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NETHERLANDS: SMALL BUT INCREASINGLY UNEQUAL

Source: Rabobank, 2022

Region’s share in total  employment 

- development 1996-2020
Region’s contribution to national gross 

value added – development 1996-2020



IT’S THE ECONOMY, STUPID!

The dominant narrative when explaining regional 
inequalities:

Regions thrive because of physical capital, human 
capital, innovative capacity and strong institutions

Regions in decline can be blamed for not being 
sufficiently innovative, entrepreneurial, attractive, 
smart and resilient, or for having low quality 
institutions



MY PROPOSITION: IT’S THE POLITICS, STUPID!

1) Spatial patterns in government spending

2) The role of spatial-economic narratives & policy templates

3) The role of political representation, lobbies and voting patterns

4) Interpretation of ‘spatial justice’ in national government spending

5) Case study: Zeeuws-Vlaanderen

6) Wider implications for regional policy



SPATIAL PATTERNS IN GOVERNMENT SPENDING



POLICIES ARE NOT SPATIALLY BLIND 

Harold Lasswell (1936) politics is about “who gets what, when, how”

Distributive politics … but not much attention for the spatial distribution of 
government spending

… not that easy either

No thorough systematic analysis of all government spending at the country level



INFRASTRUCTURE (ACCESSIBILITY, 
PROTECTION AGAINST FLOODING) 

Source: Vereniging Deltametropool, 2021.



ECONOMY

Profits on gas allocated to a fund to ‘structurally 
strengthen the Dutch economy’: 

1% ended up in the province of Groningen 
where the gas is extracted

90% ended up in the Randstad



ECONOMY II

‘National growth fund’ to stimulate  ‘structural and 
durable economic growth’

Organised as a competition

2.5 billion for metro Amsterdam- Schiphol Airport 
and for doubling railway tracks between The 
Hague and Rotterdam

30 million for self-driving buses Eindhoven



SUBSIDIES FOR CULTURE

‘geographical distribution’ was cancelled 
as criterion

Instead: focus on number of visitors, 
diversity/inclusiveness and innovation 

81% ended up in the four main cities 
(Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, 
Utrecht) 



REORGANISATION OF PUBLIC 
SERVICES

‘efficiency’ is key in many sectors, which has been 
translated into processes of scaling-up and concentration 
of public services

Sectoral considerations prevail, no-one sees the bigger 
spatial picture: larger cities profit, regions without a 
large city or with low population density lose many 
state-sponsored public sector jobs (25%-30%)

•Law courts

•Health care

•Army

•Education

•…



DISPERSAL VERSUS CONCENTRATION

1970s/1980s: explicit policy to disperse public 
services by the state across the country, fostering 
deconcentration

Since 1990s: implicit concentration policy

Source: De Gans, 1987



‘PLACES THAT 
DON’T MATTER’

Source: Sjoerd Mouissie n.a.v. De Voogd en 

Couperus (2021). 



THE ROLE OF SPATIAL-ECONOMIC NARRATIVES



“DON’T BACK THE LOSERS, PICK THE WINNERS” 

Strong belief that international competition between cities and regions requires to 
invest in the major Dutch cities (the agglomeration economies mantra) and to 
strengthen relationships between cities within the Netherlands and with major 
metropolises abroad (network economies).

Agglomeration externalities are a key driver of growth in all development theories

This concentration policy was justified by the argument that spatial spill-overs and 
trickle-down effects would allow the entire country to profit from this policy



TRICKLE-DOWN EFFECTS 
NOT VERY VISIBLE

when public services disappear and 
development plans in your region are 
considered not to be of national importance 
and worthy of national government 
investment…

Strong lobbies from major city-regions: 
invest in where the money is earned… 

Maybe some truth in this social media meme?



FITTING THE DUTCH POLICY TEMPLATE
How to get investments from the national government as a non-core region? 

