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17. The Netherlands: An integrated,
participatory approach to
environmental policymaking
Duncan Liefferink and Mark Wiering1

1. INTRODUCTION

The Netherlands has a reputation of being one of the more progressive
states in Europe when it comes to its environmental policy. The ambitious
National Environmental Policy Plan (1989) was one of the first plans that
tried to internalise environmental issues in society and used ‘sustainable
development’ as an encompassing strategy to integrate different policy
fields. Over the years the Dutch have played an active role on the European
playing field too, sometimes exporting their own environmental policy con-
cepts to Europe and frequently standing firm in all kinds of negotiations
on environmental matters (Liefferink, 1997a: 210). These ambitions and
activities cannot only be reduced to an overly strong Dutch engagement in
environmental issues, but also stem from the fact that the Dutch confront
huge environmental problems. The Netherlands is a small and extremely
densely populated country, with large industries, an extensive road and rail
infrastructure, one of the biggest harbours in the world and a major
European airport. And, maybe most remarkably for such a small country,
it is the third largest exporter of agricultural products in the world.

In the next section, we will briefly characterise Dutch environmental
policy by way of its history and the policy strategies that the main govern-
mental bodies have employed. We will do so from the point of view of insti-
tutionalisation. For the remainder of the chapter, our main interest is to
analyse which types of policy arrangements evolved in certain periods and
to explain how and – if possible – why. Which policy instruments can be
evaluated as effective and efficient? Which governmental layer fits which
environmental problem best? And, is environmental policy heading
towards a ‘systemic view of the environment’?

Obviously we cannot answer these questions for all possible environ-
mental issues in the Netherlands. We will concentrate on a selection of
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them in the domains of industrial pollution (section 3), agricultural pollu-
tion (section 4), ecosystem protection, especially nature policy (section 5),
and natural resource management, especially water management (in
section 6). We will conclude with a reflection on the observed trends in
Dutch environmental policy arrangements and the opportunities and con-
straints resulting from these trends.

2. AN INSTITUTIONAL HISTORY OF DUTCH
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY

Before digging into the history of environmental policy in The Netherlands
it is useful to explain our perspective. By ‘institutionalisation’ we mean the
social process in which agencies make agreements, make rules, use lan-
guage, use expressions and so on, in short, produce social structures that
start to ‘live their own lives’ and that, in turn, partly determine the actions
of these same agencies (Giddens, 1984). In our domain, social practices are
about environmental policy and politics. Our focus is to explain continuity
and change in what we call policy arrangements, that is policy actors and
coalitions, discourses, rules of the game, and resources (Van Tatenhove
et al., 2000: 54).

The Netherlands is usually described as a decentralised unitary state. It
has three general governmental layers (the national level, the provinces and
the municipalities) and one functional governmental layer, namely that of
the water boards (see section 6). Autonomy of the lower layers is limited,
but the precise extent depends on the policy field. The environmental field
is a relatively centralised policy domain, while spatial planning is more
decentralised.

Environmental policy as an independent policy domain starts its history
at the end of the 1960s. However, to do justice to the day-to-day policy
practices in environmental policy nowadays we must go back further. We
claim that Dutch environmental policy consists of different layers of rules,
laws, conducts, concepts, views on the environment, and so on that stem
from all different periods of institutionalisation, dating back to the first
nuisance legislation in the nineteenth century. From that moment on, new
policy practices were introduced, and at the same time old ones lived on, so
we can speak of a ‘layering of institutions’. That is why we choose to
describe the evolution of the central policy concepts and instruments of
Dutch environmental policy chronologically.

The first period is that of the industrialisation in the nineteenth
century, when ‘danger, damage and nuisance’ from industrial sites became
increasingly disturbing. Back in 1810 a first decree was announced, which
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eventually led to the Nuisance Act (Hinderwet) of 1875, known as the first
centralised environmental law in the Netherlands. This law remained in
place until 1993(!), when it was finally included in the Environment Act
(Wet Milieubeheer). Important elements of the original Nuisance Act live
on in today’s Environment Act. The central policy instrument remains the
environment permit for business. The traditional ‘nuisance permit’ is now
a more integrated environmental permit, but ‘danger, damage and nui-
sance’ is still part of the core framing of ‘environment’ (ECWM, 2003). As
we will see (section 5), however, the institutionalisation of nature conser-
vation followed its own course.

In the 1970s, the interest in environmental problems increased, both in
the political domain and in Dutch society. There is a strong parallel with
institutional developments in other Western countries. The Ministry of
Public Health and Environmental Hygiene (Ministerie van Volksgezondheid
en Milieuhygiëne) was established in 1971, and a series of compartment-
based legislation was produced in the following period (for example water
pollution, air pollution, noise and waste). There were several reasons to use
a sequence of direct regulations that were confined to particular environ-
mental compartments or sectors. First of all, the environmental problems
were conceived of as highly urgent. Differentiated legislation was a strat-
egy to deal with these problems rapidly. Constructing an integrated
Environment Act would simply have taken too long. There was an alterna-
tive, by extending the existing Nuisance Act with other subjects and policy
instruments, but the experiences with this Act gave reasons for concern.
The implementation of the Nuisance Act by (mainly) municipalities was on
a very low level. Moreover, the local level would not be appropriate for the
‘new’ environmental issues. So, by using direct regulation on the basis of
new legislation, environmental policy was in fact centralised and was not
infected by bad experiences of low implementation at the local level.

Political division was the second main reason for the ‘fragmented insti-
tutionalisation’ of Dutch environmental policy in the 1970s and 1980s.
Because environmental policy had no (strong) political position by then,
other departments regulated parts of the environmental domain. Surface
water pollution was ‘captured’ by the Ministry of Transport, Public Works
and Water Management (Ministerie van Verkeer en Waterstaat, V&W).
Agricultural pollution gradually became the concern of the Ministry of
Agriculture (Ministry of Agriculture, Nature Management and Fisheries;
Landbouw, Natuurbeheer en Visserij, LNV). Energy matters were dealt with
by the Ministry of Economic Affairs (Economische Zaken, EZ).

