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The Netherlands

Frank Hendriks and Jurgen Goossens

4.1  State Formation

The Netherlands is a unitary state consisting of three layers 
(Fig. 4.1): national, provincial and municipal. Although cur-
rently the central state and the municipalities are the most 

important players, the Dutch provinces have always played a 
key role in the state formation of the Netherlands. Historically, 
they can be called the building blocks of the Dutch state.

The Dutch provinces originate from the autonomous ter-
ritories that emerged in the Middle Ages: duchies (Brabant, 
Gelderland), counties (Holland, Zeeland, Flanders), bish-
oprics (Utrecht) and so forth. In the fourteenth century an 
attempt to unify the provinces was made by creating a Grand 
Council, but without much success. Under Charles V, since 
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1543, the 17 provinces were supervised by a Governor and 
by the Council of State (Raad van State). Furthermore, each 
province was ruled by the Stadhouder and was represented at 
the Staten-Generaal (the General-States). The Eighty Years 
War for independence fought against Spain lasted from 1568 
until 1648. In the course of the war, in 1579, seven Dutch 
provinces united themselves in the Union of Utrecht. In 
1581, the United Provinces of the Netherlands (Republiek 
der Verenigde Nederlanden) declared independence from 
Spain (Fig. 4.2).

Similarly to Switzerland (see Chap. 2), the binding ele-
ments of the Union were very loose and each province 
remained sovereign within the Union. After 1648, when 
the unifying threat of Spain lost significance, the provinces 
were characterised by differentiated developments and 
Holland became the dominating province. Until the French 
Revolution, the provinces were the ruling entities in Dutch 
political life.

During the Batavian Republic (1795–1806), the loose 
confederation was transformed into a relatively central-
ised, unitary state. In 1798, the provinces were replaced by 
administrative districts based on the French model, headed 
by a commissioner, equivalent to the French prefect. After 

a brief interruption of the centralising strains between 1801 
and 1806, when the provinces were re-installed, the central-
ised structure was again imposed upon the provinces with 
the constitution of the Kingdom of Holland in 1806—notice 
that the name of the leading province, Holland, was used 
for the whole country—and its incorporation in the French 
Empire in 1810. Although the power of the provinces was 
radically curtailed and the provinces were forced into the 
straightjacket of the unitary state after the French model, it 
was more difficult to reform the administrative culture than 
the administrative structure. Even the Napoleonic system 
could not eliminate the administrative concepts of diffusion 
of power, power sharing, decentralisation and improvisation.

After the Napoleonic occupation that ended in November 
1813, the Congress of Vienna offered the Belgian Low 
Countries (belonging to Austria from 1713 until 1797) 
to the United Kingdom of the Netherlands in 1815. This 
included also the province Luxembourg that became a Grand 
Duchy and the 18th province of the Netherlands. Unlike 
Switzerland, however, the new Constitution of 1815 main-
tained the centralised structure of the state inherited from the 
French occupation. It is a Constitution with a rigid amend-
ment procedure.

Fig. 4.2 Benelux, 1870–2020
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The Belgian revolution of 1830 and the following 
Conference of London in January 1831 established an 
independent territory of Belgium that included the prov-
ince of Luxembourg (see also Chap. 3). The German Union 
(Deutsches Bund), however, kept control of the city of 
Luxembourg and, after the Treaty of London in 19 April 
1839, it was formally established that the Walloon part of 
Luxembourg was Belgian and the eastern half controlled by 
Germany would become part of the Deutsches Bund. The 
Grand-Duke of the latter part, however, remained the Dutch 
king and only in 1889 Luxembourg became totally indepen-
dent, as well from the dynastic point of view. In 1839, fur-
thermore, half of the province of Limburg was transferred 
to Belgium. After World War II, Elten and Tuddern were 
acquired from Germany by the Netherlands, but were given 
back into German hands again in 1963.

