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Introduction
ProDemos – House for Democracy and the Rule of Law frequently receives requests for English-language information
about the Dutch political system. We have produced this booklet
for foreign visitors and people in other countries who wish to
know more about, for example, our electoral system, how parties
are ﬁnanced, how our governments are formed and how our
local administration works. This publication offers a very concise overview of the main elements of the Dutch political system, with a strong emphasis on formal aspects. As such, it does
not go into key elements of the Netherlands’ administrative system like the civil service and the judiciary. Nor does this publication discuss political actors like organised interest and
pressure groups, popular movements, action committees and
the mass media, or phenomena such as corporatism, voting patterns and the broader European context of Dutch politics.
We would like to offer two suggestions for further reading
should you wish to learn more about the Dutch political system.
The ﬁrst book, written by two professors of Political Science
from Leiden University – Rudy B. Andeweg and Galen A. Irwin –
is entitled Governance and Politics of the Netherlands (Palgrave
MacMillan, third revised edition 2009). The other book is by the
British political scientist Ken Gladdish and is entitled Governing
from the Centre. Politics and Policy-Making in the Netherlands
(Northern Illinois University Press, 1998).

Introduction 9

The head of state on the way to the Hall of Knights on Prince’s Day.

1
Constitutional
monarchy
The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy, which means that the
Dutch monarch’s powers are regulated by the Constitution of the
Netherlands. The Constitution is the bedrock of the Dutch political
system. The organisation of the state is governed by the principle of
the separation of powers. Members of parliament are elected by
means of a list system based on proportional representation.

The monarch
The Netherlands has been a monarchy since 1815, when the Kingdom of the Netherlands was oﬃcially created by the great European powers convening at the Congress of Vienna. The monarch
is the oﬃcial head of state, and his/her power is regulated by the
Constitution. The Netherlands’ ﬁrst constitution was promulgated in 1798, at the time of the Batavian Republic, and was modelled on the French Constitution of 1795. The ﬁrst ‘real’ Dutch
Constitution dates from 1814, however. This original Constitution
has been amended many times over the years. A major amendment to the Constitution was passed in 1848, marking the beginning of parliamentary democracy in the Netherlands – although
in the 19th century the right to vote was limited to certain
groups of taxpayers. However, since 1848, the Dutch monarch
has to take account of parliamentary majorities. By 1870, various
political showdowns between the parliament and the Dutch
monarch had established the parliament as the highest political
body; the monarch is subordinate to the will of the parliament.
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Noordeinde Palace, the King’s working palace in The Hague.

In the Netherlands, the monarch is an oﬃcial member of the
government – a situation similar to that in the United Kingdom,
but different to that in Sweden. However, the king has no political responsibility whatsoever. Article 42 of the Constitution
of the Netherlands is extremely clear on this matter: ‘1. The
Government shall comprise the King and the Ministers. 2. The
Ministers, and not the King, shall be responsible for acts of government.’ This applies to everything the monarch says and does.
Dutch monarchs
King William i

1815–1840

King William ii

1840–1849

King William iii

1849–1890

Regent Emma

1890–1898

Queen Wilhelmina

1898–1948

Queen Juliana

1948–1980

Queen Beatrix

1980–2013

King Willem-Alexander

2013–

The Constitution
The general principles of the Dutch parliamentary system are
regulated by the Constitution of the Netherlands. A number of
speciﬁc acts (such as the Dutch Citizenship Act, the Ballot Act,
the Municipalities Act and the Provinces Act) describe the various governmental procedures in further detail.
Chapter 1 of the Constitution sums up the fundamental political and social rights. Article 1 reads: ‘All persons in the Netherlands shall be treated equally in equal cases. Discrimination on
the grounds of religion, philosophy of life, political persuasion,
race, sex or any other ground is not permitted’. It goes on to establish the classic civil rights, such as the right to vote and to stand
for election, the freedom of the press, the freedom of expression,
the freedom of religion, the freedom of association and assembly,
the right to privacy, the inviolability of the body, the conﬁdentiality of correspondence and telephone communication, the
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right to legal assistance, the right to hold property and the right
to liberty (though these last two rights can be taken away by
an order of a court). In 1983, a number of fundamental social
rights were added. The Constitution obliges the government to
promote full employment and free choice of jobs for all. In addition, the government is required to ensure that every person
who is entitled to social security support receives this support,
and to promote public health and public housing facilities.
The Constitution forms the foundation of the Dutch political
system. The author of the 1848 Constitution, the Liberal politician Johan Rudolph Thorbecke (1798–1872), made it very diﬃcult
to amend the Constitution. This prevents it from being called
into debate every time the political climate changes. A motion
to amend the Constitution must be passed twice by both Chambers of parliament: ﬁrst as a regular bill, and a second time after
a general election, when it has to be passed by a two-thirds
majority in both chambers.
The organisation of the Dutch state is based in part on the
principle of the trias politica, the separation of powers, as formulated by the French philosopher Charles-Louis de Montesquieu (1689–1755). Of course, the Netherlands’ judiciary
functions entirely separately of the legislature and the executive.
Legislative power, however, is shared between the two Chambers of the Dutch parliament and the government. The government Cabinet serves as the Netherlands’ executive branch.

Proportional representation
It was not until 1917 that universal suffrage for men was introduced by means of a constitutional amendment. Truly universal
suffrage came in 1919, when women were given the right to vote.
This amendment also changed the electoral system from a ‘ﬁrstpast-the-post’ constituency-based system (like the one presently
used in the United Kingdom) to a list system of proportional representation. The general principles of the Dutch political system
have not been changed since that time.
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The Dutch head of state: King Willem-Alexander.

The Kingdom of the Netherlands
The Kingdom of the Netherlands comprises four countries: the
Netherlands, Aruba, Curaçao and Sint Maarten. The political relationship between these four countries is described in the Charter for the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Aruba, Curaçao and Sint
Maarten are located in the Caribbean. The three Caribbean countries have an independent status, are represented by their own
governments and organise their own elections. The local governments in these constituent countries bear responsibility for,
for example, good governance, education and the system of law
at the local level. The Netherlands does handle defence and foreign relations on behalf of the other three countries.
In addition, the Netherlands has three special municipalities
in this region – Bonaire, Sint Eustatius and Saba – which are
known as the Caribbean Netherlands. Executive power in these
municipalities rests with two administrative layers, namely an
island council and the Dutch national government. The remainder of this publication will focus on the political structures
found in the European part of the Kingdom: the Netherlands.

Capital and seat of government
In the Netherlands, one can ﬁnd a fairly unique situation where
the national government and the Dutch parliament do not convene in the constitutional capital of Amsterdam, but in The
Hague. This can be explained by the Netherlands’ history. The
Hague has served as the centre of political power in the Netherlands for many centuries. The city started as the seat of the
Counts of Holland, who were ultimately succeeded by the Dutch
Stadtholders and the provincial representatives during the era
of the Dutch Republic (1588–1795). During the latter period, one
could not actually speak of a Dutch capital, since the individual
provinces were more or less self-governing. In 1795 the Netherlands were invaded by the French armies. After the Emperor of
the French, Napoleon Bonaparte, made his brother Louis Bonaparte King of Holland in 1806, the new monarch chose Amster-
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Old and new government buildings in The Hague.

dam as the nation’s capital. After the departure of the French
troops in 1813, Amsterdam remained the capital of the new Kingdom of the Netherlands, although, with the exception of the year
1814, it was not referred to as such in the Dutch Constitution. The
city only acquired this status in 1983. But all this time, The Hague
remained the oﬃcial seat of the national government and the
Dutch parliament. The ‘working palace’ of the Dutch monarch is
also located in The Hague. However, the Constitution of the
Netherlands stipulates that the swearing in and inauguration of
the new Dutch monarch are to take place in Amsterdam, in the
presence of all members of both chambers of parliament.

1
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Political parties’ bill board for parliamentary elections.

2
Political parties
The first political parties were established in the Netherlands some
130 years ago. The three main groups – the Social Democrats, the
Christian Democrats and the Liberals – have been alternately represented in various governments for many decades. However, many
smaller-sized parties have also been founded over the years, some
of which have even taken part in Cabinets to secure a parliamentary
majority for the government coalition.

History of the Netherlands’
political parties
The Netherlands’ system of political parties developed in the second half of the 19th century. The aim of these parties was to represent various sections of the Dutch population in the political
arena. In 1879, a number of members of the Dutch Reformed
Church founded the Anti Revolutionary Party (Anti-Revolutionaire Partij or arp). This party denounced the principles and consequences of the French Revolution of 1789. According to the arp,
which in the years following its foundation increasingly came
to represent the more orthodox Protestant groups in the country
(the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands), the state does not
derive its authority from the consent of the people, but from God.
The ﬁrst decades of the 20th century led to the foundation of a
second Protestant party, as well as a Roman Catholic party. In
the 1960s, these three Christian parties suffered a number of
heavy election defeats, after which they increasingly started to
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work together. In 1980 they merged to become a single new
party, the Christian Democratic Appeal (Christen Democratisch
Appèl or cda). The cda has frequently been the largest party in
the various government coalitions that followed this merger, but
over the past few years, the party has once again lost ground in
the elections. The Christian Democrats see the Bible as their
source of inspiration. The cda works from four basic principles:
justice, the shared responsibility of the government and society,
solidarity and stewardship (our shared responsibility to look
after the natural and cultural environment).
The Labour Party (Partij van de Arbeid or PvdA), which was
founded in 1946, has its roots in the traditional Social Democratic Workers’ Party (Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiderspartij or
sdap). The sdap was founded in 1894 to promote the interests of
the working class. After the Second World War, the Dutch Social
Democrats attempted to break open the country’s segregated
political system: henceforth, the PvdA also tried to attract voters
from the Christian segments of the population. This attempt
proved unsuccessful, however. After this period, the PvdA primarily came to see itself as a party that aims to reform Dutch
society by more gradual means. The social democrats’ key motto
is solidarity – in this case with those with a less advantaged position in society. The PvdA believes that those with the broadest
shoulders should carry the heaviest burden. The number of seats
occupied by the PvdA in the Dutch parliament has ﬂuctuated
considerably since the 2002 elections.
The foundation of political parties at the end of the 19th century ultimately inspired the Dutch Liberal movement to follow
a similar route. For some time, the Liberals were ﬁrmly against
forming political parties, since ﬁrst and foremost, they were proponents of individual freedom. But they could no longer afford
to ignore the new turn of events and eventually decided to form
their own political parties. In 1948, a number of progressive and
conservative liberals founded a new political party, the People’s
Party for Freedom and Democracy (Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en
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Statues in the central passageway of the House of Representatives.

