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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 St Maarten. The Netherlands 

consists of 12 provinces located in Western Europe and the three Caribbean islands of 

Bonaire, St 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 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-populous country in the EU. With a population density of 494 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 16 779 575 

Population density (per km2) 494.5 

Official language Dutch 

Currency EUR 

GDP per capita (PPS) 129 

Growth rate -1.2% 

Unemployment rate  5.3% 

Inflation rate 2.8% 

Public deficit 4.1% of GDP 

Public debt 71.2% of GDP 

Source: Eurostat for 2012 

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 consists 

of the King, the Prime Minister and ministers.  

 

The monarch (King Willem–Alexander since 30 April 2013) is the head of state and, 

together with 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 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 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 for 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, St 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 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; 

 Party for Freedom (PVV) — Non-attached; 

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

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

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

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

 Reformed Political Party (SGP) — member of the EFD group. 

 

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. 
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1.3. Administrative division of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

 

In the past, the Netherlands was one of the major colonial powers, and as a result it has 

close relations today with some overseas territories. Since 2010, the Kingdom of the 

Netherlands has consisted of four countries: 

- The Netherlands; 

- Aruba; 

- Curaçao; 

- St 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, St 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 Netherlands1. 

 

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 www.government.nl. 

http://www.government.nl/
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Figure 2: Map of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

 

Source: www.government.nl  

 

http://www.government.nl/


Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies 

 

 12 

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 matters3. 

 

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. In the European Union, only Denmark has a larger 

average number of inhabitants per municipality4.  

                                           
3 Source: www.limburg.nl. 
4 Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS). Data for 1 January 2013. 

http://www.limburg.nl/
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The capital of the Netherlands is The Hague. The three other largest cities are Amsterdam 

(the largest with over 750 000 inhabitants), 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 

services5. 

 

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. Revenue sources of municipalities (2007) (in EUR billion) 

 

Source: Local Government in the Netherlands, Association of the Netherlands Municipalities, 2007 

 

                                           
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 century6. 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 authorities7.  

 

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 2012, it had the 

fourth highest per capita GDP in the European Union (after Luxembourg, Austria, and 

Ireland). Thanks to its large port in Rotterdam and airport near Amsterdam, it is one of the 

major transport hubs in Europe. Dutch industry is characterised by its high technological 

advancement. The Netherlands has very strong food, petrochemical and electromechanical 

                                           
6 Source: Water governance. The Dutch regional water authority model, Unie Van Waterschappen, 2011. 
7 Ibidem. 
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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 

 2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012 

The 

Netherlands 
2.2  1.4  1.5  1.7  1.6  2.2  1.0  0.9  2.5  2.8  

EU 2.0  2.0  2.2  2.2  2.3  3.7  1.0  2.1  3.1  2.6  

Source: Eurostat 

 

The Netherlands is ranked 17th in the Index of Economic Freedom published by the Heritage 

Foundation in 2013. It is ranked seventh among EU Member States8.  

 

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) 

 

Dutch exports are very EU-oriented. In 2012, 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 2012, imports from its EU partners accounted for only 

53 %. The Netherlands’ largest export partners are Germany (24.6 %), Belgium (11.4 %), 

France (8.5 %), United Kingdom (8.3 %) and Italy (4.8 %). Its main import partners are 

Germany (16.2 %), Belgium (9.7 %), China (7.7 %), United Kingdom (7.5 %) and USA 

(6.9 %)9. In 2012, the Netherlands recorded a large surplus of exports (EUR 429 717 

million) over imports (EUR 389 449 million).  

                                           
8 Source: http://www.heritage.org. 
9 Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS), data for the first six months of 2013. 

http://www.heritage.org/
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Figure 7.  Share of EU destination in total value of exports in the EU member 

states 

 
Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS) 

 

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 3.7 % 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 %) 

 2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  

GDP 

change 0.3  2.2  2.0  3.4  3.9  1.8  -3.7  1.5  0.9  -1.2  

Source: Eurostat 

The second wave of the crisis in Europe has also been difficult for the Dutch economy. It is 

expected that Dutch GDP will decrease by a further 0.8 % in 2013, but will increase by 

0.9 % in 201410.  

 

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 is currently subject to 

the excessive deficit procedure. In June 2013, the ECOFIN Council proposed an extension 

of the deadline for the Netherlands to bring down its deficits, as it had taken effective 

action and complied with the conditions of the Stability and Growth Pact.  

