
B

Agriculture and Rural Development

Culture and Education

Fisheries

Regional Development

Transport and Tourism

Directorate-General For internal Policies

POLICY DEPARTMENT
STRUCTURAL AND COHESION POLICIES

Role
The Policy Departments are research units that provide specialised advice 
to committees, inter-parliamentary delegations and other parliamentary bodies. 

Policy Areas
Agriculture and Rural Development 
Culture and Education 
Fisheries
Regional Development
Transport and Tourism 

Documents
Visit the European Parliament website: 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/studies

B POLICY DEPARTMENT
STRUCTURAL AND COHESION POLICIES

PHOTO CREDIT:  

Directorate-General For internal Policies

 iStock International Inc., Image Source, Photodisk, Phovoir, Shutterstock

Transport and Tourism

Regional Development

Fisheries

Culture and EducationCulture and Education

Agriculture and Rural Development

DRAFT ! DRAFT ! DRAFT ! DRAFT ! DRAFT ! DRAFT PRE-RELEASE! PRE-RELEASE! PRE-RELEASE!

vwiame
Typewritten Text

vwiame
Typewritten Text

vwiame
Typewritten Text

vwiame
Typewritten Text

vwiame
Typewritten Text





DIRECTORATE-GENERAL FOR INTERNAL POLICIES

POLICY DEPARTMENT B: STRUCTURAL AND COHESION POLICIES

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND
TERRITORIAL SITUATION OF

THE NETHERLANDS

In-depth analysis





This document was requested by the European Parliament’s Committee on Regional
Development.

AUTHOR

Marek Kołodziejski
Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies
European Parliament
B-1047 Brussels
E-mail: poldep-cohesion@europarl.europa.eu

EDITORIAL ASSISTANCE

Valerie Wiame

LINGUISTIC VERSIONS

Original: EN
Translation: FR, IT.

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER

To contact the Policy Department or to subscribe to its monthly newsletter please write to:
poldep-cohesion@europarl.europa.eu

Manuscript completed in February 2015.
Brussels, © European Union, 2015.

This document is available on the internet at:
www.europarl.europa.eu/studies

DISCLAIMER

The opinions expressed in this document are the sole responsibility of the author and do
not necessarily represent the official position of the European Parliament.

Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the
source is acknowledged and the publisher is given prior notice and sent a copy.



DIRECTORATE-GENERAL FOR INTERNAL POLICIES

POLICY DEPARTMENT B: STRUCTURAL AND COHESION POLICIES

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND
TERRITORIAL SITUATION OF

THE NETHERLANDS

In-depth analysis

Abstract

This in-depth analysis provides an overview of the Netherlands, its political,
economic and administrative system and of its Partnership Agreement for the
2014-2020 period.

The analysis has been drawn up in preparation for the visit to the Netherlands by a
delegation from the Committee on Regional Development.

IP/B/REGI/INT/2015-01 February 2015

PE 540.353 EN





Economic, Social and Territorial Situation of the Netherlands

3

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 5

LIST OF TABLES 6

LIST OF FIGURES 6

1. ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND TERRITORIAL SITUATION 7

1.1. Key facts and figures 7

1.2. Political and governmental structures 8

1.3. Administrative division of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 10

1.4. Administrative division of the Netherlands 12

1.5. The economy 15

1.6. Innovation, Smart Specialisation and the Netherlands 18

1.7. Population and labour market 20

2. EU COHESION POLICY IN THE NETHERLANDS 2014-2020 21

2.1. Objectives and funds 21

2.2. Partnership Agreement and Operational Programmes 22

2.3. European Territorial Cooperation 24

SUMMARY 25

REFERENCES 27



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies

4



Economic, Social and Territorial Situation of the Netherlands

5

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

DG REGIO Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy, European
Commission

EAFRD

EGTC

European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development

European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation

ERDF European Regional Development Fund

ESF European Social Fund

ESIF

EU

European Structural and Investment Funds

European Union

EUR Euro

GDP

LAU

Gross Domestic Product

Local Administrative Units

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NSRF National Strategic Reference Framework

NUTS

OP

PPS

R&D

R&I

RP

SME

Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics

Operational Programme

Purchasing Power Standards

Research and Development

Research and Innovation

Regional Programme

Small and Medium sized Enterprise



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies

6

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1:
Key data 8
Table 2:
Inflation rate in the Netherlands compared to the average for the EU 16
Table 3:
Real GDP growth rate in the Netherlands (in %) 17
Table 4:
General government deficit and surplus (in % of GDP) 18
Table 5:
General government gross debt (in % of GDP) 18
Table 6:
Natural population change 20
Table 7:
Fertility rate in the Netherlands compared to the average for the EU 20
Table 8:
Unemployment rate (in %) for the total population and those
aged under 25 20
Table 9:
Structural funds for the Netherlands in EUR million, 2014-2020 22
Table 10:
Allocation breakdown by thematic objective and by fund (except territorial
cooperation) in Euro 23