Democratie or vvd). From the 1980s until the elections of 2006,
the vvd formed the third-largest political faction in the Dutch
parliament (with the exception of 2002). In the elections of 2010
and 2012, the vvd emerged as the largest party in the House of
Representatives. The vvd aims to restrict the extent to which the
state intervenes in the economic and social spheres and considers the individual freedom of all Dutch citizens of paramount
importance. It expects citizens to accept personal responsibility
for their circumstances.
The Dutch political landscape features a whole range of other
parties, both within and beyond the broader Christian democratic, social democratic and liberal movements. Certain protestant segments of the population are represented by two smaller
parties: the Reformed Political Party (Staatkundig Gereformeerde Partij or sgp), a very orthodox Protestant party, and the ChristianUnion (ChristenUnie or cu), a slightly more liberal party that
is nevertheless convinced of the importance of Christian values

2
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in Dutch public life. The PvdA is faced with a strong competitor
for the voters’ sympathies in the shape of the Socialist Party
(Socialistische Partij or sp), which is particularly critical of the
way in which the social democrats compromise with other parties on, for example, social and economic issues. Founded in 1972,
the sp’s positions were originally rooted in Marxist-Leninist ideology, but after the fall of international communism in the late
1980s, the party rigorously cut its ties with this intellectual heritage. Housing and healthcare are also important issues for the
socialists. The GreenLeft party (GroenLinks or gl) came out of a
1990 merger between four smaller parties that represented paciﬁst, left-wing Catholic, progressive evangelical and communist
views of society. Nowadays, gl mainly focuses on environmental issues and broad social reforms. The party Democrats 66
(Democraten 66 or D66) was founded in 1966. For many years,
the party advocated a reform of the Dutch polity and electoral
system. It now identiﬁes itself as a social and liberal party. An
area of particular interest to Democrats 66 is the Dutch education system.
The unease felt by many Dutch citizens in the ﬁrst decade of
the 21st century with regard to the multicultural character of
contemporary society has also had an impact on the country’s
political landscape. In 2002, these feelings culminated in the dramatic entry of the new party Pim Fortuyn List (Lijst Pim Fortuyn
or lpf) in the Dutch parliament. But the party seemed to vanish
as quickly as it had appeared after the murder of its main candidate Fortuyn and squabbling within its ranks. 2006 saw the
emergence of a new political entity: the Party for Freedom (Partij voor de Vrijheid or pvv), which views Islam as a major threat
to Dutch society. The party was very successful in the elections
of 2010. In recent years, the pvv has mainly trained its arrows on
the European Union. After the 2012 elections, the party had to
surrender around one third of its seats. The Party for the Animals (Partij voor de Dieren or PvdD) also entered the Dutch parliament in 2006, with a programme that focused on animal
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Bill board presenting all Dutch political parties for elections.

welfare and nature conservation. The latest addition to the
Dutch political ﬁrmament is the party 50plus, which mainly
focuses on promoting the interests of senior citizens.

A variety of groupings
In the Netherlands, political parties can be grouped in a number
of ways. One criterion that is often used to distinguish between
the different parties is whether or not they are religious in nature.
The so-called confessional parties base their programmes and
political positions on a speciﬁc faith or use the Bible (or the
Quran) as their touchstone. They include the cda, the sgp and
ChristianUnion. Non-confessional parties like the vvd, the PvdA,
the sp and D66 base their programme on secular principles.
Another popular criterion for grouping political parties is their
basic socio-economic perspective: left-wing, right-wing or centrist. This classiﬁcation is both controversial and frequently diﬃcult to substantiate with objective arguments. The main issue is
the extent to which parties aim to create a greater equality
between citizens in terms of income, knowledge and power, and
to which extent they are prepared to use state authority and government policy to achieve such objectives. This distinction primarily centres on social and economic policy; in other words:
employment, taxation, personal income and welfare beneﬁts.
But it also takes matters like education and schooling policies
into account, and the consultation of employees in private-sector ﬁrms and public organisations. When parties are in favour of
state intervention for the purpose of achieving greater equality
in society, they are categorised as ‘left-wing’. Parties that view
inequality in individuals’ personal income and power as to a certain degree justiﬁed or inevitable are considered ‘right-wing’.
Parties whose position is found somewhere half-way between
the left- and right-wing perspectives belong to the political ‘centre’. According to the above criteria, the sp, GreenLeft and the
PvdA can be called left-wing, the vvd and the sgp right-wing,
and the cda can be considered a typical centrist party. While the
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pvv is highly critical of the Dutch political left, it nevertheless
embraces a number of socio-economic positions that could be
called left-wing. Other parties tend to operate somewhere to the
left or right of the political centre.
Occasionally, people use the terms ‘progressive’ and ‘conservative’ instead of ‘left-wing’ and ‘right-wing’. Progressives are in
favour of social change, while conservatives wish to conserve traditional social institutions. But these concepts have become
increasingly hard to apply. A new centre-right government, for
example, can introduce major changes in the existing welfare
system, healthcare sector or housing market, while the left-wing
opposition aims to preserve these systems as they are.
However, there is another route that can be taken to distinguish between progressive and conservative parties. The main
difference lies in the extent to which parties are willing to use
government policy to restrict people’s individual freedom. This
becomes particularly relevant in the context of moral issues
relating to matters like homosexuality, abortion, euthanasia and
the observance of Sunday rest. In such cases, ‘progressive’ can be
understood to refer to parties that aim to give individuals as
much freedom as possible to make their own decisions. In the
view of these parties, the state should not interfere with how
people live their lives – it shouldn’t patronise its citizens. From
this perspective, D66, the vvd, GreenLeft and the PvdA can be
seen as progressive parties. And ‘conservative’ can be applied to
parties that are in favour of a state that plays a strong directive
role in matters of morality. In the view of these parties, the government has an obligation to maintain traditional and Christian
values. The confessional parties cda, sgp and ChristianUnion can
be considered conservative in this sense. In addition to moral
issues, socio-cultural questions have also started playing an
increasingly important role over the past few years. For example,
the pvv wants the government to take action against a number
of concepts found within Islam and their manifestations, since
in the view of the pvv, these aspects pose a threat to the Nether-
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lands’ identity as a nation. Progressives tend to be more open to
outside inﬂuences than conservatives: the former are more ‘cosmopolitan’ than the latter.

Groupings are relative
When we make these kinds of distinctions, we should always
keep in mind that due to their size, the major parties in particular are home to a variety of individual viewpoints. Furthermore,
it is not uncommon for political parties to change their position
on a particular issue, depending on what goes down well with
the electorate. Another situation that may come up is that a
party no longer proves able to maintain a speciﬁc principle or
position in day-to-day practice. They are often forced to make
compromises – do ‘a bit of give and take’. Sometimes, a party is
forced to put parts of its programme on ice for the time being, in
order to take part in a government coalition or a provincial or
municipal executive. Indeed, the willingness to make compromises is a fundamental characteristic of the Netherlands’ democratic system.

How parties are organised
Dutch political parties are associations, and as such have various
characteristics like party members, conferences and executive
committees. The party organisations are made up of local
branches that choose their own local executives and draw up the
programmes and the lists of candidates for the municipal elections. In most parties, these local departments are associated in
larger regional or provincial organisations, which in turn have
their own executives, tasks and obligations.
Nearly all parties hold congresses or have adopted a general
meeting as their highest decision-making authority. Generally,
these bodies meet once or twice a year. On such occasions, the
party members decide on the party’s current political course and
other important political matters. How individual members are
represented precisely differs from one party to the next: some-
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Political campaigning before the elections.

times, the congress is attended by local or regional representatives; in other cases, the members present at the congress can
cast their votes based on the ‘one man one vote’ principle. A
third category involves a combination of branch representatives
and individual members. In addition, there are differences in
how the parties reach a decision. And ﬁnally, the various parties
are set apart by their internal political culture: some parties give
their members far more room to hold opinions that deviate from
the party line than others.
Several months before a general election, parties usually hold
special congresses to adopt their electoral platforms and elect
the list of candidates. Both documents are prepared in advance
by special committees, but the attendees of the electoral congress have the ﬁnal say. In a number of parties, the members are
entitled to elect the party leader or party chair. In the Netherlands, these roles have been separated: the party leader is the
‘face’ of the party and has a seat in the House of Representatives
or the coalition government, while the party chair primarily
bears responsibility for the party’s internal organisation. In
addition, each party has a secretariat, which employs paid professionals who handle the party’s administration, public information services, promotion and internal trainings. Furthermore,
the parties that are represented in the Dutch parliament generally have state-sponsored research foundations, which study
social, political and party-political issues, as well as a political
youth movement.
The pvv is the exception to this rule. This party does not have
any members, but consists solely of delegates who represent the
party in local, provincial and national parliaments.

Membership figures
At the start of 2013, the political parties represented in the Dutch
House of Representatives had a combined membership of some
315,000. This amounts to approximately 2.5% of the Dutch electorate, which totals some 12.6 million people.
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Government subsidies for political parties
Political parties play a vital role in the Netherlands’ democratic
process, but their own sources of income are fairly limited. Their
revenue includes party membership, donations by private individuals, companies and institutions, and mandatory or voluntary contributions by their members of parliament. Since the
Dutch government ﬁnds it important for parties to continue
doing their work – and doing it effectively – they are also provided with supplementary public funding. To become eligible for
these government subsidies, the parties do have to satisfy a few
conditions, however (2013 scheme). For example, the party needs
to be represented in the Dutch Senate or House of Representatives. In addition, the party needs to have at least 1,000 members. If the party meets these requirements, it is awarded a basic
grant of around eur 185,000 per year. Further funding is dependent on the number of seats the party holds in the Dutch parliament and its total membership ﬁgure. Parties receive around
eur 53,800 per parliamentary seat and around eur 6.40 per
party member. They can use this revenue for, for example, education and schooling, public information services, recruiting
new members or activities undertaken in the context of an election campaign. In addition, political parties receive additional
funds for their research foundation and political youth organisation. The pvv does not receive any public funding, since this
party does not have any members.

Political youth organisations
Virtually every political party has an aﬃliate youth organisation.
These political youth organisations have their own membership
rolls: in principle, membership is open to young people between
the ages of 14 and 27. The youth organisations have a combined
membership of some 15,000 young people. Political youth organisations primarily focus on educational activities, as well promoting the interests of young people within the larger parent
party. Occasionally, the members of these youth organisations
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can offer highly critical perspectives on current developments or
more fundamental issues. Nevertheless, the various political
youth organisations can be seen as an excellent breeding ground
for many a future political career.

International cooperation
Since the Netherlands is a member state of the European Union,
most Dutch political parties are represented in the European Parliament. Here, they cooperate with other parties within larger
European parliamentary political groups.
Dutch political party

Group in the
European Parliament

Christian Democrats (cda)

Group of the European People’s Party

Labour Party (PvdA)

Group of the Progressive Alliance of
Socialists & Democrats

People’s Party for Freedom and

Alliance of Liberals and Democrats

Democracy (vvd), Democrats 66 (D66)

for Europe

Socialist Party (sp)

European United Left/Nordic
Green Left

GreenLeft (gl)

The Greens/European Free Alliance

Reformed Political Party (sgp)

Europe of Freedom &

ChristianUnion (cu)

European Conservatives and

Party for Freedom (pvv)

Non-Attached Members

Democracy Group
Reformists Group

In addition, a number of Dutch political parties are members of
European political parties. Some of these only accept parties
from eu member states, while others are open to parties from all
European countries.
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Dutch political party

European political party

Christian Democrats (cda)

European People’s Party (epp)

Labour Party (PvdA)

Party of European Socialists (pes)

People’s Party for Freedom and

Alliance of Liberals and Democrats

Democracy (vvd), Democrats 66 (D66)

for Europe Party (alde)

GreenLeft (gl)

European Green Party (egp)

Four Dutch parties are members of international organisations:
Dutch political party

International organisation

Christian Democrats (cda)

Centrist Democrat

Labour (PvdA)

Socialist International (si)

People’s Party for Freedom and

Liberal International (li)

International (cdi)

Democracy (vvd), Democrats 66 (D66)
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A red pencil is used for voting.