Under the kingdom that was built on the foundations of 
the Batavian-French system, there was little change at first 
in inter-administrative relations. The kingdom was a unitary 
state that kept a relatively decentralised administrative cul-
ture, but had structurally acquired hierarchical features under 
the influence of the French model. The authorities were able 
to resist reform for a long time, until in 1848, a year of politi-
cal upheavals and a liberal democratic revolutionary wave 
throughout Europe, King William II rather suddenly decided 
to commission the drawing up of a new Constitution. The task 
was entrusted to J. R. Thorbecke, who had been influenced 
by the German historical school of law and its organic theory 
of the state. Thorbecke’s political and constitutional work of 
1848–1851 had a crucial impact on Dutch government and on 
the role and position of its local authorities. Most importantly, 
direct elections of the Second Chamber and provincial and 
municipal councils were introduced. Moreover, the position 
of the Second Chamber was  strengthened with the acquisi-
tion of a right of survey and amendment, a reinforcement of 
its budgetary power and the introduction of full ministerial 
responsibility. During this period, Thorbecke sketched the 
outlines of the state system that still exists today.

4.2  Continuity and Change

There have been some territorial changes throughout the 
years. It is important to mention that the Netherlands is 
among the most populated and urbanised countries of 
Europe. One of the main peculiarities of the Dutch territory 
is the conquest of new land from the sea through the con-
struction of polders that actually led to the birth of a new 
province (Flevoland). The area within the barrier of the 
Friesland islands was flooded by the North Sea in the Middle 
Ages and since then it has been a constant struggle against 
the sea for the re-conquest of land. The name itself of Low 
Countries (Nederland) bears the idea of a territory situated at 

the level of the sea (or even below) since the confederation of 
seven states, the ‘United Provinces of the Netherlands’ 
(1581–1795). With the end of the colonial empire, in the 
twentieth century, a source of extra land capital got lost. In 
1941, during World War II, the largest Dutch colony 
Indonesia was occupied by Japan. After the declaration of 
independence in 1945, the Netherlands fought during several 
years but in 1949 the Netherlands acknowledged the 
Indonesian independence. In 1963, the Netherlands lost New 
Guinea and in 1975 Suriname became fully independent. 
Today, what remains of the empire are the Antillean islands 
in the Caribbean Sea. Since 1830, therefore, the only border 
changes are those against the North Sea.

The Netherlands Antilles was a former constituent coun-
try of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. It consisted of six 
Caribbean islands, also known as the Dutch Antilles: Aruba, 
Bonaire, Curaçao, Saba, Sint Eustatius and Sint Maarten. The 
country was the successor of the Dutch colony of Curaçao 
and Dependencies. The former Dutch colony of Surinam 
became a constituent country of the Kingdom in 1954. The 
Netherlands Antilles saw the light on 15 December 1954 
and was dissolved on 10 October 2010. The legal status of 
the islands differs. Saba, Sint Eustatius and Bonaire have 
become a special municipality of the Netherlands. On 2 
November 2006, Sint Maarten and Curacao became coun-
tries within the Kingdom of the Netherlands and Aruba has 
already been a separate country within the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands since 1 January 1986. The Charter (Statuut) for 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands embeds the relationship 
between the four countries constituting the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands: the Constitution of the Netherlands and the 
Basic Laws of Aruba, Curacao and Sint Maarten are hierar-
chically subordinate to the Charter.

The basic outlines of the Dutch System of government 
have remained in place for more than a century and a half. 
Thorbecke laid the foundations of the current Dutch system 
of government between 1848 and 1851 as a system compris-
ing central, provincial and municipal layers of government. 
This three-layered structure is still referred to as ‘the house 
of Thorbecke’.

By comparison with other countries, it is striking how 
few institutional reforms have actually been carried out in 
the Netherlands, even though there has never been a lack 
of planned reform. Recent proposals included a redesign 
into 5 national areas, 44 socio-economic regions, 37 new-
style provinces and 7 city provinces. None of these pro-
posed institutional reforms has actually been implemented, 
although some changes have been made in the system of 
Dutch regional and local governments. The recent change in 
the Municipal Act in 2002, in order to create a more dual-
istic local government system with a more strict separation 
between the municipal council and the college of mayor and 
aldermen, is, for example, worth mentioning.