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1.
Map of the Netherlands 7
Figure 2.
Map of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 11
Figure 3.
Administrative division of the Netherlands (overview) 12
Figure 4.
Administrative division of the Netherlands 13
Figure 5.
Revenue sources of municipalities (2007) (in EUR billion) 14
Figure 6.
Share of the value of exports in the Dutch economy 16
Figure 7.
Share of EU destination in total value of exports in the EU member states 17
Figure 8.
Regional Competitiveness and Employment Objective regions in the
Netherlands, 2007-2013 18
Figure 9.
Regional performance groups 19
Figure 10.
Structural Funds (ERDF and ESF) eligibility in 2014-2020 21



Economic, Social and Territorial Situation of the Netherlands

7

1. ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND TERRITORIAL
SITUATION

1.1. Key facts and figures

Figure 1: Map of the Netherlands

Source: Author

The Netherlands is one of the four countries forming the Kingdom of the Netherlands. The
other three are the Caribbean islands of Aruba, Curaçao and Sint Maarten. The Netherlands
consists of 12 provinces located in Western Europe and three Caribbean islands of Bonaire,
Sint Eustatius and Saba. The European part of the country borders Belgium in the south-
west and Germany in the east. The north-western border of the Netherlands is formed by
the North Sea. The Netherlands is often called ‘Holland’, although North Holland and South
Holland are only two of the provinces of the Netherlands.

The surface area of the country is 41 540 km2 (33 893 km2 of land area), of which around
20% lies below the sea level. A well-developed water management structure and flood
defences are therefore indispensable. It has a population of 16.8 million citizens, making it
the eighth most-populated country in the EU. With a population density of 496.5 persons
per km2 (117 for the EU), the Netherlands is the second most-densely populated country in
the EU after Malta.

Dutch is the official language of the country, although the Frisian language also has official
status in the province of Fryslân.
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Table 1: Key data

Area 41 540.4 km2

Population 16 829 289

Population density (per km2) 496.5

Official language Dutch

Currency EUR

GDP per capita (PPS) 131

Growth rate -0.7%

Unemployment rate 6.7%

Inflation rate 0.3%

Public deficit 2.3% of GDP

Public debt 78.6% of GDP
Source: Eurostat for 2013

1.2. Political and governmental structures

The Netherlands is a parliamentary democracy and constitutional monarchy. This
means that the government is subject to parliamentary scrutiny. The government is
composed by the King, the Prime Minister and the Council of Ministers.

The Monarch (King Willem–Alexander since 30 April 2013) is the head of state and,
together with the ministers, makes up the government (Regering). The Constitution has
laid down that the monarch is inviolable. This means that the monarch is politically neutral
and ministers are accountable to the Parliament for government policy. As the head of
state, the monarch co-signs new Acts of Parliament. He or she is also involved in the
formation of new governments. The Monarch represents the Kingdom of the Netherlands at
home and abroad.

The bicameral parliament, called the States-General (Staten Generaal), consists of an
upper house called the Senate (Eerste Kamer) and a lower house called the House of
Representatives (Tweede Kamer). The Parliament scrutinises the government and it is
responsible for enacting legislation. Legislation only comes into force after it has been
passed by both chambers of the Parliament. The government and individual ministers are
accountable to the Parliament (and in practice to the House of Representatives). Ministers
cannot simultaneously be members of the Parliament.

The House of Representatives has 150 members elected every four years in direct
elections under a proportional voting system. Its main duties are scrutinising the
government and creating laws.

The Senate has 75 members elected every four years by the members of the twelve
Provincial Councils. It can approve or reject bills but it cannot amend them.

The next elections to the House of Representatives will probably take place in 2016 and
those to the Senate not later than three months after the next elections to the Provincial
Councils.
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The Constitution lays down that the ministers, and not the monarch, are responsible for
acts of government. The Cabinet comprises the Prime Minister, the other Ministers and the
State Secretaries. The Cabinet formulates, and is accountable for, the Government’s
policies. The Prime Minister acts as the president of the Cabinet and chairs the weekly
‘Council of Ministers’. Currently Mark Rutte, the leader of the People’s Party for Freedom
and Democracy (VVD), is the Prime Minister, and his party together with the Labour Party
(PvdA) forms the government.

The Constitution (Grondwet) (revised in 1983) contains:

• fundamental rights:

o freedom of expression;

o the right to privacy;

o the right to vote and to stand for election;

o the right to equal treatment.