 

                                           
10 Source: Eurostat. 
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Table 4. General government deficit and surplus (in % of GDP) 

 2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  

Deficit/surplus -3.1  -1.7  -0.3  0.5  0.2  0.5  -5.6  -5.1  -4.5  -4.1  

Source: Eurostat 

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

 

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

 2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  

Deficit/surplus 52.0  52.4  51.8  47.4  45.3  58.5  60.8  63.1  65.5  71.2  

Source: Eurostat 

1.6. Energy production and renewable energy in the Netherlands  

 

Thanks to access to important natural gas reserves in the North Sea, the Netherlands is 

the largest producer and exporter of natural gas in the European Union. The production of 

natural gas currently accounts for around 8 % of the total national income. The Groningen 

gas field is one of the ten largest in the world. It is expected that existing resources will 

allow the Netherlands to maintain its position as a major natural gas exporter until 2025, 

after which it will become a natural gas importer. Over 60 % of all Dutch energy production 

is based on natural gas. Given this situation, the Netherlands is investing in the 

infrastructure necessary for gas transport and storage as well as in green sources of 

energy11. 

 

In 2011, turnover in the renewable energy sector reached EUR 3.3 billion — almost 9 % of 

the total for the energy sector. This sector has also created around 10 000 jobs (of around 

100 000 jobs in the whole Dutch energy industry).  

 

The Dutch government has targeted a 14 % share for renewable energy in total energy 

consumption by 2020. To achieve this target, large investments are required in sustainable 

energy sources, mainly in bio-fuels and onshore and offshore wind power.  

 

In 2010, biomass was responsible for over 60 % of sustainable energy production in the 

Netherlands. It can be used for the production of green gas, heat, electricity and biofuel. By 

2020, the share of biofuel in petrol for cars will have to be at least 10 %. 

 

The Netherlands has vast potential as regards the production of wind electricity. Its flat and 

windswept countryside make it very suitable for the construction of wind farms. The Dutch 

Government has established a target of 6000 MW of power capacity from onshore wind 

turbines by 2020. In addition, there are plans to expand offshore wind farms, although this 

is far more expensive and new technologies need to be developed to allow large-scale 

expansion.  

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 494 persons per km2 

compared to the EU average of 117 persons per km2. 

                                           
11 Source: http://www.government.nl/. 

http://www.government.nl/
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The population of the Netherlands is growing slowly but steadily. Between 2004 and 2013 it 

increased by around 3.2 % from 16 258 032 to 16 779 575. 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  

 2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  

The 

Netherlands 3.6  3.5  3.2  3.0  2.9  3.0  3.1  2.9  2.7  2.1  

EU 0.2 0.8  0.6  1.0 1.0  1.2 1.1 1.0 0.8  

 

Source: Eurostat, no data available for 2012 

 

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

 2002 2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  

The 

Netherlands 
1.73  1.75  1.72  1.71  1.72  1.72  1.77  1.79  1.79  1.76  

EU 1.46  1.47  1.50  1.51  1.54  1.56  1.60  1.59  1.60  1.57 

Source: Eurostat 

 

In addition, life expectancy at birth in the Netherlands is one of the longest in the EU at 

79.4 years for men and 83.1 for woman in 2011. 

 

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 

 2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012 

Total 

population 4.2  5.1  5.3  4.4  3.6  3.1  3.7  4.5  4.4  5.3 

Under 25 7.3  9.0  9.4  7.5  7.0  6.3  7.7  8.7  7.6  9.5 

Source: Eurostat 

 

A high employment rate is one of the traditional goals of Dutch economic policy. The 

Netherlands has the second highest employment rate in the EU (after Sweden) and the rate 

is almost 10 % higher than the EU average. 
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2. EU COHESION POLICY IN THE NETHERLANDS 2007-

2013 

2.1. Objectives and funds  

For the 2007-2013 period, the Netherlands was allocated over EUR 1.9 billion12 of 

cohesion policy funding:  

 EUR 1.7 billion under the Regional Competitiveness and Employment 

Objective; 

 EUR 247 million under the European Territorial Co-operation Objective. 

To complement the EU investment under the National Strategic Reference Framework 

(NSRF), the national Dutch contribution is expected to amount to EUR 1.6 billion of public 

funding and EUR 687 million of private funding. That brings the total amount available for 

cohesion policy activities to over EUR 4.2 billion. 