4 The Netherlands
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The number of Dutch provinces (provincies) raised from 
11 to 12 with the creation of the Flevoland province. The 
number of municipalities (gemeenten), by contrast, has con-
stantly decreased. At the time of the adoption of Thorbecke’s 
Municipal Act in 1851, 1209 municipalities existed. In 
2019, there are only 355 municipalities. This reduction 
has taken place in the form of a step-wise amalgamation 
of municipalities due to the increasing demand to adapt the 
scope of decisions. At the time of World War II, the scale of 
the municipal level was considered to be inadequate with 
respect to the implementation of certain policies, and the 
creation of larger units was advocated. Instead of creating 
an intermediary level between provinces and communes to 
fill the so-called ‘regional gap’, inter-municipal cooperation 
was improved by homogenising the legislation on inter-
municipal affairs in a unique Joint Provisions Act in 1950. 
The issue of an intermediary level between municipalities 
and provinces was raised again in the mid-1970s following a 
coalition change, but resulted—as in the aftermath of World 
War II—in the adoption of a second Joint Provision Act in 
1985 regulating inter- municipal cooperation. As a result, 
the municipal level has remained the main actor at the local 
government level.

4.3  Political–Administrative Organisation 
of Territory

The current Dutch state system is generally classified as a 
‘decentralised unitary state’. It is a unitary system, but one 
with a history and tradition of federalism and decentralisa-
tion. In formal terms, the Dutch state structure is unitary, 
though ‘unity’ is not so much sought through hierarchical 
steering, but rather through mutual adjustment between the 
three levels of comprehensive and interconnected territorial 
government: national, provincial and local governments.

The national system of government is a parliamentary 
system. The Netherlands has a party and voting system with-
out thresholds and with straightforward proportional repre-
sentation. In a country like the Netherlands that is socially 
and culturally pluralistic, this results in a fragmented and 
pluralistic party system with coalition agreements.

The legislative power on the national level is exercised 
by both houses of Parliament (Staten Generaal) and the 
executive body (regering; Article 89 of the Constitution). In 
practice, however, the executive branch is the most important 
actor. The Trias Politica in the Netherlands therefore does 
not encompass a very strict separation of powers, but rather 
a system of ‘checks and balances’ with interdependency, 
cooperation and control between the three branches.

The Staten Generaal consists of a House of Representatives 
(Tweede Kamer) and a Senate (Eerste Kamer). The House of 
Representatives is elected by universal suffrage for a period 

of 4 years. The Senate is elected by the members of the pro-
vincial assemblies (Provinciale Staten), also for a period of 
4 years. The House of Representatives consists of 150 mem-
bers; the Senate consists of 75 members.

The executive power is exercised by the council of minis-
ters and the King, although in practice the King only exercises 
a ceremonial function. The executive is usually a majority 
coalition of parties from the House of Representatives.

The system of government is embedded in the Constitution: 
a substantial change to the established system must take place 
through an amendment of the Constitution, which requires a 
qualified political majority of two-thirds of the Members of 
both houses of Parliament (Article 137 of the Constitution). 
The procedure contains two readings: a first reading propos-
ing an amendment of certain Articles of the Constitution. 
The adoption of such a Bill with a regular majority leads to 
dissolution of the House of Representatives and new elec-
tions, after which a two-thirds majority in both houses of 
Parliament is required to adopt the suggested changes. The 
rigid character of the Constitution makes it hard to imple-
ment major changes to the national system of government. 
As a result, there has been a lot of political struggle over the 
decentralised unitary state design by Thorbecke since 1848, 
yet only incremental changes have been made. Power shar-
ing has remained an important feature of national govern-
ment. It is virtually impossible for one party to accede power 
in the Netherlands. The political system is set up in such a 
way that power is usually exercised by a coalition of par-
ties. The relationship between government and Parliament 
is in theory relatively dualistic. In practice, however, there 
is tradition of majority governments and an unwritten con-
stitutional rule of confidence, which means that the national 
government must be supported by a majority in Parliament, 
at least in the House of Representatives. Compared to the 
regional level, dualism always used to be more institution-
alised on the national level. In 2002, however, without a 
constitutional change, the Municipal Act has been amended 
in order to create a more dualistic municipal government 
system. In practice, the municipalities still struggle with this 
new dualistic structure between the municipal council and 
the board of mayor and alderman.

On the subnational level, there are currently (in 2019) 
12 provinces and 355 municipalities. The Constitution pre-
scribes that municipalities and provinces are created by 
law (these are the Provincial Act and Municipal Act). The 
Constitution also establishes that provinces and munici-
palities autonomously ‘administrate their own household’, 
as long as they stay within the rules and regulations laid 
down by a higher authority. Since the 1887 Amendment, the 
Constitution indicates that municipal and provincial organs 
are expected to collaborate with the central state for the 
implementation of legislation. This task is named medebe-
wind (co-governance).