• important rules on the organisation of the Dutch system of government, such as:

o how the representatives of state institutions (such as the parliament, the
government and the courts) are elected or appointed and what their duties
and powers are;

o how laws are created and how the Constitution itself can be amended;

o how provinces and municipalities are governed.

The Constitution is subordinate to the Charter for the Kingdom of the Netherlands,
which regulates the constitutional relationship between the different states constituting the
Kingdom, i.e. the Netherlands, Curaçao, Sint Maarten and Aruba.

To amend the Constitution, a two-thirds majority is required in both the Senate and the
House of Representatives.

The Christian Democratic Appeal party was for a very long time the strongest political party
in the Netherlands, but it lost its dominant position in the 1990s. The current Dutch political
scene is dominated by its two biggest political parties:

 People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD) — member of the ALDE group;

 Labour Party (PvdA) — member of the S&D group.

Other important political parties are:

 Socialist Party (SP) — member of the GUE/NGL group;

 Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA) — member of the EPP group;

 Democrats 66 (D66) — member of the ALDE group;

 Party for Freedom (PVV) — Non-attached;

 Christian Union (CU) — member of the ECR group;

 Green Left (GL) — member of the Greens/EFA group;

 Reformed Political Party (SGP) — member of the ECR group;

 Party for the Animals — member of the GUE/NGL group.
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The Netherlands was one of the six founding members of the European Communities
and one of the eleven founding members of the Eurozone. It is also a member of NATO, the
OECD and the WTO. The Netherlands is the host of the International Court of Justice,
Europol, Eurojust and many other international organisations.

1.3. Administrative division of the Kingdom of the Netherlands

In the past, the Netherlands was one of the major colonial powers. As a result, today it has
close relations with some overseas territories. Since 2010, the Kingdom of the
Netherlands has consisted of four countries:

 The Netherlands;

 Aruba;

 Curaçao;

 Sint Maarten.

This new structure was introduced as a result of the referendum organised in 2005 on the
islands of the Netherlands Antilles. In 2010 the Netherlands Antilles were dissolved
and the Caribbean islands of Curaçao and St Maarten became autonomous countries with
their own governments and legislation. They are therefore no longer dependencies of the
Netherlands. Another island – Aruba – already held similar status.

Three other Caribbean islands – Bonaire, Sint Eustatius and Saba — which are also known
as the ‘Caribbean Netherlands’ — have become ‘special municipalities’ of the
Netherlands and form part of the Netherlands itself. The government of the Netherlands
took over responsibility for these islands from the dissolved government of the Netherlands
Antilles. On these islands, Dutch legislation will replace the previous Antillean law. The
special municipalities have a single police force, fire department and ambulance service
with a central dispatch centre. The inhabitants of the Caribbean Netherlands have the same
rights as the inhabitants of the European part of the Netherlands.

The Kingdom of the Netherlands is responsible for the protection of human rights, legal
certainty, and good governance in all its constituent countries. The Netherlands supports
the judiciary in the Caribbean region of the Kingdom and helps to maintain the regional
coastguard. The Netherlands also provides financial support to the Caribbean Netherlands.1

All six of the islands that were part of the dissolved Netherlands Antilles are European
Union Overseas Countries and Territories. That means that their territories are not part
of the European Union or subject to EU law, but the Union recognises their relations with
EU Member States and offers support for their economic and social development. During
the 2008-2013 period, they were eligible for funding of around EUR 32.9 million under the
European Development Fund.

1 Source: www.government.nl
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Figure 2: Map of the Kingdom of the Netherlands

Source: www.government.nl
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1.4. Administrative division of the Netherlands

The Netherlands is a unitary state. Its territorial administration consists of:

• 12 provinces (provincies) at NUTS2 level;

• 4082 municipalities (gemeenten) at LAU2 level;

• 25 water boards (waterschappen); and

• 3 special municipalities in the Caribbean Netherlands.

Figure 3: Administrative division of the Netherlands (overview)

Source: Eurostat

At regional level, the Netherlands is divided into 12 self-governing provinces. These are
run by provincial councils (Provinciale Staten) that are elected through direct elections
for four-year terms. The number of members of these councils varies depending on the
population of each province.

The provincial council meets approximately ten times a year. It is chaired by the King’s
Commissioner (Commissaris van de Koning) for the respective province. It can establish
various committees to prepare the different areas of policy. The main competences of the
provincial council are: adopting the annual provincial budget, passing provincial laws
(known as policies and ordinances), the election and control of a local executive, and
election of the members of the Senate. The provincial councils can draw up plans affecting
all or part of the province, e.g. provincial road plans and water plans, provincial
environmental plans, or distribution plans for educational institutions and healthcare
facilities.