You need to fit with the current policy template/doctrine

 Use the right terminology: your plan should contribute to economic growth and/or innovation 
(welfare, spatial justice etc. still hardly count)

 Your plan needs to survive a societal cost-benefit analysis

 In practice, societal cost-benefit analysis is an analysis of costs and benefits for the national government

 Many pros and cons of a plan cannot be translated in a monetary value, but cost-benefit analysis is still leading

 You have to battle the widespread perception that the development of your region does not 
really matter - by definition (Raad voor Openbaar Bestuur, 2021), which translates into 
having less direct access to decision-makers at the national level

 Don’t expect national level civil servants to know your region

 Avoid any association with decline: long-term population forecasts are nowadays 
increasingly self-fulfilling prophecies 



WHETHER A PLAN ‘MAKES A 
DIFFERENCE’ DOESN’T COUNT

Rembrandt: The Standard Bearer (1636)

Acquired in 2021 for 175 million euro by the 
Dutch State

Does it really matter for the Rijksmuseum to have 
23 in stead of 22 Rembrandts?



NEW REGIONAL POLICY SINCE 2017: ‘REGION 
DEALS’

Funds projects that foster ‘brede welvaart’ (prosperity in the broadest sense of the 
term)

About 1 billion euro for 4 years, spread over 30 projects

‘regions’= a network of cooperating partners

Regions compete with each other to obtain funding

Regions have to pay 50% of costs of projects, national government 50%



THE ROLE OF POLITICAL REPRESENTATION, 
LOBBIES AND VOTING PATTERNS



POLITICAL REPRESENTATION

Randstad: 14 members of 
parliament per 1 million inh.

Semi-periphery and periphery: 
5 members of parliament per 1 
million inh.

Centre (Randstad) almost three 
times better represented than 
(semi-) periphery (up from 2 
times in 1971)

Source: Rustenhoven, 2022

Number of members of parliament relative to 

population size 1971-2021



ACCESS TO DECISION-MAKING

Larger cities benefit from scale economies also 
when lobbying

Their privileged position as perceived ‘motor of the 
economy’ provides for easier access to decision-
makers

Larger cities benefit from scale economies and their 
investment in building alliances when funding is 
distributed in the form of a competition between 
cities/regions (no level playing field)



POLITICIANS CATERING TO NEEDS OF ‘THEIR’ REGIONS 
(?) 



INTERPRETATIONS OF SPATIAL JUSTICE



UTILITARIAN PERSPECTIVE ON SPATIAL JUSTICE

Utilitarianism is an ethical doctrine that claims that virtue is based on utility and that 
all human conduct should be directed toward promoting the greatest overall level of 
happiness of the highest number of individuals in society (John  Stuart Mill)

Governments should invest in those places where the highest number of individuals 
profit → largest cities

But: a net gain in utility country-wide may hide increasing inequalities between 
regions; some regions may be actually worse off



EGALITARIAN PERSPECTIVE ON SPATIAL JUSTICE

Political doctrine that all people should be treated as equals and have the same 
political, economic, social and civil rights (John Rawls, Nussbaum & Sen)

Inequality not necessarily unacceptable, just as long as inequalities do not derive
from morally arbitrary circumstances (being born in a poor family, belonging to a 
minorty group), perhaps also: being born in a non-core region? 

Dutch political parties: pay lip-service to egalitarianism, but dominant concentration
policy is highly utilitarianism-inspired



CASE: ZEEUWS-VLAANDEREN



ZEEUWS-VLAANDEREN

Or: how the government unwittingly, but actively 
fosters decline in a ‘peripheral’ region

State-funded public services that disappeared from
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen since 2005:

Netherlands Employees Insurance Agency (UWV)

Customs

Dutch Tax office (belastingdienst)

Water police

Military policy (marechausse)

Driving test agency (CBR)

Mental healthcare

Chamber of commerce

Cantonal court



ACCESSIBILITY

After many decades of discussion, national government not only refused to contribute anything 
to the costs of building the only connection between the country and this region (‘not of 
national importance’, ‘no priority’), but even made half a billion profit when it sold its shares



DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES ACTIVELY 
CONSTRAINED BY TOLL 

Housing market constraints → fosters demographic decline + large inflow of Belgians who 
remain oriented at Belgian public services: not enough students for remaining schools

Labour market constraints → an already tight and small labour market is split by a paywall

Departmental/sectoral considerations prevail: A holistic perspective on the development of 
the region is lacking 



WIDER IMPLICATIONS FