within the EU, the 

current stalemate centers on the discontent of the EU citizens. The crisis is not one of 

government versus government, but one of citizen versus (political) elite.105 It is ironic 

that this relationship crisis between the average citizen and the political elite 
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103 Ibid. 
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originated from the EU integration success.106 At first, the integration process might 

have seemed a somewhat insignificant development for the average citizen. Later on, 

the EU continued to accept more and more responsibilities, which only exaggerated 

the fear and suspicion of the public towards the behemoth EU project.   

Solutions to stalemate 

The future of the current constitution remains unsure. It seems very unlikely 

that either France or the Netherlands would organize a second referendum without 

changing the document and its name. The current constitution therefore does not 

seem to be a feasible and realistic option 

 

even if a total of twenty-three member 

states ratify it. This means that there are two options. In the first scenario only some 

parts of the old constitution are used ( cherry picking ), whereas in the second 

scenario the document is rewritten from scratch.107 Another essential decision to be 

made is whether the new treaty should be as extensive as the European 

Constitution. A mini-treaty has the advantage that it could be approved without 

organizing national referenda, whereas a full-fledged and all encompassing treaty 

might run the risk of being rejected for the second time in a row.  

The suggestion has also been made to focus in the short-term on the 

successful implementation of EU policy rather than on emphasizing and introducing 

grand solutions such as institutional changes and new treaties / constitutions.108 To 

put it another way, the EU should first gain the trust of the Dutch and other EU 

citizens by realizing improvements in the fields of economy, unemployment, 

bureaucracy, energy, research and development, etc. before continuing on the 

integration path. The main idea behind this proposal is the fact that the constitution 

itself was not rejected, but the EU integration in general. In this scenario changes to 

the content of the constitution will not eliminate the negative feelings towards 

integration and enlargement fatigue 

 

only actual performances will. The difference 

between expected and actual EU performance is often referred to as the delivery 

deficit . This means that the Dutch and EU citizens expect a better performance from 
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the European Union than the Union has delivered so far.109 The elimination of the 

delivery deficit is seen as a minimum prerequisite to repair the lack of confidence the 

Dutch and other citizens have in the political elite.   

4.3 Dutch views on EU integration process     

   

This paragraph covers several issues with regard to the EU integration 

process. Not only are the opinions of Dutch political parties and Dutch politicians 

explained hereunder, but attention is also paid to the Dutch policies in relation to the 

past and future EU integration issues.  

EU integration in Dutch politics  

Due to the Dutch and French rejection of the EU constitution and the public s 

increasingly negative sentiments towards the European Union, the EU integration 

process has come under severe strain. This trend did not go unnoticed on the Dutch 

political landscape. Whereas in the past Dutch political parties were either ambivalent 

or positive towards EU integration, at present almost all political parties seem to be 

critical of the process in one way or another. Political parties such as the SP 

(socialists) and the PVV (liberal right) appeal more and more to the growing anti-EU 

sentiment in an attempt to impede further EU integration and achieve electoral 

success.  

The position of the Dutch political parties with respect to EU integration issues 

is summarized in table 4.2, in which four issues are analyzed: cooperation within the 

EU, cooperation of the EU as a whole with countries outside the EU, the EU 

expenditures, and the EU constitution. The political parties with a leftist ideology are 

listed on the left hand side in the table, while political parties with a rightist ideology 

are grouped on the right hand side in the table.   
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Issues GL SP PvdA D66 CU PvD CDA VVD SGP PVV 
Cooperation 
within EU 

+/- - - +/- ++ - - ++ ++ +/- ? +/- 

Cooperation 
EU w/ others  

++ +/- ++ ++ +/- ++ ++ ++ ? +/- 

Costs 

 
++ - - +/- ? ? ? +/- +/- +/- - - 

Constitution 

 
+/- - - +/- ++ - - ++ +/- +/- ? - - 

Table 4.2 position of Dutch political parties on EU topics 110  

Key to table 4.1 

++ In favor of EU role     +/- Semi in favor of EU role  

- - Not in favor of EU role    ?  Position unknown 

 

GL (GroenLinks): Greens  SP: Socialists   PvdA: Labor party 

D66: Left Liberals   CU: Christian Union  PvD: Animal rights party 

CDA: Christian Democrats  VVD: Right Liberals  PVV: Conservative party 

SGP: Christian conservatives 

 

The Greens (GroenLinks) are generally speaking a strong supporter of the 

European Union, although they criticize some EU policies. For example, they prefer 

restructuring of the EU agriculture policy. They also suggest to introduce a minimum 

subsistence level in the whole EU and to increase taxes on cooperate profits and 

environment pollution. With regard to the constitution, the Greens are in favor of 

organizing a new referendum when a new EU treaty or Constitution is proposed. The 

party also believes the citizen should have a more direct control of the EU through, 

for example, referenda and it supports an increase in importance of the EU 

Parliament.111 (all parties have some reference)  

The Socialists (SP) are skeptical about the European Union. They oppose a 

EU army and the creation of European Union Minister of Foreign Affairs and are in 

favor of regulating the migration of workers within the EU. According to the SP, 

payments from the Netherlands to the EU should be reduced to the minimum and 

issues such as education, welfare, and healthcare should remain within the domain 

of the national governments. With regard to the EU Constitution and any EU 

enlargement, the SP believes that a referendum should be held. 
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The Labor party (PvdA) is considered to be pro-EU. It is in favor of a common 

foreign policy, restructuring of the EU budget, and EU agreements on environment 

tax and profit tax. It also prefers to increase the influence a citizen and the national 

parliament have on the EU decision-making process. Likewise, the party stands for 

the abolition of the veto right.112 With regard to the EU institutions, the PvdA 

proposes a smaller European Commission, more powers to the EU Parliament in 

influencing the EU decision-making process and in dismissing and hiring EU 

Commissioners.   

The Left Liberals (D66) are a strong supporter of the European Union, 

although preference is given to a federal EU with limits to its political integration. The 

D66 supports the creation of the EU army and prefers to have a EU Minister of 

Foreign Affairs. Furthermore, the powers of the EU Parliament should be expanded. 

EU matters are no longer to be considered foreign and therefore the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs should lose its influence on EU issues. To increase the efficacy of the 

EU apparatus, the party supports a new EU Constitution.  

The Christen Union (CU) believes that the European Union should remain 

unchanged and claims that further EU enlargements and EU deepening are 

unwanted and unnecessary. The core objective of the European Union should be to 

strengthen individual member states and not the EU bureaucracy.  

Christian party (CDA) is a supporter of the European Union. It is in favor of a 

common EU asylum policy and prefers to increase the cooperation between the EU 

and other nation-states. The CDA also offers several suggestions as how to improve 

the EU: national parliaments ought to have more control of the European institutions, 

the number of EU commissioners should be decreased, voting system should be 

changed, and more power ought to be bestowed on the EU Parliament.   

The Right Liberals (VVD) are in favor of the European Union, but prefer a 

federal EU and not a EU which could be considered a super state . In particular, the 

EU should concentrate on issues such as energy, asylum seekers, and terror 

prevention. The VVD envisions a small EU treaty as a replacement of the EU 

constitution. Emphasis in this new treaty should be placed on increasing the 
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manageability of the EU and on enhancing the importance of national parliaments. 

Whether a referendum is desirable or not depends on the degree of acceptance of 

the VVD s demands.   

The Conservative party (PVV) is known to be anti-EU and opposes any further 

EU integration. The primary focus of the EU should be on economic cooperation and 

it should not pursue political integration. The EU ought to exercise less control of 

various issues such as asylum policy. The PVV is also in favor of: a decrease in 

Dutch payments to the EU, an increase in the national parliament s influence, 

downsizing of the EU Commission, and abrogation of the EU Parliament.  

Situation prior to EU Constitution rejection 

The EU referendum in the Netherlands was the first one in more than two 

hundred years. The Dutch referendum was officially of consultative and non-binding 

nature, but all the major political parties agreed that the results would be taken 

seriously provided that the turnout percentage was representative (at minimum 30 

percent). Most of the political parties, including the main ones 

 

CDA, PvdA, and 

VVD 

 

were officially in favor of the EU constitution. Only a few smaller political 

parties opposed the treaty, such as the then small leftist Socialist Party (after the 

October 2006 parliament elections the third biggest party), the right wing parties of 

LPF and PVV, the Christian right party of SGP, and the Christian center left party of 

ChristenUnie. The five parties objected to the EU constitution for various reasons. 

For example, the SP emphasized, among others, the importance of Dutch social 

policies, whereas the right parties objected to the EU enlargement and the idea of an 

European super-state. The Christian parties were disappointed that the constitution 

did not mention the EU s Judaeo-Christian tradition.   

The Dutch yes campaign was launched relatively late and as the referendum 

approached, the no camp picked up substantial momentum in the polls. In an 

attempt to turn the tide, many politicians campaigned in favor of the constitution. The 

Prime Minister, Balkenende, warned the Dutch citizens that a no vote would harm 

the reputation of the Netherlands internationally . The efforts seemed to have arrived 

too late. Although many Dutch organizations including churches, employers 

organizations, companies, and leaders of the Dutch unions supported the constitution 
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and despite the efforts of the (political) elite to convince the Dutch population that a 

yes vote was the only right choice, the ratification of the constitution was blocked. 

With a turnout percentage of 63,3 percent, the Dutch government had no choice but 

to accept the result.   

The late and weak yes campaign could be explained by the fact that the Dutch 

political elite only halfheartedly supported the constitution and EU integration.113 The 

Dutch public and (political) elite usually viewed the European Union as an economic 

community and often resent supranational developments in the fields of defense, 

foreign policy, and judicial matters.114 They believed that the member states should 

remain the foundation of the European Union, now and in the future and that the 

nation state should be the primary framework and reference-point for the 

organization of political life, including the democratic perspective .115 This point of 

view was also noticeable in the Dutch opinion towards the constitutional project. 

Many politicians remarked that the EU should not concentrate on abstract concepts , 

but on practical issues such as improvement of the unemployment rates.116 They 

believe that the EU should not follow a federal blueprint or a complete catalogue of 

competences, [ but] progress along charted routes, [ or the so-called] 

evolutionary approach . 117  

Dutch no explained 

The Netherlands is a founding member of the EU and home to the Maastricht 

and Amsterdam treaties. The once so tolerant nation  known for its coalition politics, 

polder model , and enthusiasm for the European Union 

 

has changed into a society 

which has many internal tensions and has become substantially less idealistic 

towards the EU. A change in Dutch image took place when the Netherlands voted no 

in its referendum and also when political elite changed its attitude towards the EU (as 

mentioned in chapter three). In this section an attempt is made to explain why the 

Dutch electorate voted no in the referendum.  
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In the past the Dutch political elite was known for its relatively pro European 

attitude. Also a majority of the Dutch public supported the EU and its integration, 

although a trace of passive neutrality always remained present.118 After the 

integration and enlargement processes intensified in the 1990s and 2000s, the 

European Union were more visible in every day life. The arm of Brussels and its 

rules and regulations became noticeable in both the ministries of the Hague and the 

business community. The media picked up on this trend and paid more attention to 

Brussels and its integration and enlargement processes. Due to these developments 

the citizens perceived Brussels as an endless growing bureaucratic machine that 

slowly, but surely took away national sovereignty in exchange for grand strategic 

advantages such as increased trade, export, and peace & prosperity. Although these 

reasons were more than sufficient to explain why closer European cooperation was 

coveted after the Second World War, in today s relatively prosperous and safe EU, 

these do not offer adequate reasons for further enlargement and/or integration in the 

eyes of the public. The Dutch public began to perceive the European Union as a toy 

of the political elite and therefore seized the referendum as an opportunity to voice its 

discontent with the EU. Dutch pollster, Maurice de Hond, commented as follows: 

eighty percent of the Dutch support the EU but many believe that it is all moving too 

fast and that the politicians who support the constitution cannot be trusted .119 The 

Dutch no vote seems to have been more about the EU s way of doing business than 

about hostility to the European project as such .120 In this regard the Dutch rejection 

of the EU Constitution did not originate from the lack of support for the EU 

membership, but from the lack of trust in the EU integration and in the political 

establishment of the Netherlands.   

The absence of confidence in the political establishment can be (partly) 

explained by the Pim Fortuijn revolution , which placed the Netherlands in a state of 

political shock after his murder in May 2002. Furthermore, the center-right coalition 

government of the liberal right (VVD), liberal left (D66), and Christian democrats 

(CDA) had an extremely low support level at the time, of the referendum, which did 
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not make their yes recommendation more credible. Likewise, the trustworthiness of 

the Dutch political establishment decreased drastically after the introduction of the 

Euro, which in the eyes of large sections of the public was the cause of their 

perceived loss in purchasing power. The sentiments about the introduction of the 

Euro only worsened when newspapers reported that the then Minister of Finance, 

Gerrit Zalm, purposely weakened the position of the Dutch Guilder in an attempt to 

stimulate exports and thereby supposedly increased the cost of living for the average 

citizen.121   

The Dutch political establishment also undermined its own creditworthiness in 

other ways. Politicians complained about the involvement of Brussels in Dutch 

internal affairs and Minister Zalm lamented specifically about the Dutch status as  the 

largest per capita net-contributor to the EU.122 In these circumstances it should come 

as no surprise that once the national politicians became more critical towards the EU, 

the public in general followed suit. Sophie in't Veld, a Member of the European 

Parliament for the liberal D66 party, explained the public s sentiment: people are not 

stupid. They got the negative message for the past 15 years so it's not very credible 

that these parties now turn around and actively campaign for Europe .123 In certain 

cases the criticism from national politicians towards Brussels was logical and just, 

although ironically the country itself must have agreed to the decisions / treaties. 

However, in other scenarios Brussels was falsely accused by politicians in an 

attempt to pin the blame for national failures on the EU. In both cases the European 

Union s image received negative publicity. The lack of confidence in the political elite 

increased even more when the then Minister of Economic Affairs, Brinkhorst and the 

then Minister of Foreign Affairs, Bot, declared that the issue (the EU Constitution) 

was too complicated for the average citizen and when they advised citizens not to 

vote if the topic was too difficult to comprehend.124 

According to many media publications, the annoyance about the EU and the 

direction and pace of its integration plus enlargement, and the absence of confidence 
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in the political establishment were not the only reasons why the Dutch public rejected 

the constitution. A list of all possible explanations follows hereunder:  

People feared that, after approval of the constitution, small countries 

would lose influence at the expense of the larger ones;125 

The constitution itself was quite voluminous and complicated, which 

gave the no campaigners additional ammunition for promoting the anti-

vote;126 

Some citizens feared the loss of national identity;127 

Other Dutch voted against the referendum to show their discontent with 

the then center-right government; 128 

Liberal Dutch voters were afraid that the EU might interfere with the 

policies on soft drugs, gay marriage and euthanasia; 129 

Voters on the right of the political spectrum feared the loss of control of 

immigration policy; 130 

Some pointed out to the fact that the government did not communicate 

sufficiently with the voters and that the yes campaign was meager, too 

late, and under funded; 131  

The government was accused of being too aloof and some voters 

disagreed with the Hague s reference to warnings of economic 

collapse or even war ;132 

The French no-vote in the referendum is often cited as one of the 

reasons why the Dutch no campaign gained strength in the days prior 

to the Dutch referendum; 

Some citizens voted no because they objected to the EU negotiations 

with Turkey;133 
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Others resented the Dutch payments to the EU budget;134 

In certain cases the name itself (the EU constitution) attracted 

exaggerated expectations and suspicions.135  

Situation after EU Constitution rejection  

Considering previous commitments, the government had no choice but to 

withdraw the bill dealing with the approval of the Constitutional Treaty. Ben Bot, the 

then Minister of Foreign Affairs, announced that the Netherlands will indeed not ratify 

the constitution and emphasized that quick solutions, such as cherry picking , could 

not save it.136 The EU Constitution was dead beyond resurrection in the eyes of the 

Dutch public and political elite.137 Many other European leaders disagreed with the 

Dutch stance and were convinced that the constitution was at worst ill or shelved , 

but not buried .138 139 They expected a grand debate and engagement in the 

Netherlands during the period of reflection, but were quite surprised when the Dutch 

returned to normal life without hardly any deliberation. Although the Prime Minister of 

the Netherlands, Jan-Peter Balkenende, announced that the Netherlands would 

never submit the current constitution to a second referendum, European diplomats 

complained that the Hague did not offer any other suggestions or alternatives. The 

Dutch government contested this criticism by explaining that it organized many 

initiatives during the reflection period such as Internet questionnaires.  

In the campaign period before the Dutch parliamentary elections of October 

2006, the EU constitution and its future were scarcely mentioned. After the elections 

the Dutch Advice Council on International Relations (AIV) wrote in a position paper 

that the Netherlands could not continue to sit on the sidelines and that it needed to 

take action.140 The German Prime Minister, Angela Merkel, also advised that both the 
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Netherlands and France needed to participate in finding a solution to the impasse for 

they were the ones who caused the stalemate in the first place. Balkenende made it 

known in March 2007 that the Netherlands would be in a position to start discussions 

on the EU s future in the near future. Although the Prime Minister commented that 

the debate on the future of Europe is expected to intensify in the 2008-2009 

period ,141 he also added that the content of the new treaty, not the time frame, is the 

most important aspect.142 For the Dutch a new treaty must differ substantially in size 

and substance from the old constitution. The following changes should be included: a 

clear demarcation of tasks between the EU and the nation states, more power for the 

Dutch Parliament on EU matters, slower EU enlargement, social policy in the domain 

of the individual member states. Also the name of the treaty is a point of concern. 

Many prefer if the new treaty does not make any reference to the word constitution , 

which was, according to the then Minister of European Affairs, Nicolai, part of the 

cause why the Dutch resented the Constitutional Treaty.143   

Whether the Dutch government intends to consult the general public for the 

second time is momentarily unsure, but PM Balkenende has already indicated that he 

will try to avoid a second referendum.144 Whether Balkenende can achieve this goal 

depends on how the new treaty is interpreted. A small and compact treaty, which 

differs substantially from the previous constitution, could be ratified by the parliament 

without a referendum. A treaty, which strongly resembles the previous one, might be 

subjected to approval by the Dutch public via a referendum. The country s highest 

constitutional advisory body, the Council of State, will rule on the type of 

ratification.145  
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4.4 Public Opinion         

  
In this paragraph opinions of the Dutch public with regard to the EU integration 

are examined. In some sections, a comparison is also made between the Dutch and 

Belgian public opinion with regard to various European Union topics. The opinion 

polls summarized in this paragraph should give a general indication how the Dutch 

and the Belgians view the European Union and how they differ or concur on these 

points.   

There are various reasons why a comparison of the two Low Countries is 

exceptionally interesting. First of all, both countries are neighbors and are 

geographically located in the northwest of Europe. Secondly, The Netherlands and 

Belgium have historically close ties dating back to previous centuries. Furthermore, 

both countries are relatively comparable in terms of size (land and population size), 

geography, natural resources, and language. And finally, the Benelux countries are 

not only founding members of the EU and NATO, but the Benelux model itself has  

served as an example for the EU with regard to potential integration possibilities on 

the European continent.   

EU Constitution 

As mentioned in the previous paragraphs and chapter, the growing EU 

skepticism of the Dutch public has not gone unnoticed in the Netherlands, or in the 

rest of Europe. Whereas in the past the Dutch were known for its relatively pro-

European attitude, feelings of irritation and suspicion towards the EU have recently 

emerged. According to an opinion poll held in the Netherlands in the week after the 

referendum, the decisive arguments why Dutch no voters rejected the constitution 

were the following:146  

28 percent agreed that their opinion of the economic and social     

situation in the Netherlands was decisive; 

23 percent agreed that their opinion of the European Union was   

decisive; 
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21 percent agreed that their opinion of the EU Constitution was 

decisive; 

12 percent agreed that their opinion of the people who  

campaigned in favor of the EU Constitution was decisive; 

8 percent agreed that other reasons than mentioned in the poll  

were decisive; 

6 percent agreed that their opinion of the people who  

campaigned against the EU Constitution was decisive.  

The same question was addressed to voters who supported the EU 

Constitution in the referendum. The decisive arguments why Dutch yes voters 

accepted the constitution were the following:147  

21 percent agreed that their opinion of the economic and social  

situation in the Netherlands was decisive; 

31 percent agreed that their opinion of the European Union was  

decisive; 

18 percent agreed that their opinion of the EU Constitution was  

decisive; 

12 percent agreed that their opinion of the people who  

campaigned in favor of the EU Constitution was decisive; 

8 percent agreed that other reasons than mentioned in the poll  

were decisive; 

  

6 percent agreed that their opinion of the people who  

campaigned against the EU Constitution was decisive.  

There were also a substantial number of voters who decided not to go to the 

ballot box.148 A majority (51 percent) of these respondents agreed with the statement 

you thought you were not informed well enough to cast a vote over the constitution . 

A large group (41 percent) answered affirmatively when asked whether you did not 

have sufficient time on the day of the referendum to cast your vote . Twenty-six 

percent of the respondents agreed with the statements that you believed that your 
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vote would not matter and you thought the text was too complicated . Between 

twenty and twenty-four percent answered positively to the following statements:  

You are not interested in politics in general and in the  

referendum in specific ; 

You are not interested in the EU Constitution ; 

It does not matter if I vote because the no camp will win  

decisively anyhow ; 

You are not interested in EU affairs .  

European Union   

Although the Dutch have an increasingly anti-EU stance due to their relatively 

pronounced rejection of the constitution in 2005, when looking at recent statistics, 

most Dutch have rather positive feelings for the European Union. A majority view 

membership of the EU as positive (72 percent) and believe that it has advantages for 

the Netherlands (62 percent). In both cases these percentages are substantially 

higher than the EU average. With regard to the EU image, the Dutch seem more 

skeptical than their European neighbors. All ratings are shown in table 4.3.     

Statement NL EU 

EU membership is a good thing 72%

 

53%

 

EU membership has advantages for our country

 

62%

 

54%

 

The EU has a positive image 40%

 

46%

 

Table 4.3 membership in the EU - in percentages who agreed (end of 2006) 149 150   

Also, when these percentages are compared to a number of EU member 

states, it is noticeable that the Dutch are quite favorably disposed towards EU 

membership per se (of the seven countries listed in table 4.4). These figures are 

more positive when compared to Belgium and several other EU members. Belgium 

has a lower EU membership approval rating of 55 percent and a somewhat higher 

disapproval rating (8 percent). The percentage of respondents who would have 

regrets if the EU were dissolved is again the highest in the Netherlands and Italy, 
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whereas Belgium ranks at the bottom of the list. The percentage of interviewees who 

would be relieved if the EU were dissolved is again the lowest in the Netherlands and 

Italy, this time with Belgium included. All comparisons are shown in table 4.4.  

EU membership is generally spoken: 
(a) NL B D F UK DK I 
A good thing 73 47 44 47 31 51 62 
A bad thing 5 8 10 14 23 23 5 
If EU were to be dissolved, would feel: 
[b] 

              

Very sorry 45 28 33 38 19 37 50 
Relieved 9 9 16 13 24 22 3 
Table 4.4 attitudes towards EU membership (in percentages)151 

a. The complementary answers are neither good nor bad and don t know (1999). 
b. If you were told tomorrow that the European Union had to be scrapped, would you be very sorry 
about it, indifferent or relieved?

 

The complementary answers are indifferent and don t know (1998).  

Just as a large majority (73 versus 5 percent) of the Dutch public agreed that 

EU membership has generally been a positive development, a similar number (65 

percent) of respondents agreed that the Netherlands benefited from EU membership. 

Although a considerable number (twenty percent) refuted this statement, the 

difference in the Netherlands between benefited and not benefited (65 versus 20 

percent) was substantially larger compared with the EU-15 average (46 versus 31 

percent) and with Belgium (50 versus 28 percent).  

Benefit from EU membership
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B = 1 NL = 2 EU15 = 3  
Figure 4.3 benefit from EU membership 152 
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When asked what kind of positive effect the EU membership has on the 

Netherlands, a large majority indicated that the areas of export, security, industries, 

and service sectors were better off. The respondents were less enthusiastic about 

the role of the EU with regard to the employment and agriculture. Almost all Dutch 

answers, however, were substantially more positive than the EU average: in some 

cases the difference was ten percent or more. All percentages are shown in table 4.5.  