During the 1980s, we witness a process of both internal institutionalisa-
tion of the environmental domain and an external focus on new actor coali-
tions, new discourses, and new policy instruments. This can best be
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illustrated by the so-called ‘environmental management philosophy’ pro-
moted by the liberal Minister Pieter Winsemius, appointed at the (renamed)
Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment (Volkshuisvesting,
Ruimtelijke Ordening en Milieubeheer, VROM) in 1982–86. Internally, he
introduced new management models such as the ‘regulation chain’ and the
‘policy life cycle’. For the sake of better communication, environmental
problems were presented as (seemingly) coherent clear-cut issues like
‘acidification’, ‘disposal’ or ‘disturbance’. Externally, Winsemius focused
on environmental awareness and ‘internalisation’ among very divergent
groups in society. This focus was very explicit in the policy of ‘target
groups’ (doelgroepen, that is more or less homogeneous categories of pol-
luters such as agriculture, traffic and transport, refineries, gas and electric-
ity suppliers; Van Tatenhove and Goverde, 2002: 55). One of the ideas
behind this approach was to get to grips better with groups otherwise asso-
ciated with other policy domains. As a further example of the penetration
of environmental policy into other domains was the important position of
the environmental impact assessment in spatial planning and public works.
In a relatively short period environmental policy moved from a highly frag-
mented set of legislation to a domain with inspiring and encompassing
policy strategies and concepts.

In the 1990s most of the aforementioned policy developments were
generally continued. Although the historical institutional layers still exist
(the nineteenth century permit, the 1970s compartmental legislation, and
so on), nowadays environmental policy is more and more integrated with
domains such as water quantity, agriculture, nature conservation, spatial
planning and transport. In the more recent period, we see institutional
changes influenced by three related trends: the trend from government to
governance (‘multi-actor’), the trend from compartmentalisation and
differentiation to integration (‘multi-sector’), and the trend towards
multiple governmental levels, notably the growing role of the EU, com-
bined with a certain shift of responsibilities in some areas from the
national towards the regional and local levels (‘multi-level’). In the next
sections we will discuss these changes in four environmental domains in
more detail.

3. INDUSTRIAL POLLUTION CONTROL

Industrial pollution control in the Netherlands can be characterised by two
types of government intervention: traditional ‘command-and-control’
regulation and an approach based on co-operation between the state and
polluters. The origins of the two arrangements, which now co-exist, can be
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associated with two phases in the development of Dutch environmental
policy.

3.1 Command-and-control 

As we have seen, early environmental policy in the Netherlands was based
on the Nuisance Act of 1875. Its main instrument to control danger,
damage and nuisance caused by industry was a licensing procedure. In that
sense, the Nuisance Act was the direct precursor of the specific, so-called
‘sectoral’ laws dealing with water pollution, air pollution, waste and noise,
among others, that were enacted from the late 1960s in response to growing
environmental concern.

Competent authorities as well as procedures were different for each of
these Acts. While municipalities remained responsible for granting licences
to a large number of small polluters, predominantly under the Nuisance
Act, competences with regard to larger and more complex installations and
processes were concentrated at the provincial level. Authority for the Air
Pollution Act (1970), for instance, lay entirely with the provinces.

The Surface Water Pollution Act (1969) is an exceptional case in
two respects. First, it is administered jointly by the semi-autonomous
water boards (mainly regarding the smaller water courses) and the
regional branches of the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water
Management (larger water courses). Second, it was the first, and for a long
time the only, environmental law that made use of a substantive regulatory
levy, which was highly successful in curbing organic discharges into surface
water (cf. Bressers, 1983; Andersen, 1994; Liefferink, 1997b: 87–92). Only
from the second half of the 1990s were ‘green’ taxes applied more widely in
the Netherlands (Vermeulen, 2002: 74–75).

3.2 Co-operation with Target Groups

In the beginning of the 1980s it became apparent that the almost exclusive
reliance on direct regulation was neither effective nor efficient. For industry,
in particular, it was highly impractical to have to deal with several different
licensing authorities in parallel. A programme was developed for rendering
licensing procedures more efficient, but in practice it led to ‘re-regulation’
rather than deregulation (Hanf, 1989; Liefferink and Mol, 1997).

In 1982, Pieter Winsemius was appointed Minister of VROM. The key
concept of his new approach, which was set out most consistently in the
1989 National Environmental Policy Plan (Ministerie van VROM, 1989)
was the internalisation (verinnerlijking) of environmental responsibility. On
the one hand, assuming responsibility for the environmental consequences
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of their actions was to become part of the daily practice of firms – or other
polluters, for that matter. On the other hand, policy makers should better
take into account the needs and wishes of what were now called the ‘target
groups’ of policy. This was to be accomplished by closely involving indus-
trial sectors in the design of measures and the setting of standards, and by
stimulating various forms of ‘self-management’ such as environmental
management systems and eco-auditing.

The internalisation approach can be interpreted as the return of the envi-
ronmental policy field, after a more contentious period in the 1970s and
early 1980s, to the neo-corporatist style of negotiation and consensus
which has been a core feature of Dutch politics throughout the past century
(Liefferink, 1999; cf. Lijphart, 1968). Neo-corporatism is characterised by
the exchange of influence on government policy against positive commit-
ment on the part of private actors. This is exactly what we observe here.
Alternatively, and not necessarily in contradiction with the former inter-
pretation, internalisation has been associated with ecological modernisa-
tion (Liefferink and Mol, 1997; Mol et al., 2000).

3.3 Today’s Practice: Co-operation and Licensing Combined

Voluntary agreements (VAs), or covenants, are the central instrument of
the internalisation approach. Typically, such agreements are negotiated
between the state and industry, usually represented by the relevant branch
organisation. For that reason, well-organised business sectors are an
important pre-condition for working with VAs (Mol et al., 2000).