2 Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS). Data for 1 January 2013.
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The provincial executive (Gedeputeerde Staten) is composed of members elected by the
provincial council. Each member has his/her own tasks, but decisions are taken jointly. The
provincial executive, like the provincial council, is chaired by the King’s Commissioner.
The provincial executive prepares the work of the provincial council and implements its
decisions. It also implements national schemes, issues permits and funding, monitors
municipal finances and manages the property of the province.

The King’s Commissioners are appointed by the Crown, i.e. the Council of Ministers
presided by the Monarch, in each of the provinces. They are appointed for a six-year
period. The King’s Commissioners chair both the provincial councils and the provincial
executive, but in the council they have only an advisory role. The King’s Commissioners
recommend candidates for appointment as mayors, advise on royal honours, liaise with the
Royal Family, assist the police in maintaining public law and order, and represent the
interests of the provinces in a wide range of matters.3

Provincial powers and responsibilities lie somewhere between the tasks of the central
government and the local administration. They are derived from the policy of the central
government, typically involving traffic and public transport, environment, public housing,
and the preparation of regional plans.

The provinces have two major sources of revenue:

 general grants from the central government’s Provincial Fund and funds
earmarked for the tasks resulting from national policy. The central
government is the main source of revenue;

 own income, e.g. surcharges on road tax or dividends and interests.

Figure 4: Administrative division of the Netherlands

Source: Association of Regional Water Authorities (Unie Van Waterschappen)

At local level, the Netherlands is divided into 408 self-governing municipalities called
gemeenten. Due to the gradual merger of municipalities, they are growing in size. Today,
two-thirds of Dutch municipalities have over 20 000 inhabitants and nearly half of them
have between 20 000 and 50 000 inhabitants. In the European Union, only Denmark has a
larger average number of inhabitants per municipality.4

3 Source: www.limburg.nl.
4 Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS). Data for 1 January 2013.
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The capital of the Netherlands is Amsterdam (with the largest population of over 750 000
inhabitants). The three other largest cities are The Hague (with the parliament and the
government), Rotterdam and Utrecht.

Each municipality has a municipal council (gemeenteraad), which is elected through direct
elections for a four-year term. The number of members varies depending on each
municipality’s population.

A municipal council appoints members of the municipal executive, called wethouders. They
are not allowed to simultaneously hold office as a member of the council and the executive.
The executive is responsible for preparing the work of the council and implementing its
decisions. It also implements legislation decided upon at provincial and national level, such
as Environmental Management Acts.

The mayor is the head of the municipal executive and the council. He/she is the only
member of these bodies who is not elected through direct elections. His/her candidature is
proposed by the King’s Commissioner and approved by the Crown, i.e. by the Monarch and
the Minister of the Interior (or by the cabinet, in the case of large municipalities). His/her
appointment lasts for six years and can be renewed.

Municipal powers and responsibilities are laid down in the Municipal Act. The main
competences cover local public services, particularly local town and country planning, public
housing, transport and local roads, environmental issues, waste management and social
services.5

The municipalities have two major sources of revenue:

 own income from local taxes, local assets such as port authorities and
income from municipal property;

 the annual grant from the Municipalities Fund, which is financed by the
central government and can be spent freely on activities decided by the
council, as well as earmarked transfers that cover the costs of tasks resulting
from national policy in areas such as social services, primary education and
urban regeneration.

Figure 5: Income of local government in the Netherlands, 2013

Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS).

5 Source: Local Government in The Netherlands, Association of the Netherlands Municipalities, 2007.
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In addition to the traditional territorial administrative structure, the Netherlands is divided
into 25 water boards (waterschappen). These are very specific to this country. They are
decentralised public authorities responsible for water management in the country – e.g.
flood control, irrigation and drainage or municipal waste water purification. Around 20 % of
the surface of the Netherlands lies below sea level and over 50 % of its territory is
vulnerable to flooding. Thus, the maintenance of all infrastructure related to water security
is of upmost importance. Water boards are responsible for water barriers, dams, pumping
stations, river dikes and canals. They are also responsible for water quality and the
treatment of urban waste water.

The regional water authorities are the oldest form of democratic government in the
Netherlands. The first regional water authorities date back to the 13th century.6 Today, their
structure and activities are described in the Water Board Act of 2009 and their position is
guaranteed in the Constitution. From a hierarchical point of view, water boards have a
similar position to municipalities. As described in the Constitution, the provinces play an
important role with regard to the organisation of the regional water authorities. It is, after
all, their responsibility to set up, discontinue, lay down rules for and supervise the regional
water authorities.7

The boundaries of the water boards are determined by hydraulic factors such as sub-
catchment basins, dike rings, pumping and storage areas, etc. Many of them are therefore
inter-provincial.