3
Elections
In the Netherlands, there are elections for three different levels of
government. The parliament has two Chambers, one of which is
elected directly by Dutch citizens. Dutch elections are organised on
the basis of a list system of proportional representation, with no individual constituencies or electoral thresholds.

What do we get to elect?
The Netherlands has adopted a parliamentary democracy as its
system of government. One important aspect of this system is
that the Dutch voters are free to choose their own representatives in the national legislature. The Netherlands regularly holds
elections for the House of Representatives, the States-Provincial,
the municipal councils and the Dutch delegation in the European Parliament. Generally, the nationwide elections for the
House of Representatives are held once every four years. They
are only scheduled earlier when a speciﬁc government has been
forced to resign before the end of its term by the House of Representatives or resigns of its own accord. These elections are
referred to as vervroegde verkiezingen (early elections). In addition, every four years, eligible voters elect the members of the
States-Provincial in their province as well as the municipal council in their city, town or village. The latter bodies are not allowed
to organise early elections. If the executive of a province or
municipality resigns for whatever reason, a new executive needs
to be appointed on the basis of the existing distribution of seats
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government
King
Prime Minister
Ministers

European Parliament
Dutch Members of Parliament

LEgiSLATiON
Senate (First
Chamber)

House
of Representatives

States-Provincial

Municipal Councils

Electorate

in the relevant States-Provincial or municipal council. The elections for the European Parliament are held once every ﬁve years,
just like in the other member states of the European Union. The
Dutch Senate (also known as the First Chamber) is not elected
directly by the Dutch citizens, but is appointed by the members
of the States-Provincial no later than three months after the
provincial elections. This process is known as indirect election.

The right to vote and to be elected
All Dutch citizens aged 18 or older have the right to cast their
vote in the elections for the European Parliament, the Dutch
House of Representatives, the States-Provincial and the members of their local municipal council. Citizens of other eu member states are also entitled to vote in municipal elections and
elections for the European Parliament from the moment they
oﬃcially take up residence in the Netherlands. Non-eu foreign
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nationals who have legally resided in the Netherlands for a minimum of ﬁve years also have the right to vote in municipal elections. In addition to having the right to vote (suffrage), any
Dutch citizen aged 18 or older has the right to put himself/ herself forward for election (eligibility for election). Foreign nationals who have the right to vote in a municipal election can also
put themselves forward as a candidate. The electoral procedures
have been set down in the Dutch ballot act, the Kieswet.

Proportional representation
All direct elections in the Netherlands are organised according
to the principle of proportional representation. This system does
not make use of separate electoral districts. In the country’s parliamentary elections, all the votes cast are combined into one
election result – in effect, the Netherlands is treated as a single
electoral district. According to some political scientists, this
makes the Dutch voting system one of the most proportional
systems in the world. For administrative and party-political reasons, the country has been divided into 19 constituencies (as
well as one in the Dutch Caribbean) that correspond with a
province or part of a province. Each constituency has a principal
polling station, and each election furthermore has a central electoral committee. For the election of the Dutch House of Representatives, this task is handled by the Electoral Council in The
Hague. The parties taking part in these parliamentary elections
submit their list of candidates to this body.

Participation terms
Parties wishing to take part in an election for members of the
House of Representatives are required to ensure their inclusion
before a speciﬁc deadline in the Political Parties Register of the
Electoral Council in The Hague (the responsible central electoral
committee). New parties need to register as such, in other words,
while the registration of existing parties remains in effect. Incidentally, parties are not legally required to register a speciﬁc
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Some attributes required for voting.

name: a political party can actually compete in an election with
what is known as a ‘blank list’. The Dutch ballot act does state
that parties need to be oﬃcially recorded as an association in the
notary register.
Parties that are not represented in the House of Representatives but nevertheless wish to take part in the parliamentary
elections need to pay a deposit to the amount of eur 11,250
before they can do so (other amounts apply in the cases of
provincial and local elections). For small parties, this amount can
prove prohibitive. This arrangement is intended to prevent people standing for election on a whim. The deposit will be returned
to the newly competing party if it manages to win at least three
quarters of the number of votes required for a single House
seat – i.e. 0.5% of the total number of votes. In addition to this
deposit, new parties are also required to submit a list for each
constituency containing 30 individual signatures that endorse
this list. In other words, to take part in all twenty constituencies
in the national elections (the Netherlands including the three
special municipalities in the Dutch Caribbean), a party will
require 600 (20 x 30) individual signatures. But this is not
mandatory, incidentally: parties can choose to submit lists of
candidates in a limited number of constituencies.

Voting
Voting in the Netherlands is not compulsory. In other words, you
are not obliged to cast your vote at the polling station. Before the
elections, all eligible voters are sent a voting pass. Voters are free
to choose in which polling station they cast their ballot, as long
as it is in their own municipality. They are, however, required to
present proof of identity before casting their vote.
After a period in which extensive use was made of voting
machines (which proved to have security issues), in 2009 the
Dutch electorate once again started casting their votes by means
of a paper ballot and a red pencil. The names of the participating
parties with the names of their candidates are pre-printed on
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the ballot paper. The voter casts his/her vote by marking the box
next to the candidate of his/her choice in red with the provided
pencil. This does not necessarily have to be the ﬁrst candidate on
the list. When a voter casts his/her vote for a candidate who is
included lower on the list, this is called a voorkeurstem (preference vote). Many Dutch voters cast such a preference vote –
because the candidate is a well-known ﬁgure in their particular
region, for example. Of because he/she stands apart from the
other candidates thanks to his/her outspoken views on certain
issues. Female candidates and candidates from ethnic backgrounds also frequently receive such preference votes.
Voters can also cast a blank ballot. Although such ballots are
invalid, they are included in the tally of the total turnout. Some
voters submit such an abstention as a form of protest vote, or
because they do not know which candidate or which party they
should vote for. In the latter case, the voter signiﬁes by means of
the blank ballot that he/she does however attach importance to
the electoral process itself.
In the Netherlands, elections are usually held on a Wednesday.
The polling stations are open from 7:30 in the morning to 9 in
the evening (some polling stations open earlier, but no stations
are allowed to close earlier or later than 9 p.m.). The stations are
commonly set up in public buildings close to the constituents’
homes, such as schools, community centres and sports centres.
In recent years, we have also seen polling stations set up at public transport stations. In other words, distance is unlikely to be
an obstacle for citizens to exercise their right to vote. Nonetheless, it may occur that someone is unable to make it to the
polling station – because he/she is ill or on holiday, for instance.
In that case, voters can also authorise another voter to cast a
proxy vote on their behalf. This can be done in two ways.
n The voter who is unable to visit the polling station ﬁlls in a
number of ﬁelds on the back of his/her voting pass. This authorises a second voter to cast a proxy vote on his/her behalf.
The authorised voter casts this proxy vote at the same time as
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his/her own vote. He/she is also required to present a photocopy of a valid identity document of the absentee voter.
n The voter writes to his/her municipal administration at least
14 days before the election formally requesting the municipality to authorise a second voter to cast a proxy vote on
his/her behalf. The authorised voter will subsequently be sent
a proxy authorisation.
A voter is allowed to accept a maximum of two authorisations,
and may only cast these proxy votes at the same time as he/she
casts his/her own vote.
Every polling station has a three-member committee that sees
to it that everything proceeds according to the regulations. This
committee accepts and takes in the voting passes, checks the voters’ proof of identity and issues the ballot papers. The voters
then move over to the voting booth to cast their vote in private,
in order to protect the secrecy of the ballot. They then deposit
this ballot in a ballot box. Once the polling station has closed, the
committee counts the ballot papers. Members of the public are
free to attend this event.

The distribution of seats
Once the total number of valid votes has been determined, the
responsible body calculates the electoral quota for the election
in question. This quota speciﬁes the number of votes required
for a single seat. The Dutch House of Representatives has a total
of 150 seats to be divided among the various candidates. If, for
example, a total of nine million valid ballots have been cast, the
electoral quota will equal nine million divided by 150, i.e. 60,000.
The higher the voter turnout and the more people who cast a
valid ballot, the higher the electoral quota – in other words: the
more votes a party needs to win to gain a seat for its representative. In any case, a party that has gained 380,000 votes is
assured of six seats. This process will always lead to a number of
unallocated votes and seats. A total of 20,000 votes from the
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Parliamentary seats in the House of Representatives.

total of the aforementioned party have not yet been allocated,
for instance. These so-called remainder votes are distributed
according to two different methods.
In the case of elections in municipalities that have fewer than
19 seats on the local council, the responsible committee bases its
distribution of unallocated votes on the so-called largest remainder method. This involves assigning the ﬁrst unallocated seat to
the party with the largest remainder of unallocated votes, the
second unallocated seat to the party with the second-largest
remainder of unallocated votes, etc. This continues until all
remainder seats have been distributed.
In the case of elections in larger municipalities and elections
for the House of Representatives and the States-Provincial, the
distribution of remainder seats is based on the highest averages
principle. The following method is used: imagine the electoral
quota (the total number of valid votes divided by the number of
seats to be allocated, i.e. 150 in the case of the House of Representatives) is 60,000. Party A has won 380,000 valid votes. At
any rate, this party will be given six seats (380,000: 60,000 > 6).
If Party A were to be awarded seven seats, the average number
of votes per seat would equal 54,286 (380,000: 7). When this average turns out to be higher than the equivalent average of the
other parties with unallocated votes, the ﬁrst remainder seat
will be awarded to Party A. The second remainder seat will be
awarded to the party with the second-largest average, etc. This
continues until all the remainder seats have been distributed.
The latter method actually tips the scales slightly in favour of
the larger parties. An example: imagine Party B gained 2,355,000
valid votes in the election described earlier. In that case, the
party will receive 39 seats (2,355,000: 60.000 > 39) and still has
15,000 unallocated votes to spare – fewer than Party A. But following the highest averages method, the remainder seat will
still be awarded to the largest party, Party B. Because if Party B
had 40 seats, its average would be 2,355,000: 40 = 58,875 votes
per seat.
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The largest average method; electoral quota: 60,000
Party
No. of votes
Seats
Unallocated votes
Seats plus 1
Largest average
Seats

A

B

380,000

2,355,000

6

39

20,000

15,000

7

40

54,286

58,875

6

40

Preference votes
The allocation of seats to individual candidates is done as follows. Those candidates who have received a total of preference
votes in excess of 25% of the electoral quota are assured of a seat
in any case. During the 2012 elections for the House of Representatives, this amounted to 15,708 votes. After this, the remaining votes are distributed among the party’s candidates in the
order of their inclusion on the list.

Electoral alliances
Occasionally, parties that share an aﬃnity in terms of political
goals or positions will enter into an electoral alliance. In such
cases, the unallocated votes of these parties are added up,
increasing their chances of landing a remainder seat. By pooling
their votes, smaller parties can gain remainder seats that they
would never land on their own. Larger parties also occasionally
initiate an electoral alliance. There were two such alliances in
the parliamentary elections of 2012.