Since the late 1980s, well over one hundred environmental VAs have been
concluded in the Netherlands. They can deal with a wide range of envi-
ronmental issues within one industrial sector, for example the dairy indus-
try (Liefferink and Mol, 1997: 189–92). Alternatively, they can focus on one
specific problem covering several sectors, for example packaging waste
(Haverland, 1998). Yet another group is specific both regarding substance
and sector, for example the series of Long Term Agreements (LTAs)
on Energy Efficiency Improvement concluded between the Ministry of
Economic Affairs and various sectors individually (Enevoldsen, 2000).

Sometimes VAs have been used as a fully independent policy instrument.
This was the case, for instance, with the 1991 Packaging Covenant, which
established targets for the reduction of various types of packaging waste. In
the context of the implementation of the EU’s Packaging Waste Directive
of 1994, however, the European Commission required the covenant to be
replaced by formal regulation. Interestingly, this was followed by a second
covenant in 1997, containing more ambitious targets than the Directive in
exchange for relaxation of certain procedural requirements (Haverland,
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1998; Lauber and Ingram, 2000). In most cases, however, VAs are linked to
more traditional regulation. Obligations agreed in covenants tend to be
‘affirmed’ afterwards, either by way of formal legislation or in the conditions
of individual licences, not least in order to limit the risk of free riding
(Liefferink and Mol, 1997: 193; Enevoldsen, 2000: 74).

This said, and despite the apparent success of the approach based on
negotiation and consensus with target groups, it is clear that traditional
instruments, that is formal law and licensing, are still important in the
Netherlands. Since the first attempts in the early 1980s, much has been done
to further streamline licensing procedures. With the Environment Act (Wet
Milieubeheer) of 1993, a number of formerly separate licensing procedures
were eventually integrated into a single licence. It must be noted, though,
that the somewhat exceptional Surface Water Pollution Act (see above), as
well as adjacent fields like nature protection and spatial planning, still have
their own laws and procedures. Recently, the intention has been expressed
to integrate these as well into a single ‘environmental’ licence in the broad-
est sense of the word (Ministerie van VROM, 2003).

Also from the early 1990s, standard requirements were established at the
central level for an increasing number of frequently occurring, ‘uncompli-
cated’ sources of pollution. Their operation no longer requires a licence,
but only has to be notified to the authorities (Backes and Nelissen, 2000).
A further step in this direction is the recent development of a ‘framework
licence’ (vergunning op hoofdzaken), specifying only general environmental
targets. How these targets are reached is to a large extent left to industry. In
order to qualify for a ‘framework licence’, the company must, among other
things, operate a certified environmental management system (ISO 14001
or EMAS) (Van Loosbroek and Klaver, 2001). This approach, which may
be qualified as ‘conditioned self-management’, provides another link
between the traditional ‘command-and-control’ instrument of licensing
with the more flexible and open arrangement based on internalisation and
self-management.

What is the implication of present-day practice for lower levels of gov-
ernment? In fact, most of the developments we have just sketched appear
to lead to less room for manoeuvre for sub-national government. Provinces
or municipalities in the Netherlands have never had any significant rule-
making competence in the environmental field, but the first generation of
environmental laws granted a certain discretion to them in establishing the
precise conditions of licences coming under their authority. Considering the
division of formal competences as such, this has not changed much.
Although most of the ‘old’ laws, including the Nuisance Act, have been inte-
grated into the Environment Act, municipalities remain responsible for the
vast amount of small polluters, while provinces generally take care of the
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more complex installations. Already about half of the ‘small polluters’,
however, have now become subject to standard requirements (Backes and
Nelissen, 2000: 289). For the remaining sources, moreover, much of the
room for discretion for the lower levels of government has been pre-empted
by centralised VAs with industry (Driessen, 2000: 170). Provinces, and espe-
cially municipalities, are thus increasingly left with the task of monitoring
and enforcing policies defined by others.

4. AGRICULTURAL POLLUTION CONTROL

The Netherlands is one of the main exporters of agricultural products in
the world. It hosts an important intensive livestock industry (pigs, poultry,
cattle), mainly in the South and East of the country, and intensive horti-
culture in the West. This, of course, has great environmental consequences.
The predominant sources of agricultural pollution are the manure sur-
pluses and the use of chemicals, such as pesticides and fertilisers. Other
problems are the drying out of soils through drainage and irrigation, and,
in horticulture, the intensive use of energy in glasshouses. We will focus,
though, on the problem of manure surpluses, because it was long viewed as
one of the most ‘wicked’ problems, and perfectly illustrates the key policy
developments in the Dutch agro-environmental domain.

4.1 The Rise of National Agro-environmental Regulation

As in the industrial sector, the classical environmental permit formed the
initial basis for regulating pollution by farmers. Besides this, there existed
traditional regulations for agricultural sources at the local level, for
example for odour, and some at the national level, for example instructions
for pesticides. In the 1960s and 1970s, Dutch livestock farming grew enor-
mously, and the pollution that accompanied the production and intensive
use of manure as well as fertilisers gradually gained more attention. It was
realised that the practice of intensive manuring is an important source of
acidification and has great impact on the quality of the soil, ground water
and surface water.

After a long period of problem denial by the agricultural policy com-
munity, the Minister of Agriculture in 1984 surprised friend and foe with a
set of volume regulations for livestock farmers to reduce the manure sur-
pluses. Initially this did not have the effect environmentalists had hoped for,
because the livestock farming industry continued to grow. Soon, however,
the centralised manure legislation became one of the strictest and most
complex regulatory regimes in the environmental domain. The manure
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legislation covered the livestock production (by way of manure production
quota), the spreading of manure that was applied to the land and the dis-
position of surplus manure by so-called Manure Banks, accompanied by
all kinds of administrative procedures. Later, after the disastrous pig
disease in 1997, this was supplemented with ‘pigs quota’. At the end of the
1990s, livestock farmers were obliged to use a system to administer their
mineral flows (mineralenboekhouding) with strict norms for loss of miner-
als at farm-level. This system originated from the agricultural community
itself, to prevent other and more stringent policy measures.

What makes the domain of agricultural pollution slightly different from
other environmental domains is the important accent on penal law and law
enforcement. The General Inspectorate of the Ministry of Agriculture,
although sympathetic towards its agricultural clientele, has a relatively
stringent enforcement style (Wiering, 1999).