Assumed positive effects of EU-membership 

 

NL EU 

Export 83%

 

64%

 

Security 74%

 

67%

 

Industry 72%

 

51%

 

Service sector 67%

 

54%

 

Living standard 59%

 

53%

 

Employment 42%

 

35%

 

Agriculture 40%

 

40%

 

Table 4.5 assumed positive effects of EU-membership (end of 2005) 153   

The trust, which the average Dutch respondent places in various institutions 

such as the press, television, and the police, is substantially higher than the average 

trust level of Belgian respondents. In most cases the percentage differences are 

remarkably high and gaps of ten percent or more are not uncommon. There is not 

one single institution (shown in table 4.6), in which Belgians have more trust than 

their Dutch equivalents. The national government (66 percent), the national 

parliament (65 percent), and the justice system (61 percent) receive majority trust 

ratings in the Netherlands, whereas in Belgium the ratings range in the twenties. Also 

in other categories the percentage differences are extraordinary. Charity or voluntary 

organizations, the United Nations, big companies, civil service and political parties 

are more creditworthy in the Netherlands than in Belgium. The only three exceptions 

seem to be television, the radio and the European Union where the percentage 

differences are rather small (less than ten percent).   

In case of the European Union, the difference is only two percent. However, it 

is interesting to point out to the fact that the Belgian trust rate in the EU of 44 percent 
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gives this institution a sixth place in Belgium, whereas the Dutch rating of 44 percent 

gives it a sixteenth place (out of a total of seventeen institutions). 

Trust in institutions NL B 

  
Trust in institutions NL B 

television 86 79 

  
justice, the (national)

 
legal system 61 23 

 
radio 81 77 

  
civil service 60 40 

 

the press 75 65 

  

non-governmental organizations 58 40 
charitable or voluntary 
organization 74 51 

  

big companies 55 38 

the police 72 43 

  

the Church 48 32 

the army 71 45 

   

the European Union 46 44 

the (national) government 66 25 

   

political parties 42 18 

 

the (national) parliament 65 28 

  

(does not express trust/distrust 2 6 

the United Nations 64 47 

   

average trust in institutions 64 43 

trade unions 62 39 

   

idem in 1997 (b) 61 35 
Table 4.6 trust in institutions population aged 15 years and over, 1999 (in percent) 154 

a. I would like to ask you a question about how much trust you have in certain institutions. For each of the 17 institutions listed, 
please tell me if you tend to trust it or tend not to trust it? Shown are the percentages tend to trust rather than tend not to trust 
and don t know if the total number of don t know responses is less than six. In decreasing order of trust levels in the NL  
b. In 1997 voluntary organizations were not included in the same category as charitable organizations (Dekker 2000b).  

Although the Dutch have a higher trust rating in the EU than the Belgians, the 

Belgians rank the trustworthiness of the EU relatively higher than the Dutch. The 

percentages mentioned in table 4.6 are confirmed in figure 4.4 where it can be seen 

that the Dutch seem to trust the EU more than the average EU15 & Belgian citizens. 
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Figure 4.4 trust in the EU 155 
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EU institutions  

The EU institutions that received the highest familiarity percentages from the 

Dutch are the European Parliament (94) and the European Commission (88). Both 

percentages are comparable to those of its European peers and in almost all 

countries; these two institutions were also ranked number one and two. The 

Netherlands differs in its answers when the familiarity ranking of the European 

Central Bank (ECB), the Economic and Social Committee (Ecosoc), and the EU 

Committee of the Regions are compared to other EU member states. The ECB 

received 83 percent, which is the highest of all the countries mentioned in table 5.6. 

In particular, the difference of nineteen percent with the neighboring Belgium is 

surprising. Listed at the lower end of the familiarity spectrum are Ecosoc and the EU 

Committee of the Regions. Both percentages are substantially higher in Germany, 

Ireland, France, and others. When asked whether the respondent would like to know 

more about the EU, 56 percent of the Dutch and 45 percent of the Belgians 

answered in an affirmative way. All ratings are shown in table 4.7.   

Have heard of the (a) NL B D F IRL L A UK 
European Parliament 94 96 86 94 92 98 90 86 
European Commission 88 92 75 87 86 95 86 76 
European Central Bank  83 64 79 73 73 79 75 64 
European Court of Justice 77 75 74 59 69 85 67 63 
EU Council of Ministers 67 69 60 73 70 82 71 41 

European Court of Auditors 56 51 64 63 34 70 63 17 
Economic and Social Committee (Ecosoc)  22 26 41 33 41 58 45 24 
EU Committee of the Regions 12 24 32 26 32 41 41 14 
In relation to the EU (b) NL B D F IRL L A UK 
Would like to know much more 6 11 21 28 21 18 22 22 
Would like to know some more 50 34 32 44 41 32 30 37 
Table 4.7 familiarity with the European institutions within the population aged 15 years and older, 1998 and 1999 (in percent)

 

Source: Eurobarometer 50.0 (Autumn 1998) and 51.0 (Spring 1999), weighted results 156 

a. Those who answered yes rather than no or don t know to the question of whether the respondent had ever heard of any of 

a list of institutions shown to him or her; the institutions in the table are arranged in order of decreasing awareness in the 

Netherlands (1999). 

b. Those who chose to agree with the statements I have a real need to know more about the EU or I would like some more 

information on the EU rather than agreeing with the statements I know enough about the EU or don t know (1998). 

c. Those who think that (much) too little attention is paid to EU affairs rather than just the right amount or (much) too much 

(1998). 

d. Those who find the national media extremely or fairly objective rather than not or absolutely not objective in reporting EU 

affairs (1998). 
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As can be seen in the previous table, the European Parliament has high 

familiarity ratings in both the Netherlands and Belgium. How do respondents assess 

the parliament s role in the European Union? The Dutch seem to have the strongest 

feelings towards the EU Parliament: 56 percent of the respondents attach an 

important role to the parliament, while 36 percent say the parliament does not play an 

important role. In Belgium both percentages are lower (52 versus 29), although the 

difference (23 percent) between the two categories is comparable to that of the 

Netherlands (20 percent). Although 56 percent of the Dutch view the role of the EU 

parliament as important, 58 percent wished that the EU parliament play an even 

greater role in EU affairs. In Belgium 43 percent agreed with this statement. In both 

countries only eight percent desired a less important role for the EU parliament.   

Assessment of the role of  
parliament in the EU (a) NL B D F IRL L A UK 
(Very) important role 56 52 55 56 62 73 54 51 
Less / no important role 36 29 28 26 9 20 26 20 
Desire to change this role (b) NL B D F IRL L A UK 
A more important role 58 43 38 47 29 51 34 31 
A less important role 8 8 12 9 5 13 13 16 
Table 4.8 attitudes towards the European Parliament within the population aged 15 years and older,  
1998 (in percent) Source: Eurobarometer 49.0 (spring 1998), weighted results 157 

a. Judgement over its role in the affairs of the EU ; the alternative answer is don t know

 

b. Asked to choose between more important or less important ; alternative answers were don t know or that the 
respondent wished to see no change.  

Although the Dutch familiarity with the European Parliament, the European 

Commission, and the European Central Bank are above the eighty percent mark, the 

Dutch trust in European institutions is quite a bit lower and fluctuates every year. In 

general, the ECB is by far the most trusted EU institution of the three mentioned in 

table 5.6. In 2006 the Dutch trust in the European Parliament (58 percent), the 

European Commission (54 percent), and the ECB (70 percent) were (substantially) 

higher than EU averages of 48, 52, and 49 percent, resp. All percentages are shown 

in table 4.9.  

Trust in European institutions 

 

End 2004 Beginning 
2005 

End 2005

 

Beginning 
2006 

End 2006 

European Parliament  63% 51% 53% 51% 58% 

European Commission  57% 49% 51% 54% 54% 

European Central Bank  72% 69% 65% 70% 

 

x 
Table 4.9 trust in European institutions 158 
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Satisfaction with one s own national democracy is quite high in the 

Netherlands where 80 percent of the respondents answered that they were either 

very satisfied or fairly satisfied . Belgium seems to be less enthusiastic about its 

national democracy (51 percent total satisfaction rate) than the EU average (58 

percent). In the Netherlands the opposite is true 

 
the EU democracy receives a rate 

of 51 percent, which is substantially lower than the national rate (80). All percentages 

are shown in table 4.10.  

Satisfaction with the way democracy works in: (a) NL B D F UK DK I 
1. Own country 

              

Very satisfied 14 9 15 8 13 23 3 
Fairly satisfied 66 42 54 54 59 59 32 
2. The European Union 

              

Very satisfied 5 9 7 5 7 3 5 
Fairly satisfied 46 49 41 47 39 31 53 
Table 4.10 satisfaction with democracy (in percent) 159 

a. On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with 
the way democracy works in [the Netherlands.../the European Union]? Shown are the responses 

very satisfied and fairly satisfied rather than not very satisfied and not at all satisfied (1999).  

EU integration  

In June 2005 the French and the Dutch rejected the EU constitution in two 

referenda and thereby severely delayed the EU integration. How would the 

Netherlands support a European Constitution after its rejection? At the beginning of 

the year 2006, the backing of the Constitution in the Netherlands amounted to 47 

percent. At the end of 2006 however, the percentage in favor of a EU Constitution 

increased to 59 percent, which is substantially higher than the EU average of 53 

percent.160  

The attachment people feel to the European Union is an important aspect. A 

European identity is a crucial component for continuation of the EU integration 

process because without it chances are that the public will be less willing to support 

further integration. In table 5.12 the territorial attachment of seven countries is 

examined. People answered whether they felt very or fairly attached to their town, 

region, country, and the whole of Europe. The Dutch are somewhat less attached to 
                                                                                                                                                        

 

158 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Nederland over Europa , http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh93qqnk8atd, website 
visit 14th of March 2007 
159 Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands,  The Netherlands in a European perspective , Social & 
Cultural Report 2000, The Hague, March 2001 
160 Ibid. 

http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh93qqnk8atd
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their own town or village and region than the other six EU countries. In all four 

categories the Dutch averages remained in the thirty percent range, whereas the 

percentages of other countries hovered in the forties. The Belgians feel much more 

attached to the lowest category levels of town or village (83 percent) and region (85 

percent). Half of the respondents answered with very attached . These percentages 

are substantially higher than in the Netherlands. Belgian attachment to the country 

(77 percent) is somewhat lower than in the Netherlands, which might be explained by 

the division of the country in two strong separate entities of Flanders and Wallonia. 

The Belgians are more attached to Europe than their Dutch counterparts (64 versus 

51 percent). All percentages are shown in table 4.11.  

People's attachment to (a) NL B D F UK DK I 
1. Their own town or village 

              

Very attached 36 50 53 44 43 54 55 
Fairly attached 35 33 36 37 40 32 35 
2. Their own region 

              

Very attached 33 48 44 43 41 48 43 

Fairly attached 39 37 43 40 42 30 44 
3. Their own country 

              

Very attached 47 35 41 47 59 81 49 
Fairly attached 39 42 45 42 33 16 42 
4. The whole of Europe 

              

Very attached 13 24 18 16 10 32 21 
Fairly attached 38 40 42 39 29 40 47 
In the near future will see themselves (b) NL B D F UK DK I 
Dutch, Belgian, etc. only 40 44 46 35 62 52 29 
European only 2 6 4 7 5 3 5 
Table 4.11 Territorial attachment and opinions about Europe, population aged 15 years and over, 1999 (in 
percent) 161 

Source: Eurobarometer 50.0 (autumn 1998) and 51.0 (spring 1999), weighted results 
a. People may feel different degrees of attachment to their town or village, region, country or to Europe. 
Please tell me how attached you feel? Shown are the responses very attached and fairly attached rather than 

not very attached and not at all attached (1999). 
b. Respondents were asked how they will see themselves in the near future. Complementary to the two  
answers given here are as someone with a [Dutch ] nationality but also as European and as European but 

also as someone with a [Dutch ] nationality (1998).   

The low Dutch attachment rate to the European Union is confirmed in figure 

4.5, where European and national identities are measured. It can be concluded that 

not many Dutch tend to regard themselves as European in the first place (six 

percent) 

 

contrary to Belgians where this percentage is fifteen and the EU-15 where 

                                                

 

161 Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands,  The Netherlands in a European perspective , Social & 
Cultural Report 2000, The Hague, March 2001 
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the average is ten percent. However there are many Dutch who consider themselves 

European, but only after they identify themselves first and foremost as Dutch. For 

most of these people the EU comes second after the Netherlands.  

European and national identity
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Figure 4.5 European and national identity 162   

Many Dutch and Europeans fear European integration for various reasons. 