 

The Netherlands has translated the broad priorities from the NSRF into 5 Operational 

Programmes (OPs); one national programme co-financed by the ESF and four regional 

programmes co-financed by the ERDF:  

 OP North Netherlands;  

 OP East Netherlands;  

 OP West Netherlands; and  

 OP South Netherlands.  

 

Table 9: Structural funds for the Netherlands in EUR million, 2007-2013  

Objective Fund EU National 

Public 

National 

Private 

Total 

Regional 

Competitiveness and 

Employment  

ERDF 830 963 176 1969 

ESF 830 669 511 2010 

Total Regional Competitiveness and 

Employment 
1 660    

Total European 

Territorial Cooperation13 
ERDF 247 - - 247 

Total 1 907 1 632 687 4226 

Source: European Commission, DG REGIO 

In the 2007-2013 programming period all Dutch regions are eligible under the Regional 

Competitiveness and Employment Objective. 

 

 

 

                                           
12  Unless otherwise indicated, all figures in this section are from the website of DG REGIO. 
13  Each Territorial Cooperation Programme includes a minimum of 15 % co-financing from each participating 

Member State. 
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Figure 8.  Regional Competitiveness and Employment Objective regions in the 

Netherlands, 2007-2013 

 

Source: European Commission, DG REGIO 

2.2. National Strategic Reference Framework  

 

For the 2007-2013 programming period, the Netherlands has decided to devote at least 

50 % of its cohesion policy funding to innovation. In addition, it has earmarked 80 % of its 

Structural Funds for supporting the implementation of the Lisbon Strategy. 

 

As laid down in the Dutch National Strategic Reference Framework (NSRF), the EU 

funding will be invested in the following main priorities: 

 

 Promotion of Research, Development and Innovation — nearly EUR 808 

million (49 % of its total Community allocation) will be invested in these fields. The 

objective is to support over 500 research and development (R&D) projects attracting 

more than EUR 220 million of R&D investment to projects;  

 

 Adaptability of workers – around EUR 413 million (25 % of the Community 

allocation) will be invested in this field;  

 

 Support for entrepreneurship, especially SMEs — around EUR 214 million 

(13 % of the total Community allocation) will be invested in this field. The aim is to 

support nearly 5 000 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and create 750 

new businesses. The Dutch programmes are expected to generate investment 

leverage, mobilising some EUR 687 million of private investment; 

 

 Human capital — around EUR 149 million (9 % of the Community allocation) will 

be invested in labour market measures to build a skilled and adaptable workforce. 
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The majority of these funds will be devoted to extending employment opportunities 

for disadvantaged groups, in particular young people with difficulties; 

 

 Information and communication technologies — around EUR 67 million (4 % of 

the Community allocation) will be invested in ICT infrastructure and services. The 

aim is to improve access to, and efficient use of, ICT by SMEs and citizens; 

 

 Transport infrastructure and accessibility — around EUR 56 million (3.4 % of 

the Community allocation) will be invested in this field; 

 

 Increasing workers’ participation — with a view to increasing labour supply, EUR 

213 million (13 % of the Community allocation) will be invested with the focus on 

groups that are distant from the labour market (e.g. women returning to the labour 

market, partially disabled people and older workers); 

 

 Support for inclusion of migrants — a budget of EUR 52 million (3.2 % of the 

total Community allocation) will be invested in this field; 

 

 Addressing poverty and social exclusion — around EUR 72 million (representing 

4.3 % of the total Community allocation) will be invested in this field; 

 

 Environment, promoting sustainable growth and combating climate change 

— around EUR 297 million (18 % of the total Community allocation) will be invested 

in the environment and in sustainable development. Of this amount, EUR 83.5 

million will target climate change and EUR 49 million will be used to promote the use 

of renewable energy and energy efficiency. 

 

On average, some 21 % of the funds in each regional OP will be invested in urban 

development. In the case of the OP West Netherlands that covers the four largest cities — 

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht — one third of the Community allocation 

will be invested in this strategic priority axis.  