The water boards are governed by governing boards and executive committees. The
governing board consists of representatives of local residents and specific interest
groups, such as farmers, owners of natural areas and businesses. The number of members
varies depending on each board area’s population. The majority of seats are always
reserved for residents’ representatives. Whilst these representatives are elected through
direct elections, the representatives of the specific interest groups are appointed by their
organisations (e.g. chambers of commerce or farmers’ organisations). Members of the
governing board are elected and appointed for four-year terms.

The members of the executive committee are selected by the governing board from
among its members. The executive committee is chaired by a chairperson appointed by the
Crown for a period of six years who is the only member of the executive committee that is
not a member of the governing board. The executive committee is responsible for the daily
activities of the water board and for preparing the work of the governing board. As public
administrative bodies, water boards can lay down regulations and make decisions that are
binding for citizens. In order to carry out their responsibilities, they have their own
budgets. Unlike the provinces and municipalities, whose income is largely dependent on
government revenue, a large part of the water boards’ budgets is based on own revenue:
taxes, charges and fees.

1.5. The economy

The Netherlands has the sixth-largest economy in the EU. It is well known for its stability,
moderate inflation, low unemployment and consistent export surplus. In 2013, it had the
fourth highest per capita GDP in the European Union (after Luxembourg, Sweden and
Denmark). Thanks to its large port in Rotterdam and airport near Amsterdam, it is one of

6 Source: Water governance. The Dutch regional water authority model, Unie Van Waterschappen, 2011.
7 Ibidem.
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the major transport hubs in Europe. Dutch industry is characterised by its high
technological advancement.
The Netherlands has very strong food, petrochemical and electromechanical industries. It is
well known for its large corporations such as Unilever, Heineken, Shell, Philips and ING.

Table 2: Inflation rate in the Netherlands compared to the average for the EU

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

The
Netherlands 1.5 1.7 1.6 2.2 1.0 0.9 2.5 2.8 2.6 0.3

EU 2.3 2.3 2.4 3.7 1.0 2.1 3.1 2.6 1.5 0.6
Source: Eurostat

The Netherlands is ranked 17th in the Index of Economic Freedom published by the Heritage
Foundation in 2015. It is ranked seventh among EU Member States.8

Thanks to the very intensive mechanisation of its agriculture, the Netherlands is the EU’s
second largest exporter of agricultural products. The agriculture sector employs only 2 % of
the population, but provides a large surplus in food production for the food industry and for
export.

The Netherlands is the second-largest exporter in the European Union. Total exports of
goods account for 20.5 % of its GDP. Together with exports of services, this total rises to
31.5 %.

Figure 6: Share of the value of exports in the Dutch economy

Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS), 2013

Dutch exports are very EU-oriented. In 2013, 73 % of Dutch exports went to EU countries
and around 66 % to the 14 pre-2004 Member States. A considerable part of Dutch exports
to the EU consists of re-exports. In 2014, imports from its EU partners accounted for only
52 %. The Netherlands’ largest export partners are Germany (24.2 %), Belgium (11.1 %),
United Kingdom (8.4 %), France (8.2 %) and Italy (4.3 %). Its main import partners are
Germany (16.3 %), Belgium (9.7 %), China (9.4 %), USA (6.9 %) and United Kingdom

8 Source: http://www.heritage.org.
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(6.7 %).9 In 2013, the Netherlands recorded a large surplus of exports (EUR 433 106
million) over imports (EUR 386 355 million).

Figure 7: Share of EU destination in total value of exports in the EU member
states

Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS), 2013

Due to its high dependence on the export and international financial markets, the Dutch
economy was very badly hit by the global economic crisis. After many years of constant
economic growth, the economy shrank by 3.3 % in 2009. Export companies and, in
particular, the financial sector went through a very difficult period. Banks, such as ING,
needed financial assistance from the State.

Table 3: Real GDP growth rate in the Netherlands (in %)

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

GDP
change 1.9 2.3 3.8 4.2 2.1 -3.3 1.1 1.7 -1.6p -0.7p

Source: Eurostat, p-provisional

The second wave of the crisis in Europe has also been difficult for the Dutch economy. Its
GDP decreased by a further 0.7 % in 2013, but is expected to increase by 0.9 % in 2014.10

Government spending accounts for about half of GDP. The economic decline has had a
negative impact on state budget revenues. After the budgetary surplus recorded between
2006 and 2008, the government deficit is now consistently high due to the reduction in tax
revenue and the increase in anti-crisis expenditure. The Netherlands were the subject to
the excessive deficit procedure. As it took the necessary and effective actions, in June 2014
this procedure was abrogated.

9 Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS), data for the first ten months of 2014.
10 Source: Eurostat.
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Table 4: General government deficit and surplus (in % of GDP)

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Deficit/surplus -1.8 -0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 -5.5 -5.0 -4.3 -4.0 -2.3
Source: Eurostat

After 2008, the total government debt also exceeded the limit of 60 %.