There are, however, also areas where the public would prefer to see increased EU 

policymaking. When asked whether respondents supported EU primacy over national 

policy, a large majority (eighty percent and higher) of the Dutch answered yes in the 

areas of foreign policy outside the EU, currency, protection of the environment, and 

humanitarian aid. In both the Netherlands and Belgium, a common EU foreign policy 

towards countries outside the EU is quite popular. In all three of these areas, a 

majority thinks the EU should play a dominant role. As can be seen in table 6.3, 

almost all areas received a high rating with the exception of, among others, 

education, cultural policy, health and social welfare, etc. When compared to Belgium, 

several differences and similarities are noticeable. In most categories the Belgian 

respondents do not deviate more than five percent from their Dutch counterparts. In 

two policy fields, the percentage difference is more than ten percent. Whereas 83 

percent of the Dutch support a EU role in protecting the environment, only 68 percent 

of the Belgians have similar thoughts. Also in the category of rules for broadcasting 

and press , the difference is substantial: 46 percent of the Belgians answered that the 

EU should have a primary role compared to 34 percent of the Dutch. 

                                                

 

162 Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands,  The Netherlands in a European perspective , Social & 
Cultural Report 2000, The Hague, March 2001, page 11  
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NL B 

  
NL B 

Foreign policy towards 

          
countries outside the EU 85 88 Agriculture and fishing policy 65 65 

      
Supporting regions which are  

    
Currency 83 84 experiencing economic difficulties

 
63 76 

      
Fight against poverty 

    
Protection of the environment 83 68 and social exclusion 61 67 

            

Humanitarian aid 81 80 Fight against unemployment 50 56 
Information about the EU, 

          

its policies and institutions 79 84 Health and social welfare 36 41 
Scientific and 

    

Basic rules for 

    

technological research 76 80 broadcasting and press 34 46 

            

The fight against drugs 75 72 Cultural policy 33 38 

            

Defense 75 69 Education 30 37 

      

Average support for more 

    

Rules for political asylum 72 66 European policy making 64 66 

         

Immigration policy 68 68 

   

Table 4.12 preferences for European policymaking, population aged 15 years and over, 1999 (in percent) 163   

4.5 Conclusion          

   

In my opinion the achievements of the European Union in the past fifty years 

deserve praise. Unprecedented levels of communication, trade, economic 

development, democratic sustainability, peace, and freedom have been achieved in 

Western Europe during this time period. Furthermore, after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, the unification of Central and Eastern Europe with its cultural kin (West 

Europe) also ended the continent s unnatural division. The freed countries quickly 

followed the example of the West and have achieved a great deal of success since 

the end of the authoritarian rule. All things considered the European Union is a 

success story pur sang. The truth, however, is more complicated. The reality is that 

the European Union has attracted substantial negative publicity and is being openly 

opposed and criticized by part of the public and political leaders.   

                                                

 

163 Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands,  The Netherlands in a European perspective , Social & 
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The integration and enlargement of the European Union has advanced 

substantially since the beginning of the 1990s, but, as explained in a section of this 

chapter ( Dutch no explained ), many elements and developments irritated the Dutch 

and European public and elite. Several explanations have been put forward in an 

attempt to explain EU skepticism, but the growing EU bureaucracy and speed of the 

integration and enlargement processes are probably the factors which are cited the 

most. In my opinion the speed of the EU integration and enlargement process have 

indeed been too high. It is true that leaders of a country should be a bridge between 

the realities of today and the dreams of tomorrow, but politicians must lead, not force, 

their fellow citizens into the future. Some might find the image of the EU as a huge 

bureaucratic monster supported by the (political) elite, which is engulfing more and 

more responsibilities, taking away the sovereignty of nation-states, and under 

performing in areas of economy and employment, etc., somewhat exaggerated. It is, 

nonetheless, an important indication that the core of the EU and its image need to be 

improved.  

The only sound and reasonable method to avoid enlargement and integration 

fatigue is to come up with a long-term integration and enlargement plan which would 

eliminate the need to revise decisions every year. Although the process requires a 

large dose of patience, the results are worth the wait. In this plan the open-ended 

integration process should be replaced by a clear mandate of the member states, in 

which they specify what functional scope (division of tasks between the EU and 

member states), institutional capacity (EU decision-making capacity and its ability to 

implement and enforce decisions), and geographical domain (increase in the size of 

EU membership) the current and future European Union should have and in what 

time frame. In my opinion the best plan would incorporate the following points:  

1.) The political elite of the European Union should strive for creating an 

organization which is sustainable in the long run (centuries). Such a dynamic and 

immense project must be treated with extreme care and patience because it would 

be a historic disappointment if European cooperation ever ceased to exist. To avoid 

implosion, major decisions should be planned in terms of decades, not rushed within 

months and years. In my opinion the political elite of the European Union lack(ed) the 

vision as four major treaties were proposed and three were accepted in a time span 
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of a mere decade. In my judgement one major treaty should span at least two or 

three decades of EU integration and enlargement. At this pace the public has time to 

absorb the changes. At the current integration and enlargement speed, the Dutch 

and EU public has been confronted too often with news concerning reforms, treaties, 

and EU institutions. On the other hand, updates about EU performances merited 

hardly a mention. Once again, the integration of the EU and people s identification 

with the organization should be viewed as a decade long process and should not be 

hastened.   

2.) At least in the short-term, the EU should aim at improving the delivery 

deficit by successfully implementing EU policies rather than emphasizing and 

introducing grand solutions such as institutional changes and new treaties / 

constitutions. The EU should focus on stimulating the economy, minimizing the 

bureaucracy, and where applicable, implementing common policies. The elimination 

of the delivery deficit is a minimum prerequisite for restoring confidence the Dutch 

and other citizens should have in the EU and the political elite. Once the 

creditworthiness is renewed, opinions and discussions concerning the integration and 

enlargement will become more on topic .   

3.) The nation state should remain the primary actor for some time to come. In 

my judgement, EU interference with national policy areas is only appropriate when 

arrangements on the EU level are more efficient than on the national one. Security 

and defence are two issues which meet that profile. In this context, one could 

consider me to be a contemporary neo-realist, who believes in efficient multi-level 

governance and who might become a neo-functionalist in the future (once the EU 

and public are ready for the change).   

All in all, I agree with the too ambitious theorists who blame the speedy EU 

integration for the current EU crisis. It is my conviction that the EU placed itself in a 

vulnerable situation by expanding simultaneously too quickly in width and depth. 

Although I am a critic of the EU integration pace, I believe that both the process 

leading to the constitution and the text itself were reasonable initiatives. I surmise the 

best solution to the constitutional crisis is to draft a new mini-treaty (with no cherry 

picking from the previous constitution) without subjecting this document to a 

referendum. 
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The main objective of this chapter is to summarize the Dutch policy towards 

EU enlargement. In order to accomplish this, a general introduction is offered in 

paragraph 5.1, after which the EU enlargement is examined in more detail in 

paragraph 5.2. Subsequently, paragraph 5.3 focuses on what role the EU 

enlargement process plays in Dutch politics. Thereafter, paragraph 5.4 analyzes the 

Dutch public opinion towards EU enlargement. Finally, a conclusion can be found in 

paragraph 5.5.    

5.1 Introduction          

  

Since its inception, the EEC and EU have had six rounds of enlargements 

(although the EU itself considers the fifth and sixth phases of enlargement as one 

enlargement with two parts). The first three countries to join the EEC were Ireland, 

the United Kingdom, and Denmark in 1973 (the EEC-6 became the EEC-9). The rest 

of southern Europe joined the EEC in the following two rounds of enlargement: 

Greece in 1981 (EEC-10) and Spain and Portugal in 1986 (EEC-12 / EU-12). After 

the end of the Cold War, Austria, Sweden, and Finland joined the EU in 1995 during 

the fourth enlargement (EU-15). The fifth enlargement in 2004 was of great historical 

importance due to the fact that several former (satellite) states of the former Soviet 

Union joined the European Union: the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Poland, 

Slovenia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Cyprus, and Malta (EU-25). The most recent 

enlargement occurred in January of 2007 when Romania and Bulgaria joined the EU 

(EU-27). Due to the last enlargement, the European Union now consists of 27 

member states and further enlargements are expected in the near future. Current 

candidates to join the EU are Croatia, Turkey, and the Former Yugoslav Republic of 

Macedonia.   

Future expansions 

The EU member states deemed it necessary to set up certain rules as to 

decide whether countries are eligible to join the European Union. Countries, which 

intend to join the European Union, need to fulfill certain economic and political 

conditions before EU admission is allowed. First of all, as mentioned in the Maastricht 
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Treaty, only European countries that respect the principles of the European Union 

are qualified to join. Secondly, potential candidates must also meet a set of criteria 

known as the Copenhagen criteria (named after the Copenhagen summit in 1993). 

The Copenhagen criteria consist of three conditions:   

a.) The candidate states need to meet the requirements of a functioning 

democratic state 

 

including, among others, respect for human rights and 

minorities; 

b.) The candidate states are obliged to have a functioning market economy 

which can cope with market forces; 

c.) The candidate states must comply with the acquis communautaire of the 

European Union (set of EU laws).   

 

Figure 5.1 map of the European Union 
     current members        candidate countries  
     potential candidate countries       application frozen  
     application rejected by EC        accession rejected in a referendum  

As shown in figure 5.1, the European Union uses the formulation potential 

candidate countries and candidate countries to indicate what the status of the 

applicants is. The difference is that the former are a few steps behind the latter in 

their application procedure. For example, candidate countries have already submitted 

their applications, received the status of candidate, and, in some cases, also started 

their membership negotiations. 
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In the near future, EU expansions are expected to take place in the southeast 

of Europe. At the present time, three countries have the status of candidate country - 

Croatia, Turkey, and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 

 
and four 

countries momentarily have the status of potential candidate country - Albania, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Montenegro. This, however, does not 

necessarily exclude the possibility of further expansion towards the east of Europe. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, all European countries that respect the 

principles of the European Union are eligible to join. The following nation-states could 

potentially enter the EU 

 

besides the aforementioned (potential) candidate 

countries: Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, Moldavia, Ukraine, White-Russia (Belarus), 

the Russian Federation, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, and various 

micro states (Liechtenstein, San Marino, Monaco, Andorra, Vatican City).   

There are also several dependencies of EU member states which could 

become members. Such examples are the Faroe Islands and Greenland 

 

the latter 

one joined the EU in 1973 together with Denmark, but left the EU in 1985. Due to 

their geographical location, countries situated outside Europe will not be allowed to 

join the EU 

 

unless the EU member states decide to change the enlargement 

criteria. The EEC, for example, declined the application of Morocco in 1987 because 

of geographical arguments. Also Israel, although it never applied, will most likely 

never be granted full membership to the EU. All countries, however, can obtain a 

large degree of integration through the current and future EU Neighborhood Policies.   

5.2 EU enlargement         

  

The accomplishments of the European Union are striking and noteworthy. Not 

surprisingly many European nation states and their leaders would rather join the EU 

today than tomorrow. In their eyes the EU membership is accompanied by enhanced 

security, wealth, and prestige.   

Borders of the EU expansion 

The European Union set a formal limit to its own expansion when it drafted 

and approved the Maastricht treaty and the Copenhagen criteria. According to these 



 

                                                                            

 

Dutch EU policy     May 2007 
72

 
rules, the European Union may not expand beyond the borders stipulated in the two 

treaties, nor should it exclude countries that meet the conditions. The EU expansion 

formula has received both praise and criticism. In many EU member states, including 

the Netherlands, debates were held in political circles, in the media, and in the 

society in general as to whether the EU should expand and if so, how far and in what 

pace. Criticism of the EU expansion rules is certainly not a rare phenomenon and 

varies quite strongly. One group of pundits, for example, believe that the European 

Union has already expanded too far and should consist of the original twelve, fifteen, 

and / or twenty-five member states. Other critics believe that the EU expansion 

process should ignore its own rules and also expand in such a way as to include non-

European countries. Then again, some generally support the expansion, but argue 

that the pace is either too slow or too fast. The desirability of the EU expansion can 

be evaluated in four ways: geography, culture-religion, economics, and political-

administrative.164 All arguments are assessed underneath.  

Geography

  

In a geographical sense the borders of Europe to the east, south, and north 

are straightforward: in these directions Europe is surrounded by sea and ocean. The 

Arctic Ocean, the Atlantic Ocean, and the Mediterranean Sea neatly separate Europe 

from other countries and continents. Its border to the east and southeast, however, is 

more complicated. In the Middle Ages the border between Europe and Asia was 

considered to be the Don River, which lies in modern day Russia and is slightly east 

of the Ukraine.165 After the 16th century the border slowly moved to the east. The 

current eastern border between the two continents is the Ural Mountains. To the 

southeast, the borders between Europe and Asia are the Caucasus and the 

Bosporus.   

What are the implications of the European geographical borders for the 

European Union? As mentioned in paragraph 5.1, according to the European Union s 

own conditions, the potential candidate is only eligible to join the organization if it is a 

European state. Turkey and Kazakhstan are the only two countries which are both 

                                                

 

164 Mendeltje van Keulen & Rob Boudewijn, Waar houdt Europa op? Over de grenzen van Europa ,  
International Spectator, 59th year, nr. 7/8, July/August  2005, p. 355 
165 Ibid. 