F. Hendriks and J. Goossens
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At the provincial level, legislative power is exercised 
by the provincial assembly (provinciale staten). The pro-
vincial assembly is elected directly by universal suffrage 
for 4 years. An executive (Gedeputeerde Staten) is elected 
from the assembly, but since the Dualisation of Provincial 
Government Act of 2003 the executive’s members are no 
longer part of the assembly. In line with the Dutch politi-
cal tradition, the executive board is usually a coalition of 
political parties, sharing power in a ‘collegial’ structure. 
The executive is responsible for the day-to-day management 
of the province. A certain type and amount of activities of 
the provincial assembly may be delegated to committees 
through functional decentralisation. The head of the execu-
tive body is the Queen’s Commissioner (Commissaris van de 
Koningin). The Queen’s Commissioner is, like the munici-
pal mayor, appointed by the national government, and chairs 
both the assembly and the executive. He is expected to be 
impartial. He assesses and controls the implications of sub-
national government from a broader perspective.

In addition to specific powers and duties, for instance, 
regarding spatial planning, environmental protection and 
culture, provinces are charged with administrative super-
vision and coordination of municipal activities. The Royal 
Commissioner functions both as a representative of the 
central government and, increasingly, as an independent 
provincial official chairing the provincial council and the 
provincial executive board. The provincial council elects the 
members of the Senate (Eerste Kamer der Staten-Generaal). 
The election of the Senate bears a federal element since it 
suggests territorial representation. Nonetheless, Article 50 
of the Constitution clearly states that the Staten-Generaal 
(Parliament) represents the whole of the people of the 
Netherlands, as opposed to the historical confederate repre-
sentation of the provinces.

Another task of the province is to identify and determine 
the areas of cooperation. By 1986, 62 cooperation areas had 
been established by the provinces. In South Holland there 
were, for instance, 12 such cooperation areas while in the 
province of Flevoland there were none. This type of coopera-
tion area can be defined as a functional local area that does 
not correspond to the administrative division of the Dutch 
territory. For special purposes, the country is divided into 
various other spatial units as well. Apart from the provinces, 
the joint provisions and the municipalities, there are several 
other decentralised subnational units. The most important 
ones are the water control boards (waterschappen).

Compared to the central state and to the municipalities, 
provinces are often considered as less important units in the 
Dutch state structure. In this respect, it has often been said 
that there is a ‘regional gap’ to be filled by a new level of 
government instead of the inter-municipal cooperation. The 
relative marginality of the provinces in government function-
ing seems to reverberate in expenditures. Subnational expen-

ditures are mainly municipal expenditures (approximately 
9% of the total of subnational expenditures compared to 5% 
of the provinces and 5% of the joint provisions). These fig-
ures, however, stress the meaning of the provinces as coor-
dinating and organisational actors of activities that fall under 
the competence of other units of government. Low turnout 
rates in the provincial elections show the low appeal of this 
level to the citizens.

One should realise that government in the Netherlands is 
often a matter of co-government between different adminis-
trative layers. There is much emphasis on deliberation and 
consensus. The struggle against the sea, as half of the coun-
try is below sea level, and the revolt against centralisation 
under Spanish-Hapsburg rule, contributed to a relatively hor-
izontal, communicative political culture based on delibera-
tion and consultation (the so-called ‘polder’ model, referring 
to ‘polders’, namely areas that could flood so that distinct 
groups had to work together to keep their feet dry). At times 
this leads to creative solutions that satisfy all parties, but it 
may also lead to unsolvable deadlock in decision- making. 
The power relations between regional authorities (provinces) 
and local authorities (municipalities) are complex. Generally 
speaking, provincial policies hold a bigger sway over the 
rural and semi-rural municipalities in the countryside than 
over the cities, although the spatial relationships between the 
cities will be influenced by the overall planning decisions of 
the province.