Table 5: General government gross debt (in % of GDP)

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Deficit/surplus 50.0 49.4 44.9 42.7 54.8 56.5 59.0 61.3 66.5 68.6
Source: Eurostat

1.6. Innovation, Smart Specialisation and the Netherlands

The Netherlands is considered to be one of the most innovative economies in Europe. Its
public authorities are actively supporting research and innovation in the Dutch academies
and private sector. In the programming period 2007-2013, around 50 % of the EU
Structural Funds was allocated in the actions supporting innovation of the economy. In the
programming period 2014-2020, around 66 % of the ERDF investment is focused on the
promotion of the innovation-friendly business environment. One of the objectives of the
ESIF support is to increase the level of investments in R&I from 2.13 % of GDP in 2012 to
2.5 %.

According to the Innovation Union Scoreboard 2014, the Netherlands is classified sixth in
the EU regarding its innovation (after Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Finland and
Luxembourg). Its position in this ranking increased from the eighth position in 2006.
Although the rate at which innovation is growing in the Netherlands is faster than that of
the innovation leaders, it is below the average for the EU (1.6 % annual average growth for
the Netherlands against 1.7 % for the EU28).

Figure 8: EU Member States' innovation performance

Source: Innovation Union Scoreboard 2014, European Commission, 2014
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The Netherlands is one of the eight EU Member States where the 27 innovation leading
regions are located. Two such regions in the Netherlands are: Noord-Brabant and Utrecht.

Figure 9: Regional performance groups

Source: Regional Innovation Scoreboard 2014, European Commission, 2014

The innovative performance of the Netherlands had been improving until 2012 when it was
ranked in fifth position in the EU. The Netherlands is performing above the EU average for
most indicators considered in the Innovation Union Scoreboard. In particular, it is amongst
the leaders of "Open, excellent and effective research systems". This means that its
innovation system is open for cooperation with partners from abroad, researchers are well
networked at international level and the quality of research output is very high.

One of the instruments to better support the innovation of the economy and the
international cooperation of the researchers and enterprises is the focus on Smart
Specialisation and creation of the Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart
Specialisation (RIS3). Smart Specialisation helps regions to identify their best assets.
Through Research and Innovation Strategies, regions can determine their strategic
priorities, focusing on regional strengths and potential. It also allows the regions to develop
synergies between different European and national (public and private) funds e.g.
structural and research funds.

Currently, four Research and Innovation Strategies are prepared in the Netherlands and
cover all the territory of the European part of the country. These four strategies cover the
same territory as the four regional Operational Programmes for the ERDF.
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1.7. Population and labour market

With a population of almost 17 million inhabitants and a surface area of 41 540 km2 (33
893 km2 of which is land area) the Netherlands is the second most-densely populated
country in the EU (after Malta). The population density has reached 496.5 persons per km2

compared to the EU average of 117 persons per km2.

The population of the Netherlands is growing slowly but steadily. Between 2004 and 2014 it
increased by around 3.5 % from 16,258,032 to 16,829,289. This increase is largely based
on the natural population change (the number of live births is higher than the number of
deaths), which is the fifth highest in the EU after Ireland, Luxembourg, France and Cyprus.
The total fertility rate in the Netherlands is higher than the EU average, and reached 1.76
in 2011.

Table 6: Natural population change

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
The
Netherlands 3.5 3.2 3.0 2.9 3.0 3.1 2.9 2.7 2.1 1.8

EU 0.8 0.6 1.0 1.0b 1.2 1.0 1.0 0.8b 0.5 0.2ep

Source: Eurostat, ep - estimated provisional

Table 7: Fertility rate in the Netherlands compared to the average for the EU

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
The
Netherlands 1.75 1.72 1.71 1.72 1.72 1.77 1.79 1.79 1.76 1.72

EU 1.47 1.50 1.51 1.54 1.56 1.61 1.60 1.61 1.58 1.58
Source: Eurostat

In addition, life expectancy at birth in the Netherlands is one of the longest in the EU at
79.3 years for men and 83 years for women in 2012.

The unemployment rate in the Netherlands is relatively low compared to other EU Member
States. In 2001, it was even down at 2.5 % with only Luxembourg recording better figures.
However, the current economic crisis has led to a large increase in the level of
unemployment, in particular for the most disadvantaged groups such as the young, people
with lower qualifications and immigrants. It is nevertheless important to mention that the
labour market is in a healthier situation than that of some countries in southern Europe.