 

                                                                            

 

Dutch EU policy     May 2007 
73

 
part of the European and Asian continents. Opponents of Turkey s and Kazakhstan s 

admission to the EU point to the fact that most of the land lies geographically in Asia. 

They claim that the countries should not be considered European and admission 

should be disallowed. Proponents of their candidature argue that it is irrelevant 

whether the bulk of the areas lie within Europe or not: Turkey and Kazakhstan are 

situated partly in Europe and therefore meet the geographical requirements.   

Culture-religion

 

Although the European Union does not refer to any cultural-religious 

conditions in the Maastricht treaty or Copenhagen criteria, it is a point of discussion 

which is frequently tabled in debates that are critical of the EU expansion towards 

East European countries.   

Opponents claim that the EU s current member states share a common 

history, culture, and religion and believe that the EU should only expand to include 

countries of similar background. Some of the critics prefer to create a EU which only 

consists of countries with Western Christian identity;166 other critics are willing to 

accept countries with Western and Orthodox Christian backgrounds. Both groups, 

however, agree that non-Christian entities 

 

such as Turkey, Azerbaijan, and 

Kazakhstan 

 

should not become member states of the European Union. The main 

difference between these two schools of thought is that the former also opposes 

further enlargement to include Russia, the Ukraine (unless split in eastern and 

western parts), Belarus, Moldavia, Georgia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Albania, Serbia, 

and Macedonia. Nor does it support the past entries of Greece, Romania, and 

Bulgaria.   

Proponents claim that cultural-religious aspects are irrelevant because the EU 

is an institution which stands for democracy, market economy, human rights, and 

freedom. They argue that any country, which agrees with these conditions, should be 

allowed to become part of the EU 

 

regardless of their culture and / or religion. They 

also advocate that the cultural and religious differences within Western Christianity 

                                                

 

166 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations , Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 1996 
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might be as diverse as the differences between Western Christianity on the one hand 

and Orthodox Christianity plus Islam on the other hand.167  

Economy

 
The European Union refers to one economic condition in the Copenhagen 

criteria by mentioning that candidate country must have a functioning market 

economy. Some thinkers oppose further EU enlargement due to economic 

considerations, such as fear of increased unemployment.168 They believe that an 

outflow of jobs is unavoidable due to the fact that companies can offshore activities to 

new member states with greater ease. They also worry that employment migration 

from new member states to old member states would increase pressure on the labor 

market. Proponents, however, claim that EU enlargements benefit all EU member 

states due to the market enlargement, higher efficiency, etc.169  

Political-administrative

 

Although the European Union does not refer to any political-administrative 

conditions in the Maastricht treaty or Copenhagen criteria, it is a point of discussion 

which is frequently used in debates that criticize the EU expansion towards East 

European countries. Opponents believe that the European Union should be limited in 

its size and enlargement because of political-administrative reasons. They argue that 

a EU must limit its growth in order for it to remain an effective and efficient 

organization and regard an enlarged EU as imperial overstretch .170 Proponents 

claim that an efficient EU is manageable when new rules are introduced via a new 

treaty or constitution.  

Enlargement Fatigue 

Although the EU membership has never been so popular outside the 

European Union, paradoxically in older member states, the EU enlargement is 

accompanied with negative associations and has never been so unpopular. The 

                                                

 

167 Mendeltje van Keulen & Rob Boudewijn, Waar houdt Europa op? Over de grenzen van Europa ,  
International Spectator, 59th year, nr. 7/8, July/August  2005, p. 355, 356 
168 Mendeltje van Keulen & Rob Boudewijn, Waar houdt Europa op? Over de grenzen van Europa ,  
International Spectator, 59th year, nr. 7/8, July/August  2005, p. 356, 357 
169 Ibid. 
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simultaneous processes of enlargement and integration have irritated (large) sections 

of the Dutch and (West) European societies to the extent that the European project is 

seen as a game of the political elite. Ever since, enlargement fatigue has become a  

fashionable phrase.  

After the European Union doubled its membership size in just fourteen years 

(from 12 members in 1994 to 27 in 2007), a certain degree of EU enlargement fatigue 

has been noticeable in particularly the older member states (including the 

Netherlands). In this context, politicians referred to the so called absorption capacity 

of the European Union. The notion of absorption capacity is relatively new (1993)171 

and indicates that the EU might be ill equipped to handle future enlargements. It 

analyzes to what extent and under what conditions the EU enlargement can and 

should continue. Skeptics of the EU enlargement argue that the more numerous 

membership only leads to an increasingly complex and chaotic European Union. 

Proponents counter by claiming that enlargements enrich the EU in intellectual, 

political, and cultural dimensions and contribute to the peace and stability in 

Europe.172 Enlargement is seen as the key to EU s soft power and its ability to 

gradually expand democracy and prosperity in Europe.173   

After the West European public opinion towards further EU expansion had 

turned sour, EU politicians and leaders realized that the EU enlargement process is a 

delicate and complex matter that deserved careful study. The European Commission 

decided to draw lessons from the past enlargements and therefore, at the member 

states request, issued a report at the end of 2006, in which the future of EU 

enlargements was analyzed. The report concluded that the EU will from now on take 

an extra cautious approach to future expansion of the bloc with its own welfare 

becoming a major factor .174 The new enlargement strategy report indicated further 

that the budgetary implications of enlargements, the successful implementation of 

                                                

 

171 EU observer, Analyse EU legt hogere drempels voor kandidaat-lidstaten , 8th of November 2006, 
http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhfiy6c2bfxd?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=80, website 
visit 14th of March 2007 
172 The Daily Yomiuri(Tokyo), Barroso touts merit of EU enlargement , The Yomiuri Shimbun, 28-04- 2006, p. 21 
173 EU press Room, Commissie komt met nieuwe regels over uitbreiding EU , Europese Commissie (Press 
information), 8th of November 2006, http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhfkkyudo2yj?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=80,  website visit 14 March 2007 
174 EU observer, Analyse EU legt hogere drempels voor kandidaat-lidstaten , 8th of November 2006, 
http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhfiy6c2bfxd?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=80, website 
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new reforms of the EU s own institutions, and the integration capacity 175 of the EU 

were key components of any future decision-making process.   

According to the Commission, the integration capacity is determined by 

several factors, such as the prospective Member States ability to meet EU conditions, 

the EU internal capacity to accept new candidates, and improvements in 

communication of current and prospective members towards their citizens.176 The 

latter point was also an essential component of the commission report which 

emphasized the issue of present and future perception of enlargements by the EU 

citizens.177 EU enlargement Commissioner, Olli Rehn, added that public support is 

essential for the EU enlargement process: this is why we need to build a renewed 

consensus on enlargement, which recognizes the strategic value of enlargement 

while ensuring the Union s capacity to function. German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, 

also noticed an increasing division within the Union. She explained that one group 

consisting of France, Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands consider absorption 

capacity to be of big importance whereas other states have a tendency to be more 

enlargement- friendly .178  

According to O. Rehn, the EU s integration capacity could become a new entry 

obstacle for prospective members 

 

however, the countries of the Western Balkan 

will most likely not need to meet the additional entry criteria of the union's own 

absorption capacity.179 Rehn commented on the issue by saying that the EU can only 

take in new members if it does not jeopardize the political and policy objectives 

established by the treaties .180 The Commission proposes to improve the accession 

process with the following measures:  

The capacity to integrate specific countries will be assessed at all key stages of 

the enlargement process. These assessments will include the impact on EU 

                                                

 

175 Integration capacity replaced absorption capacity, because it was seen as too one-sided and had come to be synonymous 
with negative feelings about enlargement. 
176 EU press Room, Commissie komt met nieuwe regels over uitbreiding EU , Europese Commissie (Press information), 8th of 
November 2006, http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhfkkyudo2yj?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=80,  
website visit 14 March 2007 
177 EU observer, Absorptie capaciteit wordt vooralsnog geen extra eis voor landen die willen toetreden tot EU , 16th of June 
2006, http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhbhxr09aizn?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=200, website visit 14 
March 2007 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid. 
180 Ibid. 
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institutions, budget and policies, in particular, agriculture and structural 

policies .181 

The results of economic and political dialogues will be fed into negotiations ; 182 

More systematic use of benchmarks, providing concrete criteria for opening and 

closing negotiations on individual chapters of the negotiations ; 183 

Judicial reform, administrative capacity, fight against corruption and organized 

crime need to be addressed early on in the accession process . 184   

5.3 Dutch views on EU enlargement process    

    

This paragraph covers several issues with regard to the enlargement process. 

Not only are the opinions of Dutch political parties and Dutch politicians explained 

below, but attention is also paid to the Dutch policies in relation to the past and future 

EU enlargements.  

EU enlargement in Dutch politics  

Due to the Dutch and French rejection of the EU constitution and the public s 

increasing negative sentiments towards the European Union, the EU enlargement 

process has come under severe strain. These trends did not go unnoticed on the 

Dutch political landscape. Whereas in the past Dutch political parties were either 

ambivalent or positive towards the EU enlargement, at present almost all political 

parties seem be critical in one-way or another. Political parties such as SP (socialists) 

and PVV (liberal right) increasingly appeal to the growing anti-EU sentiment in an 

attempt to impede further EU expansions and book electoral success.  

In general the division of politicians and political parties in favor of and against 

EU enlargement roughly follows the ideological lines of the left and the right. 

Generally speaking the left in Holland seems to be in favor of further expansion and 

Turkish membership, while the right seems to prefer slower enlargement progress 

                                                

 

181 EU press Room, Commissie komt met nieuwe regels over uitbreiding EU , Europese Commissie (Press 
information), 8th of November 2006, http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhfkkyudo2yj?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=80,  website visit 14 March 2007 
182 Ibid. 
183 Ibid. 
184 Ibid. 
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and exclusion of Turkey. One exception is the SP which strongly opposes the 

expansion of the European Union. The position of all the Dutch political parties is 

summarized in table 4.1. The political parties with a left ideology are placed on the 

left hand side in the table, while political parties with a right ideology are on the right 

hand side in the table.  

 

GL SP PvdA D66 CU PvD CDA VVD PVV SGP 
Expansion ++ - - ++ +/- +/- ? - - ++ - - - - 
Table 5.1 position of Dutch political parties on EU enlargement 185  

Key to table 4.1 

++ In favor of EU expansion   +/- Semi in favor of EU expansion 

- - Not in favor of EU expansion   ?  Position unknown 

 

GL (GroenLinks): Greens  SP: Socialists   PvdA: Labor party 

D66: Left Liberals   CU: Christian Union  PvD: Animal rights party 

CDA: Christian Democrats  VVD: Right Liberals  PVV: Conservative party 

SGP: Christian conservatives 

  

The Greens (GroenLinks) strongly support the EU expansion in general. The 

Greens believe all European countries (including Turkey), which can meet the 

accession criteria, should be allowed to join the European Union.186 (all parties have 

some reference)  

The Socialists (SP) are not in favor of EU expansion and believe that any 

decision to admit new members should be approved by the Dutch citizens in a 

referendum.  

The Labor party (PvdA) would approve the EU expansion if the candidate 

countries met the EU criteria. It also believes that the population should vote on each 

expansion via a referendum.  

The Left Liberals (D66) would only allow European countries to join the EU. In 

their vision Turkey, Croatia, and Macedonia could join the EU when these countries 

meet the criteria. Russia, however, should no be allowed to accede.  

                                                

 

185 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Europe in Dutch politics , http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhflfu3g7771, website 
visit 14th of March 2007 
186 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Europe in Dutch politics , http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhflfu3g7771, website 
visit 14th of March 2007 
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The Christen Union (CU) believes that current agreements between the EU 

and candidate countries should be kept, but objects to a further increase in 

prospective member states.  

Christian party (CDA) is a strong critic of the EU expansion and especially of 

the possible admission of Turkey. The CDA is in favor of adding more evaluation 

procedures during the accession process and would only accept candidates to join 

the EU when all criteria are met.  

The Right Liberals (VVD) are generally speaking in favor of EU expansion, 

provided that all countries meet the requirements.   

The Conservative party (PVV) is known for its anti-EU position and opposes 

any future enlargement in general and Turkey s in particular.  

The Christian conservatives (SGP) are not in favor of EU expansion and 

propose to stop the negotiations with Turkey immediately. As a last resort to block 

Turkish entry in the EU, the SGP would resort to a referendum.  

Situation prior to 2004 EU enlargement  

In the past the Netherlands was known in Brussels for its pro-European 

attitude. Attitudes and opinions, however, slowly started to change in the 1990 s. The 

shift in Dutch attitude became visible in the years before the EU enlargement by ten 

new countries in 2004. The Netherlands was one of the strictest countries when 

examining prospective Member States and their bid to accede to the European 

Union. It requested guarantees that potential candidates were fully in compliance 

with the EU guidelines. The Netherlands also advocated tighter controls over the 

accession process: senior Dutch political figures even expressed public anxiety 

about the state of readiness of Poland, Slovakia, Lithuania and Latvia. 187 Moreover, 

the Dutch government announced it would prefer to penalize candidate countries if 

indeed they failed to meet the agreed upon accession criteria.188  

In certain instances the speed in which the Dutch changed their opinion 

towards the EU expansion was quite remarkable. In 2000, for example, the Hague 

                                                

 

187 Europe Information Service, Enlargement: Netherlands nightmare haunts endgame plans , European Report, 
19th of October 2002 
188 People's Press Printing Society Ltd Morning Star, Netherlands mulls plans to penalise EU candidates , 19th of October 2002 
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fully supported the free movement of workers from the ten candidate countries to the 

Netherlands (after they have joined). The Dutch government announced that there 

are no signs that disruptive migratory flows will arise and the Government sees no 

reason for long transition periods .189 Less than two years later Dutch newspapers 

were printing substantially different headlines: the Netherlands favored a protection 

of its labor market after the 2004 enlargement. Gerrit Zalm, Minister of Finance and 

parliamentary leader of the VVD (liberal right party), was known as one of the fiercest 

opponents of opening the labor market. Party colleague of Zalm and Member of 

Parliament, Arno Visser, explained the Dutch fears as follows: we do not need a flow 

of cheap laborers now that the number of unemployed people in the Netherlands 

increases by several thousand every month .190 Particularly the Christian Democrats 

(CDA) and the right (VVD, LPF) were afraid of cheap labor increasing Dutch 

unemployment rates. Due to their majority in the Parliament, their motion to restrict 

labor migration from the EU ten to the Netherlands was approved.  

Furthermore, the Dutch disagreed with the financial package offered to the 

prospective Member States and were the strongest critics of expanding the current 

Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) to the ten candidate members.191/192 The 

Netherlands recommended that the CAP s aid system be reformed and advocated a 

decrease in farm spending. The Hague used the EU Common Agricultural Policy 

reform as a pre-condition for enlargement.193 In other words, the Netherlands linked 

their goal to reform the CAP with EU enlargement. Several other countries, such as 

the United Kingdom, Germany, and Sweden, expressed their concern and to some 

degree supported the Hague. The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom Tony Blair 

said, the UK is a strong supporter of enlargement, but also wants reform of 

European agricultural policy .194  

The collapse of the Dutch government in October 2002 only made matters 

worse and the already complex EU enlargement process was severely complicated 
                                                

 

189 Europe Information Service European Report, EU enlargement: Netherlands suggests softer Schengen and full free 
movement , 20th of  December 2000 
190 EU observer, Netherlands may protect labour market after EU enlargement , 19th of November 2003 
191 Europe Information Service, Enlargement: Netherlands nightmare haunts endgame plans , European Report, 19th of 
October 2002 
192 Agence France Presse, Netherlands wants EU agriculture reform before enlargement , 
Section: financial pages, 13th of February 2002 
193 EU Observer, Growing EU scepticism in the Netherlands , 10th of September 2002 
194 Dutch newspaper Het Financieele Dagblad, Dutch play tough over EU enlargement , 23rd of October 2002 
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due to the Dutch internal political developments. Pressure on the Netherlands was 

vented by Gunter Verheugen, the EU commissioner for enlargement policy in 2002, 

who warned the Hague that it could not block the best prepared expansion in the 

history of the European Union .195   

Anders Fogh Rasmussen, the Danish prime minister and European head of 

state at the time196, also added pressure by commenting that he would be pressing 

the case for all 10 to be admitted and that all critics should drop their attempts to 

link reform of the EU farm policy to the enlargement negotiations. 197 Furthermore, 

Mr. Rasmussen added that EU leaders should recognize the historic opportunity to 

reunite Europe and claimed that this must not be overshadowed by a budgetary 

discussion.198   

The Netherlands eventually ratified the 2003 Treaty of Accession in February 

2004 after it had been agreed that the candidate countries would not directly receive 

full agricultural support. Payments were to be only gradually increased from 2004 to 

2013 and the EU member states also agreed that the agricultural expenditures would 

not increase in real terms before 2013. This means that members of the EU-15 must 

share the agricultural budget with the new members. So, in other words, the budget 

pie will not increase, but will be cut in smaller pieces.   

Situation prior to 2007 EU enlargement  

The Dutch hesitation and reluctance towards the EU expansion also continued 

in the years after the 2004 enlargement, that is, prior to the Bulgarian plus Romanian 

accession. Although the Netherlands ratified the 2005 Treaty of Accession in 

February (Lower House) and June (Upper House) 2006, the treaty unleashed once 

again a rancorous debate and a relatively difficult approval process. Unlike all other 

EU member states where the treaty was approved either unanimously or without any 

major opposition, 52 Dutch Parliament Members of the Lower House voted against 

the ratification. This equaled to a rejection rate of 36 percent which was by far the 

highest in the entire European Union (after the Netherlands the strongest resistance 
                                                

 

195 Dutch newspaper Het Financieele Dagblad, Dutch play tough over EU enlargement , 23rd of October 2002 
196 Denmark held the EU presidency at the second half of 2002. 
197 The Financial Times Limited, Netherlands raises doubts on candidates fitness to join ,  
Financial Times (London, England), 16th of October 2002, Section: Europe, Pg. 11 
198 Ibid. 
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on a national level was encountered in Belgium 

 
thirteen percent against). The 

substantial opposition can be explained by the change in Dutch politics. Whereas in 

the past almost all political parties supported the European Union in general and the 

EU enlargement in particular, many parties now have their reservations towards the 

former and latter.  

Various Dutch political parties went on record as opponents of the quick 

ratification process. At the end of 2005, The Christian-Democrats (CDA), the Greens 

(GroenLinks), and the conservatives (LPF and Groep Wilders) were the foremost 

critics of the forthcoming accession in 2007. The debate heated substantially when 

the then parliamentary leader of the CDA, Maxime Verhagen, remarked that both 

Romania and Bulgaria were not meeting the accession criteria. Therefore, it was 

preferable to wait with ratification so as to apply maximum pressure on both 

candidates.199 Verhagen s remarks conflicted with the opinion of the then Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Ben Bot, who was a member of the same party. Bot contented that 

delay would only aggravate the process, after which Verhagen reluctantly withdrew 

the motion.200   

The CDA, however, agreed with its party leader Verhagen on this issue. It 

emphasized that it supported in principle Romanian and Bulgarian accession, but 

that it did not believe both countries were properly prepared for same and that early 

promises of admission would only decrease their willingness to meet the EU 

requirements.201 The CDA pointed to the fact that many reforms in the judicial 

systems were still needed and that the eradication of corruption left a lot to be 

desired.202 The CDA Minister, Bot, did not need to change his tactics due to the 

parliamentary majority he enjoyed  although ironically without the backing of his own 

party. It was supported by, among others, the Social Democrats (PvdA), the Right 

Liberals (VVD), and the Greens (GroenLinks), and rejected by government party 

CDA and opposition party socialists (SP).203  

                                                

 

199 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, CDA blokkade tegen snelle uitbreiding EU , 8th of November 2005, http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh5exigohh9t?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=340, website visit 16 March 2007 
200 Ibid. 
201 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Tweede Kamer Roemenië en Bulgarije mogen bij EU , 1st of February 2006, http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh7ryfefbipz?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=280, website visit 16 March 2007 
202 Ibid. 
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Future EU enlargements 

After the 2007 accession of Bulgaria and Romania to the European Union, the 

Netherlands still remains a swing country with regard to future EU enlargements. 

Some Dutch politicians and political parties are favorably disposed to enlargements 

to include the Balkan countries, Turkey, etc., while others prefer to cease 

immediately all negotiations and enlargements. Then again there are various actors 

who have no objections towards enlargement per se, but criticize the speed of the 

enlargement process (either too slow or too fast).   

One of the strongest opponents of the EU enlargement is Frits Bolkestein, 

who, as an ex-political leader of the VVD and an ex-European Commissioner of 

internal market issues, expressed concern that in the future a European Union with 

forty member states is unavoidable unless halted by a referendum.204 Bolkestein is 

worried that continuous enlargements will only destabilize the European Union: of 

course, in an enlarging Europe, you export stability. That's fantastic. But you also 

import instability .205 Others refute the aforementioned argument by explaining that 

from a strategic point of view, it is of essence that the door for Europe is kept open.   

The ex-Minister of European Affairs and current Minister for Government 

Reform and Kingdom Relations, Atzo Nicolai, partially agrees with Bolkestein in that 

he too believes the limit of the EU expansion is approaching. Nicolai, however, differs 

in his opinion with Bolkestein for he advises that the Western Balkan countries should 

receive EU membership in due time.206 According to Nicolai, EU politicians have 

already offered the Balkan countries the prospect of EU membership and he is a 

supporter of fulfilling those promises. Nevertheless, Nicolai would not expand any 

further to the east, nor is he a proponent of hastening the Balkan s accession to the 

EU. He advocates that strict time schedules ought to be avoided and that prospective 

Member States meet the desired requirements before negotiations get under way.207 

He formulated his view by commenting that the borders of the EU have now been 

                                                

 

204 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Bolkestein verwacht groei EU naar 40 lidstaten ,14th of October 2004, http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vgukb2tadwuq?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=480, website visit 16-04-2007 
205 Ibid. 
206 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in Leiden, Nicolaï 
Westelijke Balkan hoort bij Europese Unie ,30th of January 2006, http://www.europa-
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drawn as far as I am concerned and also added that he would do everything in his 

political power to prevent countries like Ukraine and Moldavia from being admitted 

step by step .208  

Ben Bot, who was Minister of Foreign Affairs during the coalition governments 

of Prime Minister Balkenende (second and third terms), agrees with Nicolai in that 

future candidate countries should meet the EU criteria before a time schedule is 

determined. In a response to Dutch concerns regarding Bulgaria s and Romania s 

non-compliance with the EU criteria, Bot was quoted saying time schedules should 

not be the center of our focus 

 

quality and durability are more important .209 He 

added that the Netherlands will not tolerate future enlargements to be organized in 

the same manner as those of Romania and Bulgaria210, nor would it ever support 

group enlargements such as the 2004 accession of ten new member states.  

The candidature of Turkey has stimulated a heated debate in political circles of 

the Netherlands. Although Turkey has been a prospective Member State ever since it 

received the candidate status in 1999, negotiations between it and the European 

Union seem to be proceeding with significant difficulties in comparison with the 

countries of the 2004 and 2007 enlargements. For example, the European 

Commission has frozen certain chapters due to the lack of Turkish progress in certain 

areas. The decision was partly made after Dutch CDA European Parliament member, 

Camiel Eurlings, advised in his Turkey progress report that the modernization of the 

country has come to a halt.211 Eurlings expected that the inception of the negotiations 

with Turkey in October 2005 would have a positive effect on the reforms. In his report 

however, Eurlings commented that reforms in fact had only been delayed.212 Many 

EU Parliament Members, especially politicians of the political left, protested against 

Eurling s statement, which they considered to be too negative.213 The Dutch Greens 

                                                

 

208 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in Leiden, Nicolaï 
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and the Dutch Labor party, for example, principally support the Turkish bid to accede 

to the EU 

 
although Labor did announce that it would only continue supporting the 

Turkish bid under the proviso that Turkey would fully commit itself to reforms.214  

On the other hand, the Christian Democrats (CDA) and some members of the 

Liberal Right (VVD) are strong critics of Turkish admission. After Eurling s broadside, 

current VVD party leader, Mark Rutte, reacted by announcing that negotiations must 

not continue forever.215 Rutte was especially displeased with the lack of progress 

Turkey showed in the areas of freedom of speech and recognition of Cyprus.216 Rutte 

proposed that if Turkish reforms in these areas were postponed again, all 

negotiations with Turkey should cease in 2008.217 Bolkestein (VVD) fully agreed with 

his fellow party member Rutte and explained that the EU expansion with Turkey 

would be one step too far. According to the ex-European Commissioner, not only 

would the EU run a risk of imperial overstretch , but EU expansion could also limit 

any possible continuation of EU integration due to the diversity of the member 

states.218 Bolkestein believes that both EU leaders and Commissioners are secretly 

against Turkey s admission219 and that European leaders lack the courage to say no 

towards new candidate states.220 He added that even if the EU does not implode due 

to imperial overstretch , a EU with an open end to the enlargement process will mark 

the end of the European political integration.221 Also the Christian Democrats 

expressed similar worries and suggested that a possible solution might be the 

creation of different levels of EU membership.222 In this scenario current EU countries 

remain members, but new candidate states would receive a partnership just shy of 

full membership. The then Minister of European Affairs, Nicolai, however, strongly 
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disagreed with the notion of creating A and B status countries. Nicolai responded 

by remarking that he understood the skepticism and EU enlargement fatigue that 

many citizens and EU politicians feel, but that creating two levels of memberships 

would not be the appropriate answer.223    

5.4 Public Opinion         

  

In this section opinions of the Dutch public with regard to the EU expansion 

are examined. Various questions are answered, such as for example: 1. how do the 

Dutch view EU enlargement and how do their answers compare with the EU 

average? 2. How do the Dutch regard future enlargements? 3. What countries do 

they support and what do they believe are the consequences of the enlargement of 

the European Union? These questions are addressed in paragraph 4.3.  