2.3. European Social Fund – OP ‘The Netherlands’  

During the 2007-2013 programming period, the Netherlands will spend around EUR 830 

million to help more people improve their skills and join the labour market. Added to the 

national and private contributions there will be a total of around EUR 2 billion available for 

these activities. The main priorities of the ESF in the Netherlands are: 

 

 Increasing labour supply (EUR 199.2 million of the EU contribution). Under this 

priority, local authorities will help the long-term unemployed to return to work. The 

major focus will be on groups facing specific problems, such as older people, women 

and partially occupationally disabled people;  

 Promoting inclusion on the labour market of underprivileged (EUR 183 million 

of the EU contribution). This priority focuses on two main actions: helping to 

reintegrate prisoners, forensic patients and youth in juvenile custodial institutions 

into the labour market (EUR 66.4 million), and practical training and secondary 

special education for young people (EUR 116.2 million); 

 Increasing adaptability and investing in human capital (EUR 415 million of the 

EU contribution). This priority focuses on two main actions: improving the labour 

market position of working people, in particular low-skilled employees (EUR 373.5 

million), and social innovation and the modernisation of labour organisation with the 

focus on improving business performance and increasing labour productivity (EUR 

41.5 million); 

 Technical assistance (EUR 33.2 million). 
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Table 10: ESF in the Netherlands, 2007-2013 

Priority axis Community funding National contribution Total funding 

Increasing labour supply 199.2 298.8 498 

Promoting inclusion on the 

labour market of 

underprivileged 

182.6 273.9 456.5 

Increasing adaptability and 

investing in human capital 
415 574.1 989.1 

Technical assistance 33.2 33.2 66.4 

TOTAL 830 1180 2010 

Source: European Social Fund - OP 'The Netherlands' 

2.4. European Territorial Cooperation  

 

The ERDF also contributes towards financing the European Territorial Cooperation objective, 

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 247 million during the 2007-2013 

period. 

 

2.5. The Netherlands’ position regarding the future of EU cohesion 

policy  

 

In 2010, the Netherlands published the joint position paper of the Dutch central, regional 

and local government on the future of cohesion policy14. This document addresses five key 

issues: 

 the connection between cohesion policy and Europe 2020; 

                                           
14  Source: The Future of Cohesion policy. Joint position paper of the Dutch central, regional and local 

government, The Hague, 23 June 2010. 



Economic, Social and Territorial Situation of Netherlands 

 

  

 25 

 simplification of the management and control of the structural fund programmes; 

 a more integrated approach to EU programmes; 

 the influence of territorial cohesion on cohesion policy; the future of European 

Territorial Cooperation; 

 governance. 

 

The position of the Netherlands is that structural and cohesion funds should only be 

allocated to the least prosperous regions in the least prosperous Member States. The 

EU can also play a role in cross-border, transnational and interregional cooperation, 

carrying out projects that would not be set up if national cost-benefit analyses gave a 

negative result, but where the cross-border cost-benefit assessment is positive. The ESF 

should continue to focus on employment and skills, while the ERDF should focus on 

sustainable growth, innovation and competitiveness. This new approach should result in 

substantial cuts in cohesion policy funds.  

 

The Dutch Government supports the idea of multi-level governance, partnership and shared 

management being at the heart of cohesion policy and playing an important role in securing 

EU goals at national, regional and local level. At the same time, it is important that 

partnership contracts do not result in new administrative burdens.  

 

In the opinion of the Dutch Government, cohesion policy should focus on sustainable 

growth and employment and, therefore, on the goals of the Europe 2020 strategy. The 

earmarking of all cohesion funds can support this approach and should be mandatory. The 

criteria should be stricter and more focused on results in comparison with the current 

programming period. 

 

While thematic concentration would improve the results achieved by cohesion policy, 

flexibility is necessary in order to respond to specific challenges facing Member States and 

regions. In addition, the Dutch position is that synergy between Cohesion policy and 

national policies should be facilitated. National and regional governments should be able to 

choose which Europe 2020 goals to focus on when earmarking funds. 

 

The Dutch Government supports macro-economic conditionality in the implementation 

of the cohesion policy. It supports the idea of suspending structural and cohesion funds for 

Member States that do not respect the Stability and Growth Pact. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The Kingdom of the Netherlands consists of four countries: the Netherlands, Aruba, 

Curaçao and St Maarten. The Netherlands consists of 12 provinces located in Western 

Europe and the three Caribbean islands of Bonaire, St 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 consists 

of the King, the Prime Minister and 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 and 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 

2012, it had the fourth-highest per capita GDP 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 2007-2013 period, the Netherlands was allocated over EUR 1.9 billion of cohesion 

policy funding. All Dutch regions are eligible under the Regional Competitiveness and 

Employment Objective. The Netherlands has decided to devote at least 50 % of its 

cohesion policy funding to innovation. In addition, it has earmarked 80 % of its Structural 

Funds for supporting the implementation of the Lisbon Strategy. 
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