The referendum
The Dutch Constitution does not allow for the organisation of
binding referendums. However, in 2013, the Netherlands introduced what is known as a consultative referendum at the
national level. A new law came into force that allows citizens to
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organise a plebiscite on a speciﬁc new bill. To this end, the organisers need to collect 300,000 declarations of support for the proposed referendum. A bill may be rejected by popular vote, but
this rejection remains non-binding for the House of Representatives. However, popular opinion is expected to carry signiﬁcant
weight in the parliament’s deliberations. The States-Provincial
and local municipal administrations have had the option of
organising a so-called consultative referendum for some time
now, but once again, the results of such referendums are nonbinding. A difference between these lower-level referendums
and national plebiscites is that they are initiated by the administrators rather than by members of the public. All in all, provincial and municipal referendums tend to be quite rare, since a
number of parties oppose these plebiscites, and voter turnout is
generally rather low.

Voter turnout
In the Netherlands, voters show far more interest in the elections for the House of Representatives than for other elections.
This is also reﬂected in the turnout percentages:
Elections

3

Year

Turnout

House of Representatives

2012

74.60

States-Provincial

2011

55.97

Municipal councils

2010

54.13

European Parliament

2009

36.75
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The House of Representatives’ central passageway, an integration of old and new.

4
The Dutch
parliament
The members of the Dutch parliament have legislative, controlling
and representative duties. There are important differences between
the House of Representatives and the Senate in terms of their respective authorities and electoral procedures. The Dutch legislative
process is both lengthy and complicated.

The States-General
The Dutch parliament is called the States-General. This legislature consists of two chambers: the House of Representatives
(Second Chamber) and the Senate (First Chamber). The House of
Representatives plays a far more prominent role in the Dutch
political process than the Senate.
The House of Representatives has 150 members, who are chosen directly by the Dutch electorate. The elections for the House
of Representatives are held once every four years, unless a Cabinet falls before the end of its term and early elections are called.
The members of the Senate are chosen by the members of the
State-Provincial within no more than three months of the
provincial elections. This is called an indirect election. The election of the provincial representatives is also organised once
every four years. The Dutch Senate has 75 members (senators).
Both chambers are housed in the various buildings surrounding
The Hague’s Binnenhof.
After summer recess (the holiday period), the Dutch monarch
reads the Troonrede (Speech from the Throne), which sets out the
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government’s plans for the coming year. This is done during a
joint session of both chambers. The event, which traditionally
takes place on the third Tuesday of September, is called Prinsjesdag (Prince’s Day). The ceremony is held in the mediaeval Ridderzaal (Hall of Knights) on Binnenhof rather than in one of the
parliamentary assembly halls.

Members of parliament
The House of Representatives convenes three times a week – on
Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays. Being a member of parliament is a full-time job. In compensation, the delegates receive
a salary of eur 102,000 gross per year (2012 level). Since many
representatives do not live in The Hague itself, they make quite
a lot of travel and accommodation expenses. These are also reimbursed by the Dutch government.
Each parliamentary party has a special parliamentary bureau
with political advisors. In addition, the members of parliament
of the larger parties often employ a personal assistant who
selects relevant letters and documents, helps write speeches and
prepares the parliamentarian’s discussion points.
The Dutch senators usually hold another job besides their
membership of the First Chamber. The Senate convenes once a
week, generally on Tuesdays. For their work as a senator, the
members receive an annual reimbursement of over eur 27,800
before deductions as well as expenses.

The parliament’s tasks
The parliament has three key responsibilities:
n To propose, review and pass laws in collaboration with the
government. This legislative process will be dealt with in
more detail in a following section.
n To review the Cabinet’s implementation of legislation and all
other government actions.
n To represent the Dutch voters: members of parliament need
to stay in touch with the electorate.
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The parliament is able to fulﬁl these roles thanks to the Dutch
Constitution, which establishes that government ministers are
accountable to the parliament. Ministers can only stay on as
long as a majority of the members of the two Houses have conﬁdence in them. When a majority in the House of Representatives or the Senate formally withdraw their conﬁdence in
individual ministers or the entire Cabinet, the ministers or the
Cabinet team are required to tender their resignation.

Authorities
To enable the members of the House of Representatives and the
Senate to effectively execute their legislative and supervisory
tasks, they have been assigned a number of authorities or prerogatives. The members of the House of Representatives have a
number of rights that are exclusive to their chamber.
Budget right
Both Chambers have the right to either approve or reject the Cabinet’s budget: the budget right. This is an important instrument
for inﬂuencing the government’s policies, since a minister is
unable to implement any policy measures if his/her budget has
not been formally approved. Every year, on Prince’s Day, the government announces which matters it intends to spend its
budget on in the upcoming year, and how it expects to acquire
these funds. These plans are laid out in the Rijksbegroting
(National Budget) and the Miljoenennota (Budget Memorandum), a policy document that explains the ﬁnancial situation in
more detail. After Prince’s Day, the government budget is
reviewed in the form of budget bills in the Dutch legislature.
From October on – and occasionally well into the new year – the
budget proposals of the individual government departments are
reviewed and where necessary amended in both chambers.
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Right of amendment and the right of initiative
The government needs to submit bills to the House of Representatives for approval. The House also has the right to modify
the content of these bills: this is called the right of amendment.
Adopted amendments subsequently become part of the proposed legislation. In addition, the members of the House of Representatives have the right to propose bills themselves: the right
of initiative.
The members of the Senate do not have these two prerogatives. The Senate subjects the bills that have been adopted by the
House of Representatives to a second review. Oﬃcially, the Senate only has the right to approve or reject a bill without reservation: it is not allowed to introduce any new amendments. But
we write ‘oﬃcially’ for good reason, because occasionally, a
majority in the Senate will inform a minister or state secretary
that they will reject a speciﬁc bill if the Cabinet member does
not make certain changes to it. If the minister or state secretary
chooses to comply, he/she will then submit the revised version
of the bill to the Senate for approval. These revisions are not
called amendments, but novelles, and also need to be approved
by a majority in the House of Representatives.
Right to propose motions
Members of both Chambers have the right to propose motions
during a parliamentary session. In a motion, the representative
calls on the government to take action or refrain from taking
action in relation to a speciﬁc matter. However, Cabinet members are free to ignore such motions. In addition, the members
of parliament have the option of withdrawing their conﬁdence
in individual members of government or the Cabinet as a whole
by adopting a motion of no-conﬁdence. In such cases, the Cabinet member or team will tender their resignation.
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Right of interpellation and questioning
Both Chambers have the right to call a minister or state secretary
to a house session for a spoeddebat (urgency debate). This is
called the right of interpellation. If a representative wishes to
exercise this right, he/she is required to gain the approval of 30
House members. In such cases, the minister or state secretary in
question is obliged to appear before the chamber.
In addition, all members of the House of Representatives have
the right to question the government ministers. This can be
done in writing, when the need for an answer is not particularly
pressing. The written answer often arrives approximately three
weeks later. But this can also be done face to face. Every Tuesday,
the members of the House of Representatives can pose questions to Cabinet members during ‘Question Time’– an opportunity which the parliamentarians make frequent use of.
Right of inquiry and investigation
One of the representatives’ more far-reaching prerogatives is the
right of inquiry. This amounts to the right to get to the very
bottom of a speciﬁc matter. To this end, the House appoints a
number of its members to a parlementaire enquêtecommissie
(parliamentary inquiry committee). These select committees are
authorised to call anyone they wish to hear in connection with
their inquiry to a hearing – be they politicians, oﬃcials or members of the public. Those called before the parliamentary inquiry
committee are legally obliged to appear and answer the committee’s questions under oath. The committee extensively
reports on its ﬁndings to the House of Representatives. Although
the parliamentary inquiry committee is allowed to present conclusions and make recommendations, it is not authorised to
impose any sanctions. A number of parliamentary inquiries
have been held in recent years. A less severe form of enquiry is
the parlementaire onderzoek (parliamentary investigation). In
these enquiries, those called before the select committee are not
required to answer under oath.
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Summary
The rights of both Chambers can be summed up as follows:
n Budget right
n Right to propose motions
n Right of interpellation and questioning
n Right of inquiry and investigation
In addition, the members of the House of Representatives have
the following prerogatives:
n Right of amendment
n Right of initiative

Procedures
The various procedures of the House of Representatives have
been set down in the Chamber’s Rules of Procedure. Together,
the representatives of a speciﬁc party form a fractie (parliamentary party), which is headed by the fractievoorzitter (Chair of the
parliamentary party). Each parliamentary party is free to determine its own procedures. The mps of the larger parties often specialise in a particular policy area: for example, they devote all or
most of their attention to foreign policy, education or agricultural policy. The larger parliamentary parties have set up separate parliamentary commissions for individual policy areas.
Within these commissions, specialists in that particular ﬁeld prepare the party’s positions on various issues and its representatives’ actions in that area. Of course, the Members of Parliament
of the smaller parties have less opportunity to specialise in a particular area: they need to be at home in a variety of ﬁelds.
Often, one sees quite a small turnout during a plenary session
of the House of Representatives. Since many of the debates focus
on very speciﬁc subjects, they are generally only attended by the
relevant specialists of the parliamentary parties. Usually, a number of other meetings have been scheduled at the same time as
the parliamentary session – a committee meeting, for instance.
But whenever a major issue comes up for discussion, the House
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A painting of King William ii in the Senate.

The House of Representatives seen from the MP’s rostrum.

of Representatives tends to be a lot fuller, as well as during
House votes, which are usually held on Tuesdays.
A matter can only be voted on in the House of Representatives
when the session is attended by a suﬃcient number of House
members. This is because a minimum of 76 members need to be
present (half the total plus one). This minimum is called the quorum. Members of parliament always sign the attendance roll
upon entering the Chamber, so that it is clear which parliamentarians can be found on location.
All sessions of the House of Representatives are public, with
the exception of meetings on matters of procedure. All parliamentary papers are also made available to the public. Members
of the public can buy copies of these documents or read them in
the building of the House. Word-by-word transcriptions are
made of all House sessions: the so-called Handelingen (Proceedings). These transcriptions are stored in thick binders. Virtually
all parliamentary papers can also be consulted online.
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Committees
Most parliamentary work is done in parliamentary committees.
There are different types of committees, of which the most
important are the ‘standing committees’ for various policy areas
of the ministers and state secretaries. For example, there are
standing committees for national defence, ﬁnance, domestic
affairs, etc. The members of these committees meet to discuss
bills and consult with a Cabinet minister or state secretary on
how to deal with speciﬁc matters.