At the municipal level, the municipal council (gemeen-
teraad) is elected directly by universal suffrage for 4 years. 
The municipal council is the legislative body of the munici-
pality. The municipal executive, namely the board of mayor 
and alderman (college van burgemeester en wethouders), is 
usually a coalition of political parties. The mayor (burge-
meester) is appointed by the King, after consultation with the 
municipal council, for a period of 6 years. However, in 2018 
a constitutional amendment removed the appointment of the 
mayor from the Constitution, so that in the future an ordi-
nary law could change it and potentially introduce a direct 
election by the people. Traditionally, the municipal coun-
cil nominates, choosing among its members, the aldermen. 
However, with the changes in the Municipal Act (2002), 
seeking a more dualistic local government, this practice has 
changed. The municipal council still nominates the alderman 
but has to find external candidates. This means that the posi-
tions of member of the municipal council and member of the 
board of mayor and alderman are no longer reconcilable. The 
mayor chairs the meetings of the council, implements the 
decisions of the council and the executive board, maintains 
public order, and is the formal chief of the fire brigade. The 
head of the municipal administration is the municipal secre-
tary (gemeentesecretaris) appointed by the council.

The heads of both the municipal and provincial execu-
tive bodies are appointed by the central state. Furthermore, 
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the budgets and the taxation decrees must be submitted and 
approved by the higher level (province for the communes and 
state for the provinces). Similarly, the decisions by local gov-
ernments can be suspended and abolished by Royal decree.

Two funds exist for the financing of local government 
activity: the Municipal Fund and the Provincial Fund. 
Almost 90% of municipal resources comes from central 
grants and are distributed by the Municipal Fund constituted 
by centrally collected taxes. The sum that municipalities 
receive is determined according to various criteria such as 
surface, population and waters. Other municipal resources 
come from the property of houses and grounds, from taxa-
tion on tourism, housing, land, pets, alcohol and so forth. 
The Minister ensures that the budget of the province is struc-
turally and realistically in balance through the instrument of 
approval (the provincial executive body has the same task as 
regards the municipal budget). The resources come mainly 
from the grants issued by the Provincial Fund (constituted 
of centrally collected taxes), from a special grant focused 
on the maintenance of roads, from the fees for administra-
tive services and from provincial properties (rents and so 
forth). At the financial level, the Netherlands seems to be 
an extremely centralised country. Since World War II, the 
share of taxation by the central state has always been above 
97% of the total taxation. Nevertheless, as outlined above, 
behind apparently clear-cut financial arrangement, intricate, 
mutually binding and constraining administrative relations 
can be observed.

4.4  Territory in Official Statistics

The Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) uses four out 
of the five NUTS—Nomenclature of Territorial Units for 
Statistics—categories for its statistical reports. NUTS cate-
gories are created by Eurostat, the bureau of statistics for the 
European Union, for the presentation of regional statistics 
within the European Union.

NUTS I are the regions, consisting of different munici-
palities and provinces. The Netherlands has been divided 
into four regions:

• The Northern Netherlands: Groningen, Friesland, Drenthe
• The Eastern Netherlands: Overijssel, Flevoland, 

Gelderland
• The Western Netherlands: Utrecht, Noord-Holland, Zuid- 

Holland, Zeeland
• The Southern Netherlands: Noord-Brabant, Limburg

NUTS II are the provinces and NUTS V are the munici-
palities, of whom we have already discussed change and 
continuity.

NUTS III are the so-called COROP areas. The COROP 
areas were designed in 1970. The COROP areas are consid-
ered as a statistical level between municipalities and prov-
inces. The NUTS IV category is not used.

Another division that affects the official statistics is the 
division into cooperation areas. This division is a result of the 
increasing value of inter-municipal cooperation. The Joint 
Provision Act, by which the cooperation areas have been cre-
ated, attempts to organise the patterns of common municipal 
rules and promotes a bundling and integration of these rules. 
Creating cooperation areas is a task of the provinces. The 
Joint Provision Act, however, also offers the possibility to 
create cooperation areas that cross the provincial borders, 
which is currently the case for some areas. Therefore, the 
cooperation areas should, unlike the COROP areas, not be 
considered as a level between the provincial government and 
the municipal government.

Sources and Further Reading

As general sources of empirical data, the following works have been 
used, most notably the papers by Hendriks referred to below. Quite 
useful were also the documents and materials provided by the edi-
tors of this volume. General references are used in this section, as 
almost each of the following works touches on each of the para-
graphs presented above.
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