4.2 Agro-environmental Policy at a Regional Level

One of the recent strategies of the Ministry of VROM has been to take up
environmental issues at a regional level. The Ministry had no direct
entrance to the relatively closed neo-corporatist agricultural community,
but through participation in regional spatial-environmental projects the
agricultural target group could be reached. Some of these projects strongly
focused on agro-environmental problems (Frouws and Van Tatenhove,
1993). But although the ‘regionalisation strategy’ certainly was successful
as a policy concept, it consituted an addition rather than a replacement of
the command-and-control regulations of the central level, more so because
the European obligations for ground water pollution of agricultural
sources (Nitrates Directive) pushed the central level towards even stricter
norms and legislation.

4.3 Stalemate and Breakthrough in Manure Policy

The problem of manure surpluses subsisted despite – or, as some say,
thanks to! – the extended regulatory framework. The existing manure legis-
lation succeeded in changing farming practices and ‘freezing’ the total
volume of livestock, but did not manage to reduce it. The agricultural com-
munity and its representatives took a defensive stand, partly because they
saw little room to manoeuvre, chained as they were by strict regulations,
and partly due to the overwhelming series of animal diseases.

A remarkable deal broke the stalemate in 2000. Provinces, municipalities,
the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of the Environment agreed
to combine the ‘wicked’ manure problem and the need to ‘reconstruct’
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livestock farming with another hot issue, that is the wish of municipalities
to build more houses in rural areas. A trade-off was made by which the
Ministry of Agriculture paid for livestock farmers to be bought out and the
provinces paid for the demolition of stables. The provinces could compen-
sate the financial costs by allowing municipalities to build new houses in
(attractive) rural areas. Many livestock farmers in fact signed up for this so-
called ‘Room for Room’ deal.

Since the outbreak of pig disease, furthermore, it became clear that it was
necessary to use zoning as an instrument to prevent the carrying of diseases
in intensive livestock areas. The idea of reconstructing rural areas was
extended to other policy domains, like nature policy, spatial planning
and water management. The original spatial-environmental projects thus
evolved from a narrow focus on agricultural pollution to an integrated
restructuring of the Dutch countryside in multifunctional rural areas.

All in all it is difficult to draw conclusions on the effectiveness of the
different (centralised and regional) policy arrangements that we dis-
cussed – all the more because they existed side by side – but a few sugges-
tions can be made. The manure problem was for a long time high on the
political agenda but it is no longer. Manure surpluses have been reduced
both by autonomous developments in agriculture and by a succession of
events and policy measures, most notably the mineral bookkeeping
system (RIVM, 2004). It made farmers more aware of their pollution and
their ability to prevent it. More generally, the command-and-control regu-
lation made it unattractive to make a career in intensive livestock farming,
and demotivated farmers. The different animal diseases exacerbated the
situation for farmers and confirmed the bad public image of agriculture;
many farmers were reaching the point where they wanted to get out. The
‘Room for Room’ programme made this possible and that explains its
success. So, different contextual factors explain the success of single
policy instruments.

The general trends in policymaking for agricultural pollution are,
firstly, a more integrated way of policymaking: agricultural developments
are now (more) evaluated together with nature policy, water management,
spatial planning, housing and so on. Secondly and strongly related, the
political and economic position of agriculture has changed dramatically.
The special relation with the Ministry of Agriculture and the neo-
corporatist setting disappeared. Thirdly, the national level regulation is no
longer the central level of regulation – it has to share the regulatory space
with both European regulation and regional initiatives – but still func-
tions as the ‘big stick’ for regulation and enforcement. The European
legislation on nitrate is a heavy burden for Dutch agriculture, not only due
to its ambitions, but also because of the inflexible way it is implemented.

The Netherlands: An integrated, participatory approach 567



It recently turned out that the successful minerals bookkeeping system
will have to be exchanged for a system that more closely resembles the
European template.

5. ECOSYSTEM PROTECTION

The development of nature policy in the Netherlands presents itself in three
phases. The first phase, starting in the late nineteenth century, was driven
by private initiatives. State involvement increased only gradually. During
most of the second half of the twentieth century, the field was dominated
by spatial planners at the central government level. Around 1990, a certain
degree of decentralisation was carried through, leading to more active par-
ticipation of private actors at the local and regional level. At the same time,
crucial elements of the previous phases remained in place.

5.1 A Late Start

The Netherlands was a late starter in nature protection. Reasons commonly
given for this are the comparatively late industrialisation of the country,
and the lack of a strong romantic tradition (Van der Windt, 1995; Van
Koppen, 2002: 151).

Private initiatives date back to the last decades of the nineteenth century
and focused on the purchase and protection of predominantly ‘unspoilt’
areas (De Jong, 1999: 80–86). Substantive state involvement in the field of
nature protection only started in the 1920s and 1930s. In 1928, the
Netherlands was among the last industrialised countries to enact a Law for
the Protection of Natural Beauty (Natuurschoonwet). Its main purport was
to establish financial mechanisms for the support of private landowners
(De Jong, 1999: 85). In the same period, the first national parks were estab-
lished. Also here, private initiative played an important role.

5.2 Increasing State Involvement and Nature Conservation by Spatial
Planning

After the end of the Second World War, public and political attention was
directed at rebuilding the country, followed by massive economic develop-
ment and a rapid growth of the population in the 1950s and 1960s.
However, urban and industrial development and a strong intensification of
agriculture also led to a renewed interest in protecting the last remaining
bits of nature in the Netherlands, not least to accommodate the growing
demand of urban dwellers for ‘green’ recreational areas. Private purchase
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of natural areas continued, now with increasing state subvention. At the
same time, biologists started to appreciate the value of what was called
‘half-nature’, that is cultural landscapes shaped by centuries of human
intervention, but nevertheless supporting highly characteristic communi-
ties of plants and animals (Van der Windt, 1995: 74–93; De Jong, 1999: 58;
Van Koppen, 2002: 158).