The legislative process
A bill is a proposed law. A bill does not become law until it is
passed by the parliament (ﬁrst the House of Representatives,
then the Senate).
Quite some time can pass between the initial drafting of a bill
and its adoption as new act of parliament. A bill needs to complete a complicated series of stages before it becomes law. The
following section explains the various stages of the legislative
process.
When a minister or state secretary wishes to introduce a new
law, he/she orders his/her oﬃcials to draw up the text for this
proposed law: the bill. This text is subsequently discussed in the
Council of Ministers. If the Council approves the bills, it is forwarded to the Council of State (the highest advisory body to the
government), which will primarily review the legal aspects of
the proposed legislation, for consultation. The consultation of
the Council of State is non-binding, incidentally: the minister
does offer a formal response to its recommendations, but is not
obliged to follow them. Accompanied by the advice of the Council of State, the text of the bill and a memorie van toelichting
(explanatory memorandum) added by the minister, the proposed legislation is then submitted to the House of Representatives by means of a so-called Royal Message. A parliamentary
committee produces a written review of the bill as well as a
report with questions and comments and returns these docu-
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ments to the minister. The minister provides a written reply to
this report, the so-called memorie van antwoord (memorandum
of response). After receiving this reply, the parliamentary committee writes a formal ﬁnal report. The bill is then reviewed in
the House of Representatives. Possible amendments and
motions made in connection with the proposed legislation are
also discussed at this time. The responsible minister or state secretary formally responds to the representatives’ questions and
comments. The House then votes on the amendments, the bill
and possible motions (in that order). If the House of Representatives approves the bill, it is sent on to the Senate. Here, the proposed law is once again subjected to a written review by a
parliamentary committee, which produces a report. The minister once again submits a memorie van antwoord, after which the
formal ﬁnal report is reviewed and voted on by the members of
the Senate. If the bill is also adopted by the Senate, it is sent on
to the monarch, who signs the proposed act. The minister
responsible for the new law also puts his signature on the new
act – the so-called countersignature. After this, the newlyadopted law is sent to the Minister of Security and Justice, who
orders the publication of the law on a government website
(www.overheid.nl). Only then has the bill been oﬃcially enacted
into law (please refer to the accompanying diagram of the legislative process).
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The legislative process
The government wishes to
introduce new legislation
Public reading and House vote on
the bill and possible amendments
The responsible minister and
his/her oﬃcials draft the bill

The bill is discussed in the Council
of Ministers

The bill is sent to the Council of
State for consultation

if approved, the bill is forwarded
to the Senate

The parliamentary committee
produces a written review and
provisional report

The bill is returned to the Council
of Ministers together
with recommendations

The minister provides a
memorandum of response

The bill is sent to the monarch

Final report by the
Parliamentary Committee

The bill is submitted to the House
of Representatives, together with
a royal message, the minister’s
explanatory memorandum and the
advice of the Council of State

The Parliamentary Committee
produces a written review and
provisional report

The minister provides a
memorandum of response

Public reading and Senate vote on
the bill and possible amendments

if approved, the bill is forwarded
to the monarch
The proposed legislation is sent
to the minister for
his/her countersignature
The newly-adopted legislation is
sent to the Minister of Security
and Justice for publication on
a government website

Final report by the
Parliamentary Committee
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The Torentje, the Prime Minister’s oﬃce.

5
The Cabinet
formation process
In the Netherlands, forming a government is a complicated process,
due to the many parties represented in the national parliament.
It can take months before negotiations are rounded off. Because of
these issues, there have been numerous proposals to change the
Dutch political system – but none have been adopted so far.

After the elections
The Cabinet formation process starts as soon as the results of an
election are in. The objective is to assemble a new team of ministers and state secretaries: a Cabinet that can govern the country for the next four years. This is by no means a simple affair:
due to the nature of the Netherlands’ version of proportional representation – without any individual electoral districts or election thresholds – the Dutch House of Representatives usually
houses a large number of parties. It is rarely clear from election
results what kind of government the Dutch voters would prefer.
No political party has ever gained an absolute majority in a
Dutch general election – i.e. half the total number of seats plus
one. The House has 150 seats, meaning that a party would have
to win at least 76 seats for an absolute majority.
A government executive needs to enjoy the support of a majority of the members of the House of Representatives. This means
that two or more parties will always need to form a coalition if
they want to form a government. In practice, this means working together within the Cabinet of Ministers. This has been the
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case for many years, which means that most Dutch citizens have
become used to lengthy negotiations before various parties
ﬁnally agree to assemble a new Cabinet. The parties that work
together in a government executive are called coalition parties – or the coalition for short.

The negotiations
During the Cabinet formation, various parties negotiate with
one another, primarily focusing on the following questions:
n Which parties are prepared to form a coalition government
with one another?
n How can the parties’ different programmes be combined into
a single government programme: the so-called coalition agreement?
n Which party will be given which Ministries or State Secretariats?
n Which individuals will be asked to take up the various Ministries and State Secretariats?
It is occasionally said that it is more important for a political
party to win the formation than it is to win the elections. After
all, strong election results do not automatically lead to inclusion
in the next coalition government. Take the formation of 2003, for
example. The PvdA gained 19 new seats, but the cda came out
tops and could take the lead in the following Cabinet formation.
When negotiations between the PvdA and the cda ultimately
broke down, the cda went on to form a coalition with the vvd
and D66. And vice versa, poor election results do not automatically prevent a party from taking part in a Cabinet. In 1994 the
PvdA suffered a 12-seat loss, but with a total of 37 seats, it
remained the largest party in the country. During the formation,
it was not only decided that the PvdA would participate in the
new government, but even that the party would supply the new
Prime Minister. In 2010, too, the cda returned to government
after sustaining a heavy electoral defeat.
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A review of the election results generally shows a wide range
of possible combinations for the government coalition. Which
parties ultimately move into oﬃce depends on the parties’ willingness to give and take during the formation period. The party
that has the least diﬃculty working together with other major
parties tends to have the advantage. During a Cabinet formation,
parties not only deliberate on who will be governing together,
but also on which general direction the new government’s policy should take. Agreements on such aspects are set down in the
coalition agreement. The formation period is a particularly busy
time for Members of Parliament, party leaders, non-governmental organisations and interest groups. All these parties try
to exert as much inﬂuence as possible on the outcome of
the negotiations.
Government coalitions

1982–1989
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CDA
n
n
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2002
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n
n
n
n
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n

D66

n
n
n
n
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Five stages
Although each Cabinet formation is unique in terms of the subjects discussed, its length and the details of the formation
process, we can nevertheless distinguish a number of stages that
recur each time round. If the negotiators run into trouble along
the way (‘the formation is in deadlock’), they often simply go
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back a stage, which makes it seem as if the formation is stuck
on repeat.
1. Options
Until recently, the Dutch monarch also played a role in the Cabinet formation process. After seeking advice from a variety of
sources, the monarch appointed a number of individuals to
explore which options there were to form a new government
Cabinet. This procedure was changed in 2012, however: the
monarch no longer fulﬁls a role in the formation process. According to the new procedure, the House of Representatives holds a
debate in the period immediately following the elections. The
House oﬃcially orders the review of the options to form a
government Cabinet and appoints a so-called informateur. This
individual examines which realistic options there are for government coalitions. Usually, the informateur is someone who
enjoys the appreciation of a broad selection of parties. Once the
informateur has rounded off his exploratory task, the House of
Representatives appoints a formateur. This is usually the
intended Prime Minister in the new coalition government.
2. Parties
The informateur establishes which parties are most likely to successfully negotiate a new coalition agreement, and which parties are less eligible for government under the current
circumstances. To this end, he talks with the various party leaders and their advisors. Usually, he/she arrives at a list of two or
three potential coalition partners.
3. Programme
These two or three parties proceed to negotiate with one
another, in order to arrive at a coalition agreement. These negotiations, which are presided over by the informateur, are often
lengthy affairs – not in the last place because they focus on an
extremely diverse range of issues. Many agreements are set
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down in detail at this point. The coalition agreement that was
signed after the elections of 2012 was no less than 80 pages thick.
4. Government posts
Once the possible coalition partners have settled on the contents
of the coalition agreement, they go on to negotiate about the distribution of the various ministerial posts and state secretaryships (state secretaries are in effect a kind of junior ministers).
Dividing the various positions between the different coalition
partners can be a strenuous affair, since the different posts do
not all hold the same weight. The Ministries of Finance, Economic Affairs, Social Affairs and Employment and the Ministry
of the Interior and Kingdom Relations are generally viewed as
the most important posts. Each coalition partner tries to land as
many important posts as possible. A party that wishes to emphasise the strong value it attaches to healthcare will welcome the
opportunity to hold the Public Health, Welfare and Sports portfolio, for example. When one party supplies the minister for a
speciﬁc department, the associated state secretary often comes
from another partner in the coalition.
5. Personal nominations
The last phase involves determining which individuals are to
hold the different ministerial posts and state secretaryships. In
practice, stages 3, 4 and 5 tend to run concurrently. When a coalition party makes a strong effort to win a speciﬁc portfolio, this
is often because it believes it has a good candidate for the job.
Programme points and people are occasionally traded off
against one another in this stage.

Preliminary consultation
Once candidates have been nominated for the different government posts, the prospective Cabinet holds a so-called constituerend beraad (preliminary consultation). In this meeting, the
new ministers formally endorse the ﬁnal coalition agreement.
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Shortly after, the members of the new Cabinet are sworn in by
the monarch, after which the entire team assembles around the
monarch on the stairs of Huis ten Bosch in The Hague for the traditional photograph of the new government executive.

Issues
The Netherlands’ Cabinet formation process is not without controversy. It can be criticised from a democratic perspective for
the undue importance placed on the political aﬃliations of
prospective government parties rather than their election
results. In addition, many of the negotiations are conducted
behind closed doors, and as such cannot be controlled by democratic review.
Another issue is the sheer length of some Cabinet formation
processes. The formation of 1977 holds the record, with 207 days.
During such protracted negotiations, the former Cabinet
remains in oﬃce, but it has a ‘demissionary’ status, meaning
that it will generally refrain from taking any controversial
decisions. Of course, such caretaker Cabinets are unable to take
decisive action in response to developments. Furthermore, seemingly endless formations can undermine public conﬁdence in
the political process. However, the complex relationships
between the Netherlands’ political parties often necessitate such
a laborious formation process. Incidentally, the formation of 2012
took ‘only’ 54 days.

Are there other ways to do it?
Since the early 1960s, the criticism levied at the Cabinet formation process has led to a number of proposals for constitutional
reform. For example, it has been suggested that although the
Netherlands’ electoral system of proportional representation
forms an effective method for determining the composition of
the country’s House of Representatives, it is entirely unsuited for
the subsequent formation of a national government. A ‘ﬁrstpast-the-post’ electoral system that is based on geographic con-
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stituencies – as used in the uk, for instance – would be far more
effective in this context. In the uk, it is immediately clear after a
general election which party has won the most votes in the
most electoral districts. This party goes on to form the new government. The proponents of such ‘simple plurality’ systems
believe that the advantages of the British-style, winner-takes-all
approach outweigh its main disadvantage that the parliament
does not adequately reﬂect the speciﬁc preferences of the voting public.
Another proposal is to allow citizens to directly elect their
Prime Minister in a separate election. In this scenario, the voter
casts two votes: one to determine the new government and its
leader, and one to determine the members of the House of Representatives. This is somewhat similar to the system used in the
us, where the President and the members of Congress are chosen in separate elections. The advantage of this system is that
voters have a direct inﬂuence on the political persuasion of the
new Cabinet. A drawback of this system is that the government
is no longer reliant on the approval of the parliament. After all,
it has been directly elected to oﬃce by the voters: it has its own
mandate. Serious disagreements between the government and
the parliament could result in political deadlocks, causing confusion and political paralysis.
There have also been calls to introduce a mixed electoral system– a combination of proportional representation and a simple
plurality system that makes use of geographic constituencies –
or to implement an election threshold of, for example, 5%, so that
smaller parties no longer take up seats in the House of Representatives.
Despite the wide range of reforms proposed by various committees, constitutional scholars, political scientists and experts
from political parties, no major changes have been made to the
Netherlands’ electoral system to date.
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The buildings of the Ministry of general Affairs and the Senate.