Table 8: Unemployment rate (in %) for the total population and those aged
under 25

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Total
population 5.3 4.4 3.6 3.1 3.7 4.5 4.4 5.3 6.7 6.8

Under 25 9.4 7.5 7.0 6.3 7.7 8.7 7.6 9.5 11.0 10.5
Source: Eurostat

A high employment rate is one of the traditional goals of Dutch economic policy. The
Netherlands has the third highest employment rate in the EU (after Sweden and Germany)
and the rate is almost 10 % higher than the EU average.
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2. EU COHESION POLICY IN THE NETHERLANDS
2014-2020

2.1. Objectives and funds

For the 2014-2020 period, the Netherlands is allocated around EUR 1.4 billion11 of
cohesion policy funding:

 EUR 1.14 billion for more developed regions (including 507 million for
ESF);

 EUR 389.7 million for the European Territorial Co-operation.

These funds will be complemented by Dutch public and private partners.

In the 2014-2020 programming period all Dutch regions are considered to be more
developed regions.

Figure 10: Structural Funds (ERDF and ESF) eligibility in 2014-2020

Source: European Commission, DG REGIO

11 Unless otherwise indicated, all figures in this section are from the website of DG REGIO.



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies

22

The Netherlands has translated the broad priorities from the Partnership Agreement into 5
Operational Programmes (OPs): one national programme co-financed by the ESF and
four regional programmes co-financed by the ERDF. These are :

 OP North Netherlands;

 OP East Netherlands;

 OP West Netherlands; and

 OP South Netherlands.

Table 9: Structural funds for the Netherlands in EUR million, 2014-2020

Objective Fund EU

More developed regions
ERDF 507.3

ESF 507.3

Total more developed regions 1 014.6

Total European
Territorial Cooperation ERDF 389.7

Total 1 404.3

Source: European Commission, DG REGIO

2.2. Partnership Agreement and Operational Programmes

The investment priorities for the Cohesion Policy in the Netherlands in 2014-2020 period
are defined in the Partnership Agreement. This document was prepared with the principle of
the multilevel governance (with an active participation of local, regional and social
partners) and agreed with the European Commission. The selected priorities are as follow:

 Promotion of an innovation-friendly business environment. This should be
achieved by supporting actions leading to an increase in research & innovation
investments in the private sector and to better cooperation between SME’s and
science and research bodies;

 Increasing labour market participation and fostering social inclusion. This
should be achieved by helping vulnerable groups enter into employment through
adequate labour market measures and by promoting and supporting active and
healthy ageing;

 Promoting a resource-efficient economy. This should be achieved by investing
in innovative technologies enhancing energy efficiency and the increased use of
renewable energy sources.

These priorities are being supported through five Operational Programmes, four regional
OPs co-financed by ERDF and one national OP co-financed by ESF.

OP North Netherlands
The region of North Netherlands consists of the provinces of Friesland, Groningen and
Drenthe. In the 2014-2020 period it will be allocated EUR 103,541,823 from the ERDF.

OP East Netherlands
The region of Eastern-Netherlands consists of the provinces of Gelderland and Overijssel. In
the 2014-2020 period it will be allocated EUR 100,302,292 from the ERDF.
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OP West Netherlands
The region of West Netherlands consists of the provinces Zuid-Holland, Noord-Holland,
Utrecht and Flevoland. In the 2014-2020 period it will be allocated EUR 189,847,057 from
the ERDF.

OP South Netherlands
The region of South Netherlands consists of the provinces Zeeland, Noord-Brabant and
Limburg. In the 2014-2020 period it will be allocated EUR 113,627,056 from the ERDF.

All four regional OPs aim to strengthen its potential for research and innovation and
to shift to a resource-efficient, low-carbon economy.

OP ESF
The national wide OP co-financed by the European Social Fund aims at increasing the
employment rate. Over 70% of its budget (EUR 507.3 million from ESF) will be invested in
labour integration of people on the margins of the labour market. The most important
players in these activities will be the municipalities that will use as tools: labour integration
pathways, (re)-training, and individual coaching. The remaining 30% of the budget will be
provided to the enterprises and employees to create working environments that enable
workers to stay active longer.

Table 10: Allocation breakdown by thematic objective and by fund (except
territorial cooperation) in Euro

ERDF ESF Total

01. Strengthening research, technological
development and innovation

332,471,268 - 332,471,268

02. Enhancing access to, and use and quality of,
information and communication technologies

- - -

03. Enhancing the competitiveness of small and
medium-sized enterprises, the agricultural sector (for
the EAFRD) and the fisheries and aquaculture sector
(for the EMFF)

- - -

04. Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon
economy in all sectors

121,339,440 - 121,339,440

05. Promoting climate change adaptation, risk
prevention and management

- - -

06. Preserving and protecting the environment and
promoting resource efficiency

- - -

07. Promoting sustainable transport and removing
bottlenecks in key network infrastructures

- - -

08. Promoting sustainable and quality employment
and supporting labour mobility

11,659,647 126,000,000 137,659,647

09. Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty
and any
discrimination

21,555,994 361,025,499 382,581,493

10. Investing in education, training and vocational
training for skills and lifelong learning

- - -

11. Enhancing institutional capacity of public
authorities and
stakeholders and an efficient public administration

- - -

Technical assistance 20,291,879 20,292,729 40,584,608

Total 507,318,228 507,318,228 1014636456

Source: Partnership Agreement with the Netherlands, 2014-2020
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Urban development is one of the important elements financed by the EU funds in the
Netherlands. 10% of the ERDF and 5% of the ESF will be invested in sustainable urban
development actions through ‘integrated territorial investments’ in Amsterdam, Rotterdam,
Utrecht and The Hague.