Significantly, nature protection as an area of government policy was allo-
cated in the Ministry of Culture, Recreation and Social Work (Cultuur,
Recreatie en Maatschappelijk Werk, CRM). The Ministry of CRM,
however, was not endowed with many powers and entered into a long-
standing coalition with the (then) Ministry for Housing and Spatial
Planning (Volkshuisvesting en Ruimtelijke Ordening, VRO). This Ministry
had a strong and legally well-established range of spatial planning instru-
ments at its disposal. It effectively functioned as the main protector of
natural areas in the Netherlands until well into the 1980s (Gersie and
Horlings, 1995: 146).

The 1970s were the high-days of the idea of ‘half-nature’ in Dutch gov-
ernment policy. Under the catchword of ‘interweaving’ (verweving), the
government attempted to combine natural, agricultural and recreational
functions, among others, within particular areas. The main instrument to
do so was financial compensation to be granted to farmers in exchange for
adapting farming methods to the requirements of nature and landscape
protection. With its voluntary character, this approach in principle fitted
well into the Dutch policy culture of co-operation and consensus (see
above). At the time, however, the very idea of nature conservation was still
highly controversial among Dutch farmers. Thus, one of the main condi-
tions for a successful application of voluntary instruments – the existence
of basic agreement among the parties involved – was not fulfilled. As a
result, the policy of so-called ‘management contracts’ (beheersovereenkom-
sten) never realised its original ambitions (Gersie and Horlings, 1995:
138–41).

The 1980s saw a gradual re-appraisal of the idea of ‘wilderness’. Apart
from the apparently limited success of the efforts to ‘interweave’ nature and
agriculture, two other factors played a decisive role in this shift (De Jong,
1999: 93–4). First, new scientific ideas fuelled a renewed interest for more
‘natural’, ‘undisturbed’ ecosystems (Van Koppen, 2002: 164–6). These
ideas, secondly, found an unexpected and very visible expression in the
spontaneous coming-into-being of a major wetland (Oostvaardersplassen)
in the new polder of South Flevoland, created in the 1960s. The area
came close to how the low countries must have looked before human
habitation. The event confirmed ideas about the self-(re)generating cap-
acity of ecosystems. It made an increasing number of people believe that a
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development back to a supposedly ‘original’ state might be accomplished
in other areas as well, if only the necessary conditions were created.
The latest ‘state of the environment’ report, however, points out that the
general quality of the environment is not yet sufficient to support this fully
(RIVM, 2004).

5.3 Nature Conservation and Nature Development as an Independent
Policy Field

The objective of deliberate ‘nature development’ was first taken up in the
influential Fourth Memorandum on Spatial Planning of 1988 (Ministerie
van VROM, 1988). The Memorandum distinguished four possible
‘courses’ for the development of rural areas. In zones where the ecological,
or ‘green’, course applied, restoration to an ‘original’ state was one of the
options (De Jong, 1999: 95–7).

On the basis of the Fourth Memorandum, the policy field of spatial
planning would probably have continued to take the lead in nature protec-
tion, if a major institutional reshuffle had not taken place in The Hague in
the meantime. In 1982, environmental management had been added to the
Ministry of VRO (now renamed Volkshuisvesting, Ruimtelijke Ordening en
Milieubeheer, VROM), whereas nature policy had been moved from the
Ministry of CRM to what was now called the Ministry of Agriculture,
Nature Management and Fisheries. The latter ministry now had an even
stronger interest in strengthening its influence in the important area of
strategic spatial planning. Apart from that, the Ministry had suffered from
a broadly publicised internal crisis shortly before, and wanted to improve
its public image. Nature policy may have given the Ministry, or at least some
of its directorates, an excellent opportunity to accomplish both goals at the
same time (Leroy and Gersie, 2004), particularly since public attention for
‘green’ issues happened to be peaking at the time (Liefferink, 1997a: 218).
It did so by publishing its own Nature Policy Plan in 1990 (Ministerie van
LNV, 1990). Significantly, the Plan contained a new set of policy con-
cepts, most notably that of establishing a National Ecological Network
(Ecologische Hoofdstructuur, EHS), consisting of a number of core areas
and buffer zones, connected by ecological ‘corridors’. The EHS only partly
overlapped with VROM’s ‘green course’ areas (Gersie and Horlings, 1995:
151) and can be seen as an offensive – and in fact quite successful – attempt
by the Ministry of Agriculture to shape nature policy according to its own
logic (Gersie and Horlings, 1995: 148; Van Koppen, 2002: 168; Leroy and
Gersie, 2004).

The EHS was to be implemented by a wide range of instruments. Areas
owned by the traditional private nature organisations were brought under
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the EHS. A state programme for the purchase of new areas was set up
(suffering from severe budget cuts in recent years), and it was sought to
influence the function and use of land owned by others, for instance by
using the ‘management contracts’ of the 1970s (Gersie and Horlings,
1995: 158). In order to give central guidance to this process, a detailed set
of targets, largely based on scientific criteria and relating to types of
ecosystems and species, accompanied the EHS. The targets, however,
coupled with the lack of co-ordination with VROM’s four courses, soon
turned out to be too rigid. Provinces, in particular, required more
flexibility. In the wake of a more general trend towards decentralisation
in this period, substantiated among others by an agreement between the
state and the provinces in 1993, the so-called Decentralisation Impulse,
more room was created for discussion and negotiation about a much
broader range of considerations than just scientific ones (Gersie and
Horlings, 1995: 151). The direct involvement of provinces and municipal-
ities as well as various interests in co-ordinating committees at the sub-
national level led to a certain differentiation in the ways the EHS was
implemented on the ground.