6
The government
The Netherlands’ executive consists of the Cabinet – i.e. the ministers and state secretaries. Each member of the Cabinet bears responsibility for specific tasks and policy areas. The Prime Minister
plays a key role in the development of government policy. One important example of this policy is the national budget that is presented every year.

Who rules the country?
According to the Constitution of the Netherlands, the Dutch government is made up of the King and the ministers. The coalition
government that was formed in 2012 consists of 13 ministers.
These ministers all bear ministerial responsibility, including for
all the monarch’s actions and statements. In the words of the
Constitution, the King is inviolate and has no actual political
authority. In addition to the ministers, the government also has
state secretaries who handle speciﬁc responsibilities. The minister and his/her state secretary confer to determine who bears
responsibility for which tasks. State secretaries are individually
accountable to the parliament for their assigned policy areas.
Together, the team of ministers and state secretaries are also
referred to as the Cabinet. In the Netherlands, Cabinet members
do not have to be elected to parliament before being allowed to
accept a Cabinet position. In other words, it is also possible to
appoint ministers and state secretaries from outside parliament.
Furthermore, ministers and state secretaries are not allowed to
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simultaneously occupy a Cabinet post and sit in parliament:
after their appointment to oﬃce, they are required to resign
their parliamentary seat.

The Council of Ministers
The Council of Ministers is the Cabinet’s executive body, and
effectively takes governmental decisions on behalf of the entire
government. The Council meets every week on Friday at a ﬁxed
location in the Trêveszaal on Binnenhof in The Hague. As a rule,
state secretaries do not attend the Council of Ministers, nor do
they replace their minister if he/she is unable to attend the
Council meeting. When a minister is absent due to illness (for a
longer term), on holiday or absent for some other reason, he/she
is ﬁlled in for by one of his/her fellow ministers. Occasionally, a
state secretary is asked to attend a meeting of the Council of
Ministers, when the discussion relates to a subject that falls
under his/her responsibility.
The Council of Ministers is chaired by the Prime Minister, who
is also known as the Premier. The Council of Ministers’ procedures have been set down in the Reglement van Orde van de Ministerraad (Rules of Procedure of the Council of Ministers). Due to
the large number of tasks and responsibilities that need to be
handled by the Council of Ministers, the body works with a number of permanent sub-councils, which are also chaired by the
Prime Minister. These sub-councils may also include senior oﬃcials or outside experts on their panel.

The government’s tasks
According to the Dutch Constitution, the Government’s task is to
make law in collaboration with both Chambers of the StatesGeneral. In addition, the government is responsible for concluding international treaties, determining the Netherlands’ foreign
policy, arranging the nation’s defence and appointing mayors,
King’s Commissioners and members of the judiciary. The government executes these constitutional tasks under the scrutiny
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of the Dutch parliament. While the parliament is unable to actually repeal the government’s decisions in these areas, it can
clearly inform the government that it objects to them. If
required, the members of parliament can also move a vote of noconﬁdence in the government, which will force the Cabinet to
tender its resignation.

The roles of the minister
Ministers stand at the head of a ministry or department. In other
words, besides developing and implementing new policies, they
also need to manage a team of oﬃcials, which can run into the
hundreds. The Cabinet formation of 2012 resulted in 11 departments. But this number may vary from one formation to the
next. The individual ministries’ names and tasks can also be
changed over time.
In the Cabinet that was formed in 2012, two ministers were
not given a ministry of their own, but rather were assigned to a
speciﬁc policy area. A minister who does not head his/her own
department is sometimes called a ‘minister without portfolio’ or
a ‘programme minister’. Such posts are occasionally used to
ensure that all coalition parties are represented according to
their respective election results. Sometimes, these ministers are
also appointed to underline the importance of a speciﬁc policy
area to the new government.
Besides heading a governmental department, the minister is
also a member of the Cabinet. Ministers share joint responsibility for all aspects of government policy – not just for their individual policy areas. Any minister can be held accountable (by
members of parliament, fellow party members or members of
the public) for how the coalition agreement is carried out. This
arrangement is called collegiate governance. Furthermore, each
minister serves as a representative of his/her party within the
Cabinet. The government parties frequently hold separate consultations with their Cabinet members. In addition, ministers
(and state secretaries) regularly liaise with their party’s fractie
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in the House of Representatives, with their party leadership and
with their local branches.
The Dutch Ministries (2013)
Defence
Economic Affairs
Education, Culture and Science
Finance
Foreign Affairs
General Affairs
Health, Welfare and Sport
Infrastructure and the Environment
Interior and Kingdom Relations
Security and Justice
Social Affairs and Employment

The Prime Minister
The Prime Minister fulﬁls a special role within the Dutch Cabinet. He/she not only chairs the Council of Ministers, he/she also
bears responsibility for the coordination of government policy.
In addition, the Prime Minister serves as the ‘face’ of the incumbent Cabinet. He/she presents government policy to the outside
world – for example, every Friday at a press conference and in a
televised feature segment after the regular cabinet meeting. Furthermore, the Prime Minister represents the Netherlands in the
Council of the European Union. He/she also plays an important
role in the country’s foreign policy, in other words.

The budget
A major share of the Cabinet’s policy each year relates to the
determination of the national budget for the upcoming year. The
inﬂuential position of the Minister of Finance is also reﬂected in
this process. Every year, the period between January and July
sees fresh negotiations between the Minister of Finance and the
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Presentation of the National Budget and the
Budget Memorandum in a briefcase on Prince’s Day.

The seat of the Council of State, the highest advisory body in the Netherlands.

ministers of the departments that represent a signiﬁcant share
of the country’s public spending. If these parties are unable to
come to an agreement, the Council of Ministers will need to cut
the proverbial knot. The new national budget needs to be
ﬁnalised by the end of August, since it will be presented to the
Dutch parliament on Prince’s Day (the third Tuesday of September).

Advisory bodies
The Dutch government can turn to a large number of advisory
bodies. The highest advisory body in the Netherlands is the
Council of State. This Council is primarily made up of former
members of parliament, ex-ministers and legal experts. The
councillors are supported by a range of oﬃcials. The government
is obliged to consult the Council of State every time it submits a
bill to the Dutch parliament. The Council mainly focuses on the
quality of the proposed law and checks whether the bill does not
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conﬂict with existing legislation. Oﬃcially, the Council of State
is presided over by the monarch, but in practice, meetings are
chaired by the Council’s Vice-President. The Council of State is
also the highest court of appeal in administrative disputes –
between private citizens and a provincial executive, for example,
or between two municipalities.
In matters of social and economic policy, the government can
consult the Social and Economic Council of the Netherlands
(Sociaal-Economische Raad or ser), which includes representatives of the trade unions, employer’s organisations and experts
appointed by the government. Another independent advisory
body is the Court of Audit, which checks whether central
government revenue is spent legitimately and eﬃciently. In this
context, the Court of Audit also monitors whether public spending has yielded the desired results.
Citizens who believe they are the victim of improper conduct
on the part of a government organisation can ﬁle a complaint
with the National Ombudsman. He/she will subsequently investigate whether the complaint in question is justiﬁed. In addition,
every year the Ombudsman draws up a report for parliament
that provides an overview of all the complaints lodged against
government ministries and other public bodies. This report also
offers recommendations on how to possibly avoid similar mistakes in the future.

6

The government 71

The province’s oﬃce in The Hague.

7
The provinces
The Dutch provincial administrations operate at an intermediate
level between the central government and the municipalities. The
provinces handle a number of duties, ranging from environmental
management to the supervision of public transport services. The
provinces have their own representatives and executive bodies.

Three levels of administration
Public administration in the Netherlands is divided into three
levels: the national government, the provincial executives and
the municipal administrations. This chapter will go into the
twelve provinces that currently make up the Netherlands (there
are plans to merge a number of the existing provinces at some
point in the future). In recent years, these provincial administrations have become more and more important as a result of ongoing decentralisation and the transfer of national government
responsibilities to the municipalities and provinces.

The tasks of the provincial administration
The province’s responsibilities and authorities relate to the following policy areas:
1. Spatial planning and housing
The key responsibility of the provincial administration is spatial
planning within the provincial boundaries, i.e. the planning of
the available public space. The province determines the location
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infrastructure is a provincial duty.

of new residential areas, industrial estates, roads, railways and
waterways, agricultural zones, conservation areas and recreational facilities. The general outlines of this planning are set
down in so-called structural perspectives, which the province
draws up in consultation with the national government and
the municipalities.
2. The environment, nature and landscape management
The provincial authorities need to make sure that the local air,
soil and water are cleaned up or stay clean. That is why the
province supervises local adherence to environmental legislation. The province is also responsible for the issue of environmental permits. In addition, the provincial administration works
to counter pollution by, for example, means of environmental
remediation projects and wastewater treatment plants. The
province also speciﬁes where people and companies need to dispose of rubble, wrecked cars, industrial waste and other haz-
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ardous materials. The province also determines where wind turbines can be installed. And ﬁnally, the provincial administration
bears responsibility for the management and conservation of
nature areas and landscape values.
3. Water management
The provincial administration is also responsible for water management within the provincial boundaries – although it has delegated most of its tasks in this context to the district water
boards. The water boards ensure that the water level keeps
within certain limits and that the provincial water is of good
quality. Besides these ‘wet water management’ tasks, the
province also handles various ‘dry water management’ tasks.
These include the construction and maintenance of provincial
roads, bridges and overpasses.
4. Culture, tourism and recreation
Care for local cultural heritage and listed monuments is another
important provincial task, as are promoting tourism in the
province and developing recreation areas.
5. Economic affairs and employment
All provincial administrations can be counted on to make a
strong effort to attract new companies that can create new
employment to their province. One measure they can take in
this context is to improve the accessibility of local industrial
estates. Occasionally, this can lead to some tough choices: new
employment versus care for the environment.
6. Public transport and traffic management
The province plays an important role in the organisation of
regional transport. Since most of today’s public transport sector
has been liberalised, the provincial administration needs to act
as a kind of general coordinator to make sure that everything
has been effectively arranged. This means ensuring that smaller
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The province plays an important role in the organisation of regional transport.

localities can continue to be reached by public transport, where
necessary with regional taxi services or demand responsive
transport services. The provincial administration issues concessions for operating a public transport service in the region. In
addition, the province draws up mobility plans to ensure that
local traﬃc and transport services run smoothly.
7. Supervision of the municipalities
And ﬁnally, the provincial authorities supervise the activities of
the municipal administrations. Every year, the municipalities
need to submit their annual budget and statement of accounts
to the provincial government for approval.

The provincial finances
To effectively handle these tasks, the province requires a lot of
funds. It receives most of its revenue from the national government, from the so-called Provincial Fund and via a number of
speciﬁc payments. In addition, the provinces have their own
sources of income. Their main source of revenue are the ‘surcharges’ that the province levies on the road tax (motorrijtuigenbelasting). The surtax amount paid by local drivers differs
from one province to the next.