2.3. European Territorial Cooperation

The ERDF also contributes towards financing the European Territorial Cooperation goal,
which consists of three strands: cross-border, trans-national and interregional. The
Netherlands takes part in 10 territorial cooperation programmes:

 Four cross-border co-operation programmes with other EU Member States:

o ‘Two Seas’ (with Belgium, France and United Kingdom);

o ‘Belgium–Netherlands’ (with Belgium);

o ‘Netherlands–Germany’ (with Germany);

o ‘Euregio Maas-Rhein’ (with Belgium and Germany).

 Two transnational co-operation programmes which cover larger areas of co-
operation:

o ‘North Sea Region’ (with Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Sweden and United
Kingdom);

o ‘North-West Europe’ (with France, Belgium, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg,
United Kingdom and Switzerland).

 Four interregional cooperation programmes: INTERACT II, URBACT II, ESPON
and INTERREG IVC (total budget for all 27 EU Member States: EUR 443 million).

For these activities, the Netherlands will receive EUR 389.7 million during the 2014-2020
period (it was EUR 247 million during the 2007-2013 period).

Currently, the Netherlands participate in two European Groupings of Territorial
Cooperation (EGTC):

 EGTC Linieland van Waas en Hulst - with the partner from Belgium;

 European Urban Knowledge Network (EUKN) EGTC Limited - a pan-European
network crated together with partners from Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Republic,
France, Germany, Hungary, Luxembourg, Romania and Spain as observer.
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SUMMARY
The Kingdom of the Netherlands consists of four countries: the Netherlands, Aruba,
Curaçao and Sint Maarten. The Netherlands consists of 12 provinces located in Western
Europe and the three Caribbean islands of Bonaire, Sit Eustatius and Saba. Only the
European part of the Kingdom forms part of the European Union. It borders Belgium in the
south-west and Germany in the east. The Caribbean islands have the status of Overseas
Countries and Territories of the European Union.

The Netherlands is a parliamentary democracy and constitutional monarchy. This
means that the government is subject to parliamentary scrutiny. The government is formed
by the King, the Prime Minister and the Ministers.

The monarch is the head of state. The bicameral parliament consists of an upper house
called the Senate (Eerste Kamer) and a lower house called the House of Representatives
(Tweede Kamer). The current government is formed by the People’s Party for Freedom
and Democracy and the Labour Party. The current Prime Minister, Mark Rutte, is the leader
of the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy.

The Netherlands is a unitary state. Its territorial administration consists of 12 provinces,
408 municipalities, 25 water boards, and three special municipalities in the Caribbean
Netherlands.

The provinces are run by directly elected provincial councils and provincial executives.
Both bodies are chaired by the representative of the Crown — the King’s Commissioner.
The provinces carry out tasks of importance at regional level, such as public transport,
environment, public housing, and the preparation of regional plans. They are financed by
government grants and their own taxes and resources.

The municipalities have directly elected municipal councils and municipal executives.
Both bodies are chaired by the mayor, who is appointed by the Crown. The municipalities
carry out tasks that are important at local level, such as local town and country planning,
public housing, local roads, environmental issues, waste management and social services.
They are financed by government grants and their own taxes and resources.

The water boards are governed by governing boards that are partially elected through
direct elections and by executive committees. The chairperson of the executive committee
is appointed by the Crown. The water boards are responsible for water management in the
country, e.g. flood control, irrigation, drainage or municipal waste-water purification. Most
of their financial resources come from their own taxes and levies.

The Netherlands has the sixth-largest economy in the EU. It is well known for its
economic stability, moderate inflation, low unemployment and consistent export surplus. In
2013, it had the fourth-highest GDP per capita in the European Union. However, due to its
high dependence on the export and international financial markets, the Dutch economy was
very badly hit by the global economic crisis. After a period of budgetary surplus recorded
from 2006 to 2008, the government deficit is now consistently high.

For the 2014-2020 period, the Netherlands is allocated over EUR 1.4 billion of cohesion
policy funding. All Dutch regions are eligible as more developed regions. The
Netherlands has decided to devote around 66% of the ERDF in the promotion of research
and innovation and around 24% in support to shift to a low-carbon economy.
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