General EU enlargement  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the growing skepticism of the Dutch 

public with respect to the EU did not go unnoticed in Brussels, or in the rest of 

Europe. A possible explanation for this trend could be the EU enlargement itself. The 

Dutch public at large wondered if the expansion from fifteen to twenty-seven member 

states would be manageable. Moreover, further expansions seemed to be a question 

of when, not if, which only exaggerated the fear of the Dutch public.   

The rapid expansion of the European Union influenced the Dutch image of 

themselves in the EU.224 As a founding member of the EEC six, the Netherlands 

occupied at the beginning a special place in the EEC and in relation with France and 

Germany. Now, in a EU which consists of twenty-seven members, the special 

position is increasingly becoming an anachronism.225 In the eyes of the Dutch, the 

Netherlands has lost status and prestige as it became just one of the twenty-seven. 

Also, at the same moment, vociferous debates were initiated in the country 

                                                

 

223 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in Leiden, 
Regering ziet niets in B lidmaatschap EU , 20th of March 2006, http://www.europa-

nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh92jkzdevsy?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=260, website visit16 March 2007 
224 Peter van Grinsven & Jan Rood, De ontdekking van Europa. Het Europese onbehagen van Nederland , International 
Spectator, 58th year, nr. 3, March 2004, p. 120 
225 Ibid. 

http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh92jkzdevsy?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=260


 

                                                                            

 

Dutch EU policy     May 2007 
87

 
concerning the preservation and desirability of its multi-cultural society.226 Therefore, 

a combination of identity issues occurred almost simultaneously. Dutch fear of losing 

their own identity in a diversified society was combined with the Dutch fear of not 

being able to preserve their national identity in an enlarged European Union.227 

These two factors (partially) explain Dutch fear of the EU expansion.  

According to the opinion polls, more people in the entire European Union were 

in favor of the EU expansion (46 percent) than opposed to it (42 percent).228 The 

polls, however, were significantly different when the results of the EU-15 were 

compared with the EU-10 (new member states which joined in 2004). Citizens of the 

EU-15 supported EU expansion with 41 percent, while citizens of the EU-10 (2004 

group) backed it with 72 percent. The gap of 31 percent was quite large and showed 

that newer EU member states were substantially more enthusiastic about EU 

expansion than older EU member states. In the Netherlands 45 percent of the Dutch 

supported the EU enlargements. This was almost equal to the EU-total average and 

was four percent higher than the EU-15 average. All ratings are shown in table 5.2.   

EU enlargement Netherlands EU-old (15) EU-new (10) EU-total (25) 

In favor of EU enlargement 45% 41% 72% 46% 
Table 5.2 (fall 2006) 229  

Past EU enlargements 230  

The Dutch support in 2002 for the EU 2004 ten state enlargement and for the 

2007 two-candidate entry was mostly less than 50 percent. In general, 55 percent of 

the Dutch felt that the EU should expand to include some countries, but only two 

countries received a majority approval rating when examined individually: Malta (56 

percent) and Hungary (50 percent). The approval ratings of Bulgaria and Romania 

were the lowest. All ratings are shown in figure 5.2.  

                                                

 

226 Peter van Grinsven & Jan Rood, De ontdekking van Europa. Het Europese onbehagen van Nederland , International 
Spectator, 58th year, nr. 3, March 2004, p. 120 
227 Ibid. 
228 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in Leiden, 
Nederland over Europa , http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh93qqnk8atd, website visit 14th of March 2007 

229 Ibid. 
230 Eurobarometer 57, National report: the Netherlands ,National standard report, Survey carried out for the European 
Commission s Representation in The Netherland, October 11, 2002 
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Dutch support for EU enlargement
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Figure 5.2 Dutch approval rating for current members in 2002 (in %).231   

Around 20 percent indicated not to know whether they were for or against 

accession of a specific candidate. In general, Dutch who felt well informed about the 

enlargement gave a higher approval rating to candidate countries than those who felt 

less informed.  

EU enlargement priority 232 

When asked if the EU enlargement should be considered a priority for the 

European Union, 34 percent of the respondents agreed. Most of the Dutch, however, 

seemed to believe that the EU has higher priorities than the EU enlargement. A large 

majority (>90 percent) considered the areas of peace and security, the fight against 

organized crime, and the fight against poverty and social exclusion as priority areas. 

This clearly indicates that the EU enlargement is not considered to be of the same 

priority as other issues.  

Future EU enlargements   

The Dutch support in 2002 for future EU enlargement candidates greatly 

varied from country to country. Norway and Switzerland, which have relatively high 

GDPs, are quite popular: both approval ratings passed the 80 percent mark. 

Candidates from the Balkan area, however, received substantial less support from 

                                                

 

231 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Nederland over Europa , http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh93qqnk8atd, website 
visit 14th of March 2007 
232 Ibid. 
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the Dutch public: approval ratings remained below the 30 percent mark. All ratings 

can be viewed in figure 5.2.  

Dutch support for other candidates
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Figure 5.2 Dutch approval rating for candidates in 2002 (in %). 233  

Informed about the enlargement of the EU?  

When asked if the Dutch felt very well informed about the enlargement of the 

EU, only one percent answered in the affirmative. Twenty percent of the respondents 

considered themselves fairly well informed.   
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Figure 5.3 feel informed about the enlargement of the EU. 234  

The majority felt that they were not informed sufficiently: 54 percent indicated 

that they were not very well informed and 24 percent advised not to be informed at 

all. All ratings can be viewed in figure 5.3. 
                                                

 

233 Ibid. 
234 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Nederland over Europa , http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh93qqnk8atd, website 
visit 14th of March 2007 
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Consequences of the EU expansion 235  

The Dutch public answered in a survey what kind of impact the expansion 

would have on the EU. According to the poll, the Dutch seemed to be convinced that 

the EU enlargement would bring along increased difficulties in taking decisions on 

the European level (79 percent). Likewise, 72 percent of the respondents agreed 

with the statement that with more member states the EU will become more important 

in the world . The Dutch public seemed to react with mixed feelings when the 

consequences of the EU enlargement were related to the Netherlands. Although a 

majority expected the Netherlands to receive less financial support, only 36 percent 

believed the EU enlargement would negatively affect the Dutch unemployment rate, 

and 45 percent claimed the Netherlands would occupy a less important role due the 

enlargement. All ratings can be viewed in figure 5.4.  
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Figure 5.4 consequences of EU expansion. 236   

5.5 Conclusion          

  

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter in paragraph 5.1, the desirability 

of the EU expansion can be evaluated in four ways: geography, culture-religion, 

economics, and political-administrative.237  

                                                

 

235 Ibid. 
236 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Nederland over Europa , http://www.europa-nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vh93qqnk8atd, website 
visit 14th of March 2007 
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Geography:

 
In my personal opinion, geographical reasons should impede the 

EU expansion to include Turkey, Kazakhstan, and any other African and/or Asian 

countries. Although small parts of Turkey and Kazakhstan are situated in Europe, the 

fact that the majority of their territory lies outside the continent cannot be denied. In 

case of Turkey, three percent of the country is part of Europe, whereas 97 percent 

lies outside the continent. The EU should attach more importance to the latter than 

the former. Furthermore, the entry of both countries into the European Union implies 

that the EU s outer border would move substantially eastwards. In this scenario the 

EU would border countries and regions such as China, Central Asia, Iraq, Syria, etc. 

Although proponents of the EU expansion view this as an important asset, the 

European Union should consider this an undesirable development which could only 

lead to a state of imperial overstretch.   

Culture-religion:

 

It is my belief that the EU should only accept those nation 

states as members with which it shares similar background (common history, culture, 

religion). This way the possibility of internal frictions would be minimized. In 

comparison with a relatively homogenous group, a more diverse EU would be 

characterized by a multitude of contrasting opinions and conflicting national interests. 

This in turn would enhance the complexity of reaching a consensus and increase the 

possibility and frequency of internal frictions. In such a scenario the EU would lose 

internal efficiency and diplomatic clout in international affairs. When analyzing the EU 

enlargement process, the cultural-religious aspect should therefore be evaluated 

together with the political-administrative dimension as the former complicates the 

latter.   

What could be considered a relatively homogenous group ? In my judgement, 

the EU could only become a relatively homogenous group if all of its member states 

have the Western Christian identity. Even within this group substantial differences of 

opinions and national interests exist. However, it is difficult to deny that a EU which 

encompasses nation-states of Orthodox Christian or Islamic identity would be more 

diverse than a EU which only consists of Western Christian nations. In this regard the 
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EU should have followed the division of Europe outlined by Samuel P. Huntington in 

his book Clash of Civilizations .238  

Huntington draws the Western Christian 

 
Orthodox Christian border between 

Finland and Russia, the Baltic states and Russia, Poland and Belarus, through the 

Ukraine (splitting it into western and eastern parts), through the northwest of 

Romania, and through the former Yugoslavia with Croatia and Slovenia on the 

Western Christian side. Following this theory the past entries of Greece, Romania, 

Bulgaria, and Cyprus should have been avoided, the negotiations with Turkey and 

Macedonia should have never started, the membership promises to the remainder of 

Yugoslavia should not have been made, and the rest of European, African, and Asian 

countries should only apply for the EU s Neighborhood Policies, not for full 

membership.  

 

Figure 5.5 predominant religious heritage in European countries; blue is Roman Catholism, green is 

Protestantism, orange/red is Orthodox Christianity, purple is Sunni Islam, and yellow is Shi a Islam.  

Economy:

 

Economic arguments are, in my opinion, of secondary importance. 

Admittedly, the EU expansions has benefited the EU and its member states 
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economically due to market enlargement, higher efficiency, etc.239 The foremost 

concern, however, should not be economic gains but the sustainability of the 

European project in the short and long term. Culture-religious and political-

administrative arguments should therefore receive preference at the expense of 

economic considerations.  

Political-administrative:

 

Political-administrative arguments are, in my view, of 

crucial importance in deciding what the desired size of the European Union should 

be. In general the EU should limit its membership and growth in order for it to remain 

an effective and efficient organization. As mentioned on the previous page, the EU 

should especially restrict the admission of cultural-religious diverse nation-states. The 

decision-making process is sufficiently complex with the twenty plus nation-states 

which have the Western Christian identity, let alone if the EU consists of thirty 

members or more, each with diverse backgrounds, opinions, and interests.   

Moreover, the EU political integration 

 

if the leaders and public choose to 

pursue this goal 

 

could only become increasingly complicated due to a large and 

heterogeneous membership. The simultaneous processes of enlargement and 

integration are an unmanageable and undesirable combination. An organization, 

which widens and deepens its membership, has increasing difficulties in coordinating 

its political integration. A small and homogeneous group simplifies matters and could 

make such integration potentially manageable and desirable. In this regard the Dutch 

(and European) public and political elite stand at a crossroad where a vital choice has 

to be made. Either they opt for an enlarged EU with shallow integration or for an 

integrated but smaller EU. In the first case the European Union would profile itself as 

an economic organization 

 

in the second scenario the goal of the EU would be to 

increase political integration.   