The States-Provincial and the Executive
Each province has an elected assembly: the States-Provincial.
The members of this provincial parliament are chosen once
every four years by eligible voters aged 18 and over. In addition
to national parties, a number of local groups with strong ties to
the province in question also participate in these elections. The
membership of a speciﬁc provincial parliament depends on the
size of the population in that province: the smallest provinces
have 39 members, while the largest have 55. Combined, the
Netherlands’ provincial assemblies have 564 members. The dayto-day administration of the province is handled by the College
van Gedeputeerde Staten (Provincial Executive or gs), which also
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has a varying number of members. The States-Provincial establishes the main outlines of provincial policy and oversees the
administration of the Provincial Executive.
When a number of parties together form a majority in a speciﬁc States-Provincial, they can make agreements regarding the
administration of their province and the political composition
of the Provincial Executive. Usually, such coalition executives are
based on a political programme that can be compared to the
coalition agreements arrived at by the partners in a national
Cabinet. In terms of political hue, the Provincial Executives often
reﬂect a broad range of perspectives.
As membership of the Provincial Executive is a full-time job,
the councillors receive a salary for their work. The members of
the States-Provincial do not receive a ﬁxed salary, however, but
an attendance allowance. They tend to have a regular job outside
the assembly and handle their tasks on behalf of the StatesProvincial in their spare time.

The King’s Commissioner
Each province also has a King’s Commissioner. The King’s Commissioner is the chair of both the Provincial Executive and the
States-Provincial. However, he/she only has the right to vote in
the former body. In addition, the Commissioner derives a number of authorities from national legislation, particularly in the
area of public order and security. For these tasks, the King’s Commissioner is directly accountable to the Minister of the Interior
and Kingdom Relations. The King’s Commissioner also plays a
role in the selection of municipal mayors. Formally, the King’s
Commissioner is appointed by the national government, but this
appointment is generally based on a recommendation made by
the relevant States-Provincial. King’s Commissioners are
appointed for a term of six years, which may be extended by a
second term.
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Provincial elections
The Dutch Constitution dictates that the members of the StatesProvincial are to be elected by eligible voters in the province
aged 18 and over. These elections take place once every four
years. It is not possible to call an early election for the provincial
assembly. If a Provincial Executive resigns for whatever reason,
a new executive body needs to be assembled on the basis of the
existing division of seats in the States-Provincial. Parties that
wish to take part in the provincial elections are required to submit a list of candidates to their province’s central electoral committee. Just like in general elections, the provincial candidates
and their parties campaign to communicate their speciﬁc political positions to the local electorate.

Assemblies
The States-Provincial generally convene on a monthly basis. The
members of the Provincial Executive meet far more frequently.
The meetings of the States-Provincial are presided over by the
King’s Commissioner. If the States-Provincial is required to take
a vote, only the members of the regular assembly have the right
to vote – the King’s Commissioner does not. The Commissioner
does have a vote in the meetings of the Provincial Executive –
although this body does not vote on speciﬁc matters very often.
However, the vote of the King’s Commissioner can prove decisive
when the rest of the Executive has arrived at a deadlock. The
States-Provincial are required to discuss a wide range of issues
in their meetings. To ensure that the deliberations run as
smoothly as possible, various matters are subjected to a ‘preliminary review’ by special committees. These committees are
manned by members of the provincial assembly who specialise
in that speciﬁc subject on behalf of their party: the so-called fractiespecialisten.
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Civic engagement
To encourage citizen’s involvement in their province’s affairs, the
administrators regularly organise public information activities.
Each province has a department that specialises in informing
the public about provincial policy. They can be turned to for all
kinds of questions relating to the province. To prevent the
provincial administrators from losing touch with local citizens,
provincial plans are often submitted for public comment. This
involves organising hearings so that all stakeholders of a proposed measure have the opportunity to offer their view. In addition, provinces are allowed to organise referendums. According
to the Constitution of the Netherlands such referendums are
non-binding, but of course the provincial parties are free to take
heed of the popular vote. In addition, there are so-called ballot
initiatives (burgerinitiatieven): if private citizens manage to
gather a certain number of signatures, they can qualify a speciﬁc
issue to be placed on the agenda of the States-Provincial, which
is then obliged to reach a formal position on the matter. The
meetings of the States-Provincial and its committees are public.
They are held in the Province Hall, which is located in the provincial capital.

Water boards
In the Netherlands, the water management of speciﬁc geographic areas has been assigned to district water boards. Among
other things, these water boards are responsible for the groundwater level, treatment of wastewater and dike maintenance in
their district. Water boards are established and disbanded by the
provincial administration. Each water board has a general
administrative body, an executive board and a warden, the dijkgraaf (one water board in Friesland is so small that it does not
have an executive). The general administrative body represents
various types of water users. The main share of the general
administrative body is made up of local residents; until recently,
this body was elected directly by the local residents of the water
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board district. But since these elections do not enjoy much public interest, it is presently being examined whether the general
administrative body cannot be elected via some other procedure – by the members of the local municipal councils, for
example. The three other water user categories in the general
administrative body are represented by individuals appointed
by various stakeholder organisations. Members of the administrative body are elected for a term of four years. The general
administrative body appoints a number of its members to the
executive board. The dijkgraaf, who presides over both the general administrative body and the executive board, is not elected
but appointed by the government. His/her term of oﬃce is six
years. The dijkgraaf only has the right to vote in the executive
board. To fund their various activities, the water boards are
allowed to a number of taxes, including the resident’s assessment (ingezetenenomslag) and the environmental levy (verontreinigingsheﬃng).

The election of the Senate
Among the responsibilities of the members of the States-Provincial, there is one task that has no direct bearing on their own
province: the election of the members of the Dutch Senate. The
members of the Senate are not elected through a direct vote, but
by means of an indirect election. Voters elect the members of
their States-Provincial, who in turn elect the members of the
Senate. In practice, the members of States-Provincial nearly
always elect fellow party members to the Senate, making it
quite simple to predict the composition of the Senate based on
the results of the provincial elections.
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The town hall of Utrecht.

8
The municipalities
The municipalities form the third tier of government. Although they
deal solely with their own citizens (on whose behalf they handle a
great many duties), in financial terms they are heavily dependent on
the central government. The municipal council, the members of the
municipal executive and the mayor have each been assigned specific
tasks and responsibilities.

Three levels of government
Public administration in the Netherlands can be divided into
three main levels: the central government, the provinces and the
municipalities. This chapter will focus on the municipal administrations. The number of municipalities in the Netherlands has
been drastically reduced in recent years as a result of mergers
between numerous smaller municipalities (known as municipal
restructurings). As of 1 January 2013, the Netherlands had 408
municipalities, while in 1970, the country still had 913. This total
is expected to drop further in the years ahead.

The responsibilities of the municipality
The municipal administrations deal with matters that are of
direct and exclusive importance to the citizens within their
municipality. This involves providing a number of local services
and facilities and implementing national legislation on behalf
of the municipality’s residents. Municipalities bear responsibility for matters such as:
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n Recording which individuals currently reside in the municipality and issuing oﬃcial documents such as passports and
driving licences.
n The formulation and adoption of so-called structural perspectives, which set out future spatial planning in the municipality.
n The elaboration of these structural perspectives into zoning
plans: the administration determines for each sub-area
within the municipal boundaries how the land is to be used,
and whether or not it may be built on.
n Supervising the volume and quality of local housing – although housing corporations determine how the rental
homes that they own within municipal boundaries are allocated.
n The construction and maintenance of roads and streets, bike
paths and footpaths.
n The collection and processing of household waste – although
the actual execution of this task has often been outsourced to
private ﬁrms and organisations. The construction and maintenance of the public sewer system.
n Public order and security. The municipal mayor is the formal
chair of both the ﬁre brigade and the police force in his/her
municipality. Within certain margins established by the central government, municipalities are free to follow their own
policy with respect to drugs control and prostitution.
n Public markets, industrial estates, port areas and waterways.
n All manner of welfare facilities, social affairs and employment questions.
n Recreation, sports, tourism and cultural facilities such as public libraries.
n Education, including supervising the quality of local education, the maintenance of school buildings and local compliance with the compulsory education law (Leerplichtwet).
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Dependency on other administrations
In many areas, the municipalities are free to determine their
own course, in other words. But on speciﬁc issues, they are also
dependent on the central government and their provincial
administration. Because in a number of matters, the national
government in The Hague has determined how municipalities
are required to act – although in recent years, the municipal
administrations have been given more freedom to execute or
implement national guidelines according to their own insight.
This is the case with municipal policies in the areas of education
and social security, for example.
In addition, the municipalities’ activities are subject to supervision. The national government may decide to annul or suspend a municipal decision. Municipal structural perspectives
need to be in line with their provincial counterparts. And every
year, the municipalities’ budgets and annual accounts need to be
formally approved by their Provincial Executive.

Municipal finances
Taken together, the municipalities’ tasks cost a lot of money. This
needs to come from somewhere. Around 60% of the municipalities’ revenue comes from the central government. Depending
on the number of citizens, the size of the municipality and various special circumstances, each municipality is allocated a speciﬁc amount from a national budget fund, the Gemeentefonds.
This allocation is called the algemene uitkering (general subsidy).
In addition, the national government offers a number of speciﬁc
funds which are earmarked for speciﬁc purposes (doeluitkeringen). In recent years, the municipalities have been awarded
more scope to develop their own policy, which has resulted in a
reduction in the number of earmarked funds.
In addition to receiving money from The Hague, the municipalities also draw revenue from their own citizens. Sources of
income include municipal taxes (e.g. property tax and parking
tax), levies (such as sewerage charges and garbage collection
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charges), rates (admissions to public facilities) and administrative fees (for the issue of permits, identity cards, passports, etc).
In addition, the municipalities gain income from capital assets,
properties and companies owned by the municipality (e.g. a
local port authority). Estate development activities have also generated considerable revenue for various municipalities in the
past, but due to the current economic recession, this income
from land development has seriously declined. Indeed, some
municipal administrations now have large tracts of unsaleable
land on their hands. All in all, the municipalities derive some
40% of their revenue from own sources of income.

The municipal council
The administrative organisation of the Dutch municipalities has
been set down in the Netherlands’ Local Government Act
(Gemeentewet). Local government in the individual municipalities is handled by a municipal council (gemeenteraad) and a
municipal executive (college van burgemeester en wethouders).
The members of the municipal council are directly elected by the
local citizens once every four years during the municipal elections. The number of representatives on the municipal council
depends on the size of the local population. The smallest municipalities have nine councillors; the largest 41.
The municipal councillors set out the main lines for the
municipality’s policies, but are not expected to interfere with the
ﬁner details of municipal administration. In addition, the council supervises whether the municipal executive handles its
assigned tasks correctly and effectively. Finally, when necessary,
the councillors also represent the municipality on behalf of
its citizens.
Generally speaking, the members of the municipal council are
aﬃliated with a speciﬁc political party. This may be the local
branch of a national party, but it can also be a local party or
group. Together, the members of a speciﬁc party in the municipal council are referred to as a fractie.

86 Politics in the Netherlands

The municipal council convenes at least once a month – in
larger municipalities, the councillors tend to meet more often.
These meetings are public, and the meeting agenda is
announced well in advance and frequently also published in a
local newspaper or on the municipality’s website.
The municipal council is authorised to install its own committees. These council committees handle the preliminary work
for council decisions and consult with the municipal executive
on behalf of the council. The councillors can also appoint an advisory committee, which can advise the council on speciﬁc aspects
of municipal policy.