Nevertheless, two types of problem still exist. First, conflicts between
the different levels of government continue to occur. On the one hand,
provinces and other sub-national actors still complain about the restrict-
ive, ‘top-down’ limits imposed upon regional implementation by the
central government. The Ministry of Agriculture, on the other hand, may
have been successful in wresting nature policy largely from the hands of
the spatial planners, but in doing so, it has also lost the strong legal plan-
ning instruments of that field (Leroy and Gersie, 2004). The relatively
weak instrumentation of nature policy may help to explain why progress
in the implementation of the EHS is slow (RIVM, 2003). Second, the
problem is enhanced by the increasing role of the EU in the field. The eco-
logical network approach and the scientific, species-oriented foundation
of the 1992 Habitats Directive and the Natura 2000 programme, in par-
ticular, were strongly and actively inspired by the Dutch EHS, but by the
time their implementation was due, Dutch nature policy had already
moved on to the more interactive, decentralised practice described
above. This made it increasingly difficult to cope with the requirements of
the Directive, which were now experienced as inflexible (Van den Top and
Van der Zouwen, 2000). Thus, the Ministry of Agriculture is currently
squeezed between EU requirements, its own great ambitions, the
modest degree of decentralisation that was carried through during the
past decade, and a lack of strong central powers to resolve serious
conflicts. A new balance in this situation is yet to be found (cf. Leroy and
Gersie, 2004).
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6. NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT/WATER
MANAGEMENT

Lastly we will discuss natural resource management in the Netherlands,
focusing on a resource that is of special importance to the Dutch: water.
Being a country located in the Rhine Delta – for a substantial part below
sea level – the necessity of forms of water management in the Netherlands
goes back at least a thousand years. Water management organisations were
in fact the first ‘governmental’ layer of what we now call The Netherlands.

The content of water management can be divided into a set of tasks con-
cerning the quantitative and the qualitative ‘water household’. Quantitative
water management concerns traditional hydraulic engineering like flood
control or hydro-electric power dams as well as the day-to-day practice of
inspection and maintenance of water works. Qualitatively, there is the
cleaning and the pollution control of surface water amongst other eco-
logical matters. First we will draw some historical lines about Dutch water
organisations, concentrating on quantitative water management. Next we
will discuss the ‘ecological turn’ in water management and the growing
attention for water quality. Thirdly, integrated water management will be
illustrated on the basis of two new policy instruments.

6.1 Quantitative Water Management

The first initiatives in water management came from associations of
farmers as well as nobles and monasteries that co-operated in drainage
works and building dikes or mounds. By the late Middle Ages the first
‘water experts’ entered the stage. These institutionalised in the functional
governmental layer of the water boards (waterschappen). This layer still
functions today, next to the three general governmental layers, that is the
nation state (Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management
and its central agency), the provinces and the municipalities. Executive
tasks are divided over all four governmental layers. The major rivers and
lakes are dealt with at the national level. Ground water policy and general
water planning systems belong to the provincial level. The regional water
boards are generally in charge of surface water quality, engage in dike re-
inforcement operations and have supervision and maintenance tasks.
Sewerage and city water management, finally, are dealt with at the local
level.

Quantitative water management has long been relatively immune to
changes in governance. Historically, the autonomous water agents used to
work in a closed policy environment. Applying a typology on executive
agencies by Wilson (1989), the political environment of water managers
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could long be positioned as ‘majoritarian politics’. Both the costs and the
benefits of water policy were spread over many groups of civilians, so there
were no important (hostile or benefiting) societal groups in the political
environment.2 Therefore water politics was, overall, not polarised.
Furthermore, the policy field was strongly dominated by expert (hydraulic
engineering) knowledge, and was not easily accessible for citizens or other
policy agents. However, internal developments in water management and
the growing interest of the public media, politics and science have recently
influenced the traditional institutional arrangements in the water policy
domain.

6.2 Qualitative Water Management: an ‘Ecological Turn’

Along with the societal concern for environmental problems in the 1960s,
water quality gradually became a part of water management. At an early
stage the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management
launched the Surface Water Pollution Act (1969), which regulates surface
water discharges and promotes the treatment of waste water, either at the
source or in large regional treatment facilities (see section 3). The law does
not require central co-ordination, but activates provinces and especially
water boards, who are involved in inspection of discharges and operating
sewage treatment plants. The existing water agencies picked up environ-
mental issues, though water quantity and quality remained two separate
expert domains.

On the national level the different planning reports on ‘water household’
nicely show the evolution in environmentalism in water management.
While the first report (Ministerie van V&W, 1968) emphasised the quantity
of freshwater as the key issue, the second report (Ministerie van V&W,
1984) cautiously introduced the concept of integrated water management
(water quantity and quality). It reacted to the general environmental
concern, on new insights and conflicts concerning the Delta Works and on
the (relatively new) problems of drought that led to vast scientific reports
on the freshwater distribution. In the third report, five years later, inte-
grated water management and water-based ecosystems had become central
concepts. This third report on water household also sets water quality
norms, differentiated by function (like shipping, swimming, fishing, drink-
ing, recreation, nature), media (water, bottom, shores) and aspect (physi-
cal, chemical, biological) (Ministerie van V&W, 1989). In these reports an
‘ecological turn’ is visible, and part of it is explained by changes in profes-
sion of policy makers and the role of key persons that bring in new ideas
and concepts (Disco, 2002: 232). Gradually there is a transition from a
‘hydraulic engineering’ focus, not least stemming from the large and long
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term Dutch infrastructure works, like the Delta Works, to concepts of
ecosystem-based river management and integrated water management.

6.3 Integrated Water Management and New Policy Instruments

Since the near-flooding of the major rivers in The Netherlands (1993 and
1995), quantitative water management has undergone important changes,
and this has also had repercussions for environmental and nature policies.
The dominating ideas and convictions of water policy actors seem to be in
motion, as well as the institutional arrangements that guide them. It looks
as if there is a major shift in policy discourse, from ‘defending against
water’ to ‘accommodating water’. Historically, the focal point of Dutch
flooding risk management had always been to divide water and land use, by
building ever higher and stronger dikes (Wiering and Driessen, 2001). Since
the late 1990s the focus has been on ‘giving room to the river’, trying to
combine all sorts of societal activities and desires with resilient and sus-
tainable water systems. New solutions to problems of flooding risk man-
agement in the great rivers, combined with problems of regional water
supply, are openly discussed. The debate is about retention basins, emer-
gency areas for water surpluses (where rivers can occasionally flow) or
‘green’ rivers. This radical change has also led to a renewed attention for the
organisational structure of Dutch water policy, including the introduction
of new policy instruments and new roles for policy actors.