Future of the EU:

 

It has become evident that in my geopolitical view, the EU 

has already expanded too far. However, considering the fact that expulsion of current 

members is not a feasible option, my optimal EU composition will never become 

reality. Under these circumstances one must accept previous decisions in order for 
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International Spectator, 59th year, nr. 7/8, July/August  2005, p. 356, 357 
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the EU to remain a credible and reliable partner. The EU should therefore also honor 

its commitments to the Western Balkan states of Orthodox background 

 
including 

those promises related to membership prospects. The retraction of the EU offer of 

future membership to the nation-states of the Balkans, where the Christian Orthodox 

identity is dominant would be unfair 

 
in particular because they could refer to the 

2007 admission of the Orthodox Bulgaria and Romania.   

Although the EU should allow the aforementioned countries to join the EU in 

the long-term, a review of the current enlargement strategy is still urgently needed. 

First of all, the European Union should strictly apply the accession criteria and 

emphasize that candidates must comply with certain minimum conditions before 

accession talks may commence. Also, the EU should open difficult chapters, such as 

matters of Justice and Home Affairs, at the beginning of the negotiating process in an 

attempt to prevent decisions on important chapters from having to be taken under 

considerable time pressure at the end of the process .240 The new process should 

ensure that the negotiations are not rushed and that prospective member states are 

fully prepared for accession.   

In case of Romania and Bulgaria, the public received mix signals over the 

state of Romania s and Bulgaria s readiness to join the EU. Press articles were 

released from time to time stating that the two Balkan candidates were not meeting 

the agreed upon criteria. The events only undermined the public s trust in the EU in 

general and in the EU expansion in particular. Strict adherence to the criteria is 

essential because it will ensure that the focus is on the quality of the process. Hasty 

enlargements should be avoided at all costs as they only frustrate Dutch and EU 

citizens.   

Secondly, the European Union must be ready to absorb prospective member 

states. As the report of the European Commission mentioned241, the EU will, from 

now on, take an extra cautious approach to future expansion of the bloc with its own 

                                                

 

240 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Analyse EU legt hogere drempels voor kandidaat-lidstaten , 8th of November 2006, http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhfiy6c2bfxd?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=80, website visit14 March 2007 
241 Office of the European Parliament in the Hague & Parliamentary Documentation Centre of the University in 
Leiden, Analyse EU legt hogere drempels voor kandidaat-lidstaten , 8th of November 2006, http://www.europa-
nu.nl/9353000/1/j9vvh6nf08temv0/vhfiy6c2bfxd?ctx=vg9pktppo1xz&start_tab0=80, website visit14 March 2007 
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welfare becoming a major factor . In my opinion, budgetary implications of 

enlargements, the successful implementation of new reforms of the EU s own 

institutions, and the integration capacity 242 of the EU are key components when 

taking any enlargements decisions.  

Although there is a general consensus that the European Union has been an 

essential component in creating a zone of peace in Central Europe, this is not a 

sufficient justification for the EU enlargement now or in the future (even without EU 

expansion, wars between European nation-states are highly unlikely). In principle, 

enlargements only destabilize the European Union and should therefore be limited to 

the bear minimum 

 

if at all (besides the EU expansion to include the Orthodox 

nation-states of the Balkan region). With the exception of Iceland, Switzerland, 

Norway, Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia, and possibly Moldova, the 

European Union should avoid further membership promises and enlargements to the 

following countries:  

Turkey and Kazakhstan due to their size, geographical position, and 

Islamic identity; 

Azerbaijan due to its geographical position and Islamic identity; 

Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina due to their Islamic identity; 

Russia due to its size and geographical position; 

Belarus due to its close relations with Russia; 

The Ukraine due to its close relations with Russia and its dual identity , 

in which one half of the country is kindered with Russia and the other 

half with Europe. Only in case the country is divided in two separate 

regions, should the western territory be potentially allowed to accede to 

the EU; 

Armenia and Georgia due to their geographical position. 

                                                

 

242 Integration capacity replaced absorption capacity, because it was seen as too one-sided and had come to be 
synonymous with negative feelings about enlargement. 
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The Netherlands is a small Western European democracy with historically a 

strong orientation on international trade, commercial relations, and capital 

investments. Dutch foreign policy was in turn closely oriented on these interests. This 

obliged the Netherlands to engage in worldwide diplomacy and wars, particularly in 

the 17th and 18th centuries. Between the Napoleonic era and World War Two, 

however, the Netherlands became known for its isolationism and neutrality because it 

lacked the means (capital, military strength and geopolitical situation) to be able to 

embrace an assertive foreign policy. After the Second War World the Netherlands 

decided to replace its isolationist stance for economic cooperation with its European 

partners via the EEC and EU and for security cooperation with its Atlantic partners 

via NATO. The Netherlands clearly opted for Atlantic ties, European cooperation, 

international law, and international institutions as the basis of its new foreign policy.   

For the Netherlands, which was a founding member of the European Coal and 

Steel Community (ECSC) and the European Economic Community (EEC), the main 

priority of European cooperation centered on market and economy. After the 

integration and enlargement processes of the European Union (EU) intensified in the 

1990s and 2000s, the EU began to formulate its own policies and guidelines, which 

member states were either obliged or encouraged to implement. Due to the policy 

importation from Brussels, the Dutch government gradually lost its ability to solely 

develop and implement national policy.   

The Europeanization of policies was also noticeable in the realm of foreign 

policy. In this new environment, the hitherto monopoly of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MFA) was gradually eroding and its central position on matters of foreign 

affairs weakened. Dutch foreign policy became an aggregate of various policies, 

which were separately developed by ministries and international organizations. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that the exponential growth of actors and civil 

servants, who (partially) influenced foreign policy, has substantially complicated 

foreign policy coordination. However, in my opinion, the primary responsibility for a 

coordinated and unified Dutch foreign policy position should remain in the hands of 

the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs.   



 

                                                                            

 

Dutch EU policy     May 2007 
98

 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs must use its central role to stimulate, 

implement, and supervise the best and the most efficient foreign policy possible. In 

my judgement, efficient foreign policy coordination is vital in maximizing the potential 

of the entire Dutch foreign policy. In particular, a unified stance must be formulated in 

a timely and adequate manner in order to influence the decision-making process in 

Brussels. Also, a coherent and expeditious diplomacy between the Hague and other 

EU capitals is required in order to obtain the required support for Dutch initiatives. 

 

At first, the European cooperation was actively supported by the Netherlands. 

After the European continent had been plagued for centuries with warfare and strife, 

the European Union managed to become a bulwark of prosperity and peace. Its 

economy creates jobs and low-priced consumer goods 

 

its democracy sets an 

example for the world. Due to unprecedented levels of economic development, 

democratic sustainability, peace, freedom, living standards, etc, the Dutch political 

elite & public adopted a pro-European attitude. In other capitals of Europe, the 

Netherlands became known for its communal approach and its willingness to set 

national interests aside for Europe. After the integration and enlargement processes 

intensified in the 1990s and 2000s and the Netherlands became the largest per 

capita net-contributor to the EU, the Hague slowly changed its attitude towards the 

European Union. The praise was replaced by criticism. Not only were the Dutch 

dissatisfied with the EU integration and enlargement pace, but they also became 

quite critical of the EU bureaucracy and constitution. The Dutch stance vis-à-vis the 

EU became more pragmatic, less idealistic, and more result oriented. The EU realism 

of the Netherlands was met with surprise in other European capitals. Due to this 

attitude change, it should not come as a surprise to the political elite that the Dutch 

lost its status of an ideal EU member. Likewise, the Dutch needed to adjust to the 

fact that its status position of founding member lost diplomatic importance in a EU of 

27 members. The reality is that its founding status becomes less special with every 

year and enlargement round. The Netherlands is just one of the many small EU 

nations. In this respect the Netherlands might need time to adjust to its new image 

and role in the European Union.   

All in all, the Netherlands needs to develop a long-term EU policy. In this plan 

the Netherlands should not seek return to the idealistic times of the 1960s and 70s, 
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nor should it unnecessarily harden relations with the EU and its co-members and 

thereby isolate itself in the European Community. The Hague should aim at being a 

pragmatic contributor and an idealistic EU supporter at the same time. Some believe 

this to be very challenging and might even declare the goals incompatible with each 

other. However, in my view, the Netherlands should rhetorically emphasize the elite s 

and public s commitment and support for the EU, but actively work, together with 

other like-minded EU members, towards a EU which meets Dutch needs. As the 

Dutch diplomatic status and influence mirrors its relatively small size, the Hague 

should choose its battlegrounds wisely 

 

meaning that the Netherlands must 

concentrate its diplomatic efforts on the issues it values the most. Although the 

Netherlands should emphasize achieving quiet diplomatic victories, the Hague ought 

to defend steadfastly its position when core issues, such as EU enlargement and 

integration, are at stake. The Dutch EU policy / plan should concentrate on a series 

of issues.  

First of all, in the short-term the Netherlands should place priority on 

improving the delivery deficit of the EU rather than emphasizing grand solutions 

such as institutional changes and new treaties / constitutions. The country needs a 

EU which focuses on stimulating the economy, minimizing the bureaucracy, and, 

where applicable, on implementing common policies. The elimination of the delivery 

deficit is a minimum prerequisite for restoring Dutch confidence in the EU and 

renewing its creditworthiness.  

Secondly, the Dutch government should also work on improving the EU 

image in the Netherlands by avoiding false EU accusations and by emphasizing the 

positive developments at the EU. However, the rhetoric must remain realistic 

because excessive plaudits would only increase distrust between public and 

politicians.   

Thirdly, the Netherlands, as one of the signatories which failed to ratify the 

European Constitution, should participate in solving the Constitutional crisis. It should 

actively support the formulation of a less ambitious mini-treaty as a replacement of 

the previous EU Constitution. Dutch negotiators should attempt to key in the 
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underpinning requirements of the Dutch electorate, in which case a second approval 

via a referendum may not be needed.  

Fourthly, the Hague should compose a long-term EU plan, in which it 

specifies what functional scope (division of tasks between the EU and member 

states), institutional capacity (EU decision-making capacity and its ability to 

implement and enforce decisions), and geographical domain (increase in the size of 

EU membership) the current and future European Union should have and in what 

time frame. To avoid implosion of the EU and to reduce the EU fatigue, major 

integration and enlargement decisions should be planned in terms of decades, not 

rushed within months and years. At this pace the public would have time to absorb 

the changes.   

Fifthly, the Hague should espouse a functional scope

 

(division of tasks 

between the EU and member states), in which the nation state ought to remain the 

primary actor for some time to come. The EU involvement in internal policy areas is 

only desirable when arrangements on the EU level are more efficient than on the 

national one, for instance security and defense. In other areas, a significant transfer 

of competences to the European level should be avoided and the primary actor 

should remain the nation-state. For the Dutch, political interference from Brussels in 

social and liberal policies is not welcome. The Netherlands should pursue a neo-

realist approach with a touch of multi-level governance for the short-term, but should 

leave the door open for a neo-functionalist EU in the future.     

Sixthly, the Netherlands should favor a geographical domain

 

(increase in the 

size of EU membership), in which the European Union shows extreme caution with 

respect to further expansions. The Dutch government should emphasize that only 

nation-states with similar backgrounds (common history, culture, religion) may join 

the EU as to minimize internal frictions and maximize the EU potential. A diverse EU 

enhances the complexity of reaching a consensus and decreases internal efficiency. 

To put it differently, in an enlarging EU, stability is exported and instability is 

imported. When analyzing the EU enlargement process, the cultural-religious aspect 

should be evaluated together with the political-administrative dimension, as the 

former complicates the latter. Due to various criteria mentioned in chapter five, only 
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Iceland, Switzerland, Norway, Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, and Macedonia should 

be allowed to receive full membership or the status of candidate membership.     

Furthermore, the European Union should strictly apply the admission criteria 

and emphasize that candidates must comply with minimum standards before initial 

talks may commence. Also, during the negotiations the EU should remain strict. 

Difficult chapters, such as matters of Justice and Home Affairs, should be opened at 

the beginning of the negotiating process to avoid taking decisions under considerable 

time pressure. The new process should ensure that the negotiations are not rushed 

and that prospective member states are prepared for membership. Last, but not 

least, budgetary implications of enlargements, the successful implementation of a 

new treaty, and the integration capacity of the EU should be key components of any 

future decision-making process.   

Without any doubt the European Union is the only path the European nation-

states should consider when looking into the future. The organization is the best 

equipped to handle the interests of its members in a globalized and competitive 

world. A successful EU is essential for a successful Netherlands. A coherent and 

sound Dutch EU policy plan is therefore indispensable. The six points mentioned in 

this paragraph attempt to formulate such a plan.   

With these final words my thesis the Dutch EU policy comes to an end. I 

hope to have given a relevant synopsis and analysis of the Dutch EU policy.     
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