The councillors
The members of the municipal council are volunteers. Generally
speaking, councillors hold a regular job beside their council
membership. Therefore, councillors do not receive a salary for
their work, but an allowance. Council membership takes up a lot
of time, particularly in the larger municipalities. In addition,
council members are often required to develop expertise in a
particular ﬁeld. After all, over time, the councillor’s job has
become increasingly complicated.
Before the municipal elections, the local branches of national
parties draw up lists of candidates for the new council. But many
local parties also bid for the voters’ favour. Around 25% of all
Dutch councillors are member of a party that is strictly local
in scope.

The municipal executive
The day-to-day administration of the municipality is handled by
the municipal executive (college van burgemeester en wethouders), also known as B&W. This body consequently has speciﬁc
administrative authorities, which are based, among other things,
on a number of national laws and statutory regulations. Furthermore, the executive prepares certain matters for review by
the municipal council, for the purpose of a council decision or
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the implementation of such decisions. The membership of the
municipal executive is dependent on the size of the municipal
council (the minimum number is two, the maximum eight).
Each member of the municipal executive (wethouder) is
assigned a speciﬁc policy area or portfolio – e.g. education,
ﬁnance, housing or sports and cultural affairs – but all the members of the municipal executive bear collective responsibility for
municipal policy. The meetings of the municipal executive generally take place behind closed doors.
The municipal executive and its individual members are
accountable to the municipal council for the adopted measures
and their execution. If a municipal executive no longer enjoys
the conﬁdence of its council, the entire executive is required to
resign. However, it is not possible to organise early elections at
the municipal level. This means that a new executive will need
to be formed on the basis of the existing distribution of seats in
the municipal council.

The wethouders
The members of the municipal executive, or wethouders, are
appointed by the municipal council. If a sitting member of the
council is elected to the executive, this councillor is required to
give up his/her seat on the council after accepting the oﬃce of
member of the executive. The council is also allowed to appoint
someone from outside the council as wethouder – even if he/she
lives in another municipality. In the latter case, the new member
of the executive is required to move to the municipality for
which he/she serves as wethouder within one year. Usually, a
seat on the municipal executive is a full-time job – that is why in
contrast with the members of the municipal council, the members of the executive are paid a salary for their work.
Similar to the relationship that exists between the House of
Representatives and the government ministers, the wethouders
hold oﬃce at the conﬁdence of their municipal council. A member of the municipal executive can be removed from oﬃce by the
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council if he/she no longer enjoys the conﬁdence of the council
members. Vacant positions on the executive are generally ﬁlled
by another member of the previous occupant’s party. However,
a party can also decide to no longer participate in the municipal
executive.

Formation
Once the results of the municipal elections are in, the various
parties represented in the new council start to negotiate with
one another regarding which fracties will be supplying which
members of the municipal executive. A municipal executive that
is based on a majority in the council is called a meerderheidscollege. But executives based on a council minority may also occur.
In these cases, one or more parties that do not have a majority in
the municipal council decide to nevertheless appoint an executive from their ranks. This solution is only adopted if the various
parties represented in the council are unable to agree on a majority coalition. Such minderheidscolleges are always dependent on
the support of one or more of the unaﬃliated parties in the
municipal council. In practice this can prove a serious obstacle
for executive action.

The mayor
Unlike the members of the municipal council and (indirectly)
the members of the municipal executive, the mayor (burgemeester) is not elected to oﬃce, but appointed by the government. When appointing a mayor, the government usually
adopts the nomination made by the council. The mayor is
appointed for a term of six years, and can be re-appointed for a
second term. This re-appointment is subject to the approval of
the municipal council. The council cannot remove the mayor
from oﬃce – he/she can only be dismissed by the national government.
The mayor is both the chair of the municipal executive (college
van burgemeester en wethouders) and the municipal council.
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He/she has a right to vote within the municipal executive – in
fact, the mayor’s vote can even prove decisive when a deadlock
has developed within the executive. Although he/she presides
over the council, the mayor does not have the right to vote in this
body. He/she can participate in the discussions during council
meetings, however.
Traditionally, the mayor has borne primary responsibility for
the maintenance of public order and security in his/her municipality. In addition, many mayors play an active role in the promotion of their municipality.

Public consultation
In order to increase citizens’ involvement in local decision-making, municipal executives frequently organise hearings, public
consultation meetings or polls. During these events, the responsible member of the municipal executive explains the municipality’s plans to those attending. Citizens can ask questions or
offer their perspective on the proposals. Members of the public
are also allowed to speak at committee meetings. They are
required to ask the permission of the meeting chair if they wish
to do so.
Nowadays, municipal administrations frequently use the
Internet to inventory the different positions of their citizens on
all manner of topics. The members of the council also use this
channel when communicating with members of the public.
Many municipalities have also engaged in ‘interactive policy
formation’ in recent years. This means involving private citizens
and non-governmental organisations from the very outset in
the development of a new policy plan. In this arrangement, citizens are not expected to respond to plan proposals that have
already been developed – as is the case in regular public consultation – but personally contribute to their development. The ﬁnal
decision on a plan is made by the municipal council. The council
does however take into account as far as possible the plans that
were developed by the members of the public in collaboration
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with municipal oﬃcials and members of the municipal executive.
Municipalities can also decide to hold a referendum. During
these plebiscites, the citizens of the municipality can indicate
their approval or rejection of a speciﬁc plan or decision made by
the municipal council. In strictly legal terms, the members of the
municipal council keep the ﬁnal say. In other words, the outcome of a referendum should be considered as nothing more
than a recommendation to the council. Of course, the council is
free to accept this recommendation.
And ﬁnally, an increasing number of municipalities have
decided on the introduction of ballot initiatives (burgerinitiatieven). This means that citizens have the right to call for a speciﬁc subject or proposal to be included on the agenda of the
municipal council. If the conditions for this petition are met, the
council is obligated to review the matter in question during one
of its council meetings. In addition, citizens can submit concrete
proposals to the municipal administration to change or improve
a certain situation in a speciﬁc neighbourhood or district.
In other words, these kinds of initiative measures can signiﬁcantly increase citizens’ involvement in the political process in
their municipality.
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Addresses
Political parties in the
House of Representatives
50plus
po Box 161
5680 ad Best
The Netherlands
www.50pluspartij.nl
Christian Democratic
Appeal (cda)
po Box 30453
2500 gl The Hague
The Netherlands
+31 (0)70 342 48 00
www.cda.nl
ChristianUnion
po Box 439
3800 ak Amersfoort
+31 (0)33 422 69 69
The Netherlands
www.christenunie.nl
Democrats 66 (D66)
po Box 660
2501 cr The Hague
The Netherlands
+31 (0)70 356 60 66
www.d66.nl
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GreenLeft
po Box 8008
3503 ra Utrecht
The Netherlands
+31 (0)30 239 99 00
www.groenlinks.nl
Labour Party (PvdA)
Herengracht 54
1015 bn Amsterdam
The Netherlands
0900 9553
www.pvda.nl
Party for the Animals (PvdD)
po Box 17622
1001 jm Amsterdam
The Netherlands
+31 (0)20 520 38 70
www.partijvoordedieren.nl
Party for Freedom (pvv)
c/o The House of Representatives
po Box 20018
2500 ea The Hague
The Netherlands
www.pvv.nl

Socialist Party (sp)
Snouckaertlaan 70
3811 mb Amersfoort
The Netherlands
+31 (0)88 243 55 55
www.sp.nl
Reformed Political Party (sgp)
Burgemeester van
Reenensingel 101
2803 pa Gouda
The Netherlands
+31 (0)182 69 69 00
www.sgp.nl
People’s Party for Freedom and
Democracy (vvd)
po Box 30836
2500 gv The Hague
The Netherlands
+31 (0)70 361 30 61
www.vvd.nl

The European Parliament
Information Oﬃce in
the Netherlands
Korte Vijverberg 5/6
2513 ab The Hague
The Netherlands
+31 (0)70 313 54 00
www.europeesparlement.nl
National Ombudsman
po Box 93122
2509 ac The Hague
The Netherlands
0800 33 55 555
www.nationaleombudsman.nl
The Dutch Council of State
po Box 20019
2500 ea The Hague
The Netherlands
+31 (0)70 426 44 26
www.raadvanstate.nl

General
The Dutch Senate
po Box 20017
2500 ea The Hague
The Netherlands
+31 (0)70 312 92 00
www.eerstekamer.nl
The Dutch House
of Representatives
po Box 20018
2500 ea The Hague
The Netherlands
+31 (0)70 318 22 11
www.tweedekamer.nl
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ProDemos
ProDemos is a national, non-partisan organisation. ProDemos
provides citizens with information about the democratic constitutional state and enables them to actively participate in the
political decision-making process.

Mission
ProDemos works to promote people’s involvement in our democratic constitutional state and to increase the general public’s
knowledge of the democratic decision-making process. In addition, it strives to increase citizens’ insight into the importance
and the functioning of the rule of law. ProDemos helps citizens
to become conscious participants in the democratic decisionmaking process. This allows ProDemos to reinforce the legitimacy of democracy and the rule of law.

Vision
ProDemos provides insight into the signiﬁcance and functioning of the democratic constitutional state. ProDemos focuses on
a wide audience and, as a network organisation, collaborates
with a variety of partners. It aims to stimulate people in the
Netherlands to make their own contributions to a well-functioning democratic constitutional state. To this end, it is important that people are familiar with and trust the institutions that
play a role in the democratic process and the rule of law at the
national and international or European levels. Citizens’ identiﬁcation with ProDemos needs to grow throughout society.
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ProDemos has three key roles, which are closely related:
n An introductory role, based on a low-threshold approach to
large sections of the Dutch population, aimed at giving them
a clear picture of the democratic constitutional state;
n An activating role, which focuses on participation in the democratic constitutional state and its institutions;
n An expertise role, which focuses on the exchange and sharing
of knowledge and expertise within a national network in
order to make this information accessible to a wide audience.
ProDemos gives concrete shape to these roles in a variety of
ways, such as offering educational programmes, information
and activities throughout the country, via Internet and from its
location on Hofweg in The Hague. From these premises, ProDemos organises visits and tours of the Binnenhof and its environs, the Dutch Lower and Upper Houses, the Ridderzaal
(Knights’ Hall) and other public bodies that give form and substance to the democratic rule of law. It also organises or contributes to activities at other locations in the Netherlands, such
as municipal halls. In addition, the organisation makes extensive
use of web applications for providing information about
national and local developments (elections and political movements, for example) and for participation processes.
Besides offering educational programmes, ProDemos also
organises programmes that contribute to the development of
active citizenship: visitors and participants in an event are
encouraged to play a role in their own community. These programmes are intended for citizens and administrators and their
organisations. ProDemos aims to develop knowledge and share
it with the public without becoming a research bureau in the
strict sense of the term.
ProDemos also contributes to the development of public opinion as a foundation for democratic participation by organising
or co-organising debates. ProDemos’s approach is geared
towards close collaboration with relevant partners that connect
to ProDemos in terms of target audience or objectives.
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The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy and a parliamentary democracy. Dutch elections are based on one of the
most proportional electoral systems in the world. However,
forming a new government is always a lengthy and complicated process. This publication offers a concise overview of
the main elements of the Dutch political system. It focuses
not only on national government, but also on provincial and
local administrations. Would you like to know more about
how the Dutch electoral system works, how political parties
are ﬁnanced, how new governments are formed and how
the municipalities handle their tasks and responsibilities?
Politics in the Netherlands gives you the answers to such questions.
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