We shall discuss two instruments to illustrate these new policy develop-
ments. The first is ‘water impact assessment’ (watertoets), which may to
some extent be compared with environmental impact assessment. This is a
new instrument in The Netherlands and, as we believe, in Europe. The
second, the river basin approach, partly results from the European Water
Framework Directive, thus experiences will be recognisable for other
Europeans.

‘Water impact assessment’ is a set of rules to judge spatial plans (new
housing locations, infrastructure, and so on) and related policy decisions
on their effects on water in a certain area, both qualitative (clean water) and
quantitative (high water, water systems). It is a process instrument to secure
water issues to be part of the considerations in planning, measures and
alternatives as early as possible. The assessment can be seen as a serious
attempt to bring water management and spatial planning agencies closer
together. It empowers water agencies, and at the same time it changes their
role from reactive to proactive in planning issues. Problems are the
differences in discourse, especially the conflicting framing of water as
‘the fundamental ordering principle’ versus ‘one of the ordering principles’.
Besides this, there are differences in policy styles of water managers
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(technical standards, the ruler as metaphor) and spatial planners (the char-
coal drawing as metaphor).

The second instrument that illustrates actual policy developments is the
river basin approach, which integrates different water aspects in the wider
context of other policy fields and policy in other countries. It is an example
of both regionalisation and internationalisation. Within the context of
Dutch water policy the river basin approach is applied to create ‘room for
the rivers’ and ‘room for water’. A threefold strategy is being implemented:
first to retain water as much as possible in the soil and in regional water
systems, secondly to store water, for example in retention basins, and finally
to discharge water through the major rivers to the North sea. This policy
has put the focus on regional water systems and their relation with the
major rivers, and is worked out in 17 different sub-river basin areas.

Besides these national initiatives, The European Water Framework
Directive (WFD) has put a river basin approach to the fore and also
influences water management, but the WFD is expected predominantly to
have an impact on water quality matters. As far as the organisation of water
management is concerned, it is still too early to see the effects of the WFD.
The WFD asks for co-operation in the four river basins that The
Netherlands is part of (Meuse, Rhine, Scheldt and Eems), and thus for
international water management, but does not prescribe how to co-operate.
On the part of the Dutch, the WFD has not led to new institutional
arrangements, but to continuation of the co-operation between the existing
water agencies (on four different levels) and co-operation within existing
international agencies, like the Rhine Commission. Both internal policy
developments and the WFD have stimulated territorial shifts towards the
region and sub-river basins.

To conclude, we are witnessing a growing importance of integrated water
management in various aspects. Water quality and water quantity are more
and more integrated in policy plans and in river basin approaches. Water
policy and spatial planning are connected to each other in early stages of
the planning process through instruments like the water impact assessment.
Water aspects are taken far more seriously since the ‘shock event’ of high
water levels in 1993–1995, and are now a fundamental part of regionally
oriented environmental policies.

Though the different governmental layers continue to exist and to have
their separate tasks, there is a trend towards regionalisation and inter-
nationalisation, as we have seen in other policy domains. Currently, the
efficiency of the fourth governmental layer of the water boards is being dis-
cussed, but changes are not likely to take place in the short term. It is gen-
erally acknowledged that the water boards have special technical expertise
and take good care of their functional tasks.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

In the foregoing, we have discussed four key areas of Dutch environmental
policy: industrial pollution, agricultural pollution, nature conservation and
water management. To a considerable extent, to be sure, these areas show
their own specific dynamics. At the same time, however, at least three
common trends can be discerned. They deal with: (1) the framing of the
questions at stake; (2) the actors; and (3) the levels of government involved
in environmental policy processes. For all three of those, the 1980s appear
to have been of key importance. In that period, shifts were initiated that
continue to have an impact up to the present day. In the following section
we will briefly review these shifts and try to pin down some of their under-
lying causes.

First, as in most other industrial countries, early environmental policy in
the Netherlands had a strong ‘anthropocentric’ focus. Pollution control was
aimed at the protection of human health by limiting the emission of specific
pollutants. Water management was primarily viewed as a ‘fight against the
water’ to prevent the Low Countries from flooding. And nature conserva-
tion, particularly in the 1950s to 1970s, found much of its legitimisation in
the demand for recreational areas by a growing and increasingly wealthy
population.

Only gradually has the very complexity of environmental problems
become apparent. It was recognised that human health and well-being was
determined by complexes of environmental factors rather than by individ-
ual pollutants. It was recognised, moreover, that the scale of environmen-
tal problems might range far beyond national borders and that pollution
could shift from one medium to another, for example from air to water, or
from water to soil. The problems of acidification, especially in the 1980s,
and climate change, mainly from the 1990s, were exemplary for these new
insights. Parallel to that, the idea spread that nature might deserve protec-
tion in its own right. As a result, a broader, more encompassing, ‘systemic’ –
or even ‘ecocentric’ – view on environmental problems evolved. There was
an attempt to develop integrated policies for connected sets of environ-
mental problems across environmental media. From a totally different per-
spective, this shift was also motivated by the wish to make administrative
procedures, for example licensing, more coherent and efficient. Water
policy witnessed its own ‘ecological turn’ by the growing integration of
quantitative and qualitative concerns. Nature conservation, finally, moved
on from protecting individual reserves to managing ecological networks,
while taking into account an ever-broader range of environmental factors.

The introduction of a ‘multi-sector’ view of environmental policy,
however, did not (and does not) proceed without problems. The institutional
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stabilisation, particularly of the idea of integrating previously separate
parts or sectors of the policy field, continues to be difficult and contentious.
Water policy, as we have seen, although ‘integrating’ internally and despite
attempts to develop cross-links with other environmental sectors, still very
much functions on its own. The integration of environmental licensing
has now been going on for about twenty years, but its completion still has
to take some serious administrative hurdles. Interestingly, the EU has played
a mixed role in these processes. Sometimes, as observed in the case of the
Water Framework Directive, it has clearly stimulated and supported domes-
tic developments in the Netherlands. Other EU policies, for instance the
Packaging, Habitats and Nitrates Directives, have interfered more nega-
tively with Dutch policies and to some extent have even frustrated novel,
integrative approaches such as an encompassing VA, the EHS and the rural
Reconstruction project (see above; see also: Liefferink and Van der Zouwen,
2004).

As a second general trend, we can point to the active involvement of a
growing number of actors in environmental policy. Examples of the evolu-
tion towards ‘multi-actor’ involvement have featured in all areas discussed
in the foregoing sections, such as the target group approach and VAs in pol-
lution control and the various regional spatial-environmental projects in
the agricultural policy field, as well as in the implementation of the EHS.
Even the relatively closed area of water management now appears to be
opening up to a wider variety of interests under the influence of the river
basin approach and the now dominant discourse of ‘accommodating’
rather than ‘defending against’ water. The trend towards involving a
broader range of actors was initiated by Environment Minister Winsemius
in the mid-1980s with the idea of the ‘internalisation’ of environmental
policy (see section 2). By that time, it was recognised that traditional
‘command-and-control’ regulation often led to sub-optimal outcomes in
terms of both effectiveness and efficiency. The closer involvement of the
‘target groups’ in the making of policies should, on the one hand, pave the
way for more ‘tailor-made’ solutions and, on the other, increase the legit-
imacy of those policies. As we have seen, however, today’s popularity of
various types of interactive and participative arrangements has by no
means ruled out the use of allegedly ‘old’ instruments. Traditional direct
regulation still has an important position in Dutch environmental policy,
either independently (for example licensing of various industrial activities)
or accompanying and legally framing VAs or regional agreements.

Third, we can observe changes in the levels of government involved in
environmental policy making (see Figure 17.1). It is hard if not impossible,
however, to discern a consistent trend here. In some areas, either de-
centralisation or Europeanisation – or a combination of both! – appears to
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result in a certain degree of erosion of state-level powers. Cases in point are
the areas of ecosystem protection, water, and rural and spatial planning,
where the implementation of (respectively) the EHS, river basin manage-
ment, and most notably various types of spatial-environmental projects in
rural areas all lead to enhanced sub-national activity. Upon closer inspec-
tion, however, central control over such projects, for instance in the form of
basic goals to be achieved, budgets, and co-ordination with adjacent policy
areas, continues to be strong. Increasingly, moreover, the national govern-
ment is itself bound by targets and frameworks set by the EU, for instance
in the fields of ecosystem protection and agricultural pollution (Habitats
Directive, Nitrates Directive). This effectively leads to further centralisation
rather than de-centralisation. Other areas appear to be less dynamic, at
least as far as power shifts between levels of government are concerned.
Despite major changes in instrumentation over the last decades, the
important field of industrial pollution control in particular appears to
remain firmly in the hands of the national government, probably even more
than a few decades ago. How and by whom exactly policies are enforced,
finally, depends very much on the issue at stake (see sections 3–6), but in
general terms no major shift in the organisation of environmental inspec-
torates in the Netherlands can be detected. Considering this fairly mixed
picture, in short, we cannot single out a clear trend towards either central-
isation or decentralisation in Dutch environmental policy. Therefore, we
would rather prefer the more neutral term of increasing ‘multi-level’ policy
making, that is increasing differentiation of environmental policy powers
over distinct levels of government, dependent on the policy issue at stake,
but without a clear overall direction.

Finally, what is the net result of all these changes? Have they resulted
in an improvement in the quality of Dutch environmental policy? This
question is difficult to answer in absolute terms, as effects of policies are
difficult to separate from each other and from other, ‘non-policy’ factors.
Unfortunately, a counter-factual situation is lacking. Nevertheless, the
most recent Dutch ‘state of the environment’ report (RIVM, 2004) claims
that the emissions of several major pollutants have decreased in absolute
terms over the past few decades. Thus, a ‘de-coupling’ of economic
growth and environmental pressure seems to have taken place. According
to the report, this is largely due to policy and technical measures (ibid.,
pp. 10–11). To what extent can this finding be related to our three trends?
Amongst them, the increasing involvement of ‘target groups’ in environ-
mental policymaking stands out most clearly. As a now fully-fledged
alternative either next to or in combination with other policies, it can be
seen as the ‘coming-home’ of the environmental policy field into the
neo-corporatist heartland of Dutch politics. The strong ‘fit’ of VAs and
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other public–private agreements with the dominant Dutch political
culture alone explains part of their success, especially when compared
with other countries (Liefferink, 1999; Vermeulen, 2002: 82–3). In con-
trast with this, sector integration can be regarded as a necessity dictated
to a large extent by the complex and persistent problems of the environ-
mental policy field itself. In addition, the Environment Ministry’s strat-
egy, mainly from the 1980s, to extend its influence over other policy areas
played a role. Their can be little doubt that present-day ‘integrated’ poli-
cies allow for a much more comprehensive approach, and thus ‘work
better’, than the earlier narrow and fragmented policies. At the same time,
co-ordination problems remain immense. The slow pace of bringing
further together, for instance, policies regarding pollution, water and
spatial planning or, more specifically, licensing procedures, seems to
suggest that the trend towards a more ‘systemic’ way of environmental
policymaking has almost reached its intellectual and institutional limits.
The increasing differentiation of environmental policy powers over the
European, the state and the sub-national level, finally, is to some extent
linked to the other two. If one wishes to discuss and negotiate with a wide
range of actors an ever more encompassing set of problems, one almost
has to do this at a regional or local level. Things may otherwise get overly
complex or abstract, or both. As we have seen, this need is evident for
instance in the fields of rural spatial planning and water management, but
less so in pollution control. In these fields, the increasing role of har-
monised EU policies is sometimes awkward. In the light of the trans-
boundary character of many environmental problems as well as their
internationalised economic ramifications, however, it is also recognised
that the EU is essential for setting the scene in which fine-tuned domestic
policies can in any way become effective.

NOTES

1. We would like to thank Jaap Gersie and Mariëlle van der Zouwen for their support as well
as the editors of this volume for their valuable comments on an earlier draft of this
chapter.

2. The position of farmers can be seen as an exception to this, because historically farmers
are important stakeholders in Dutch water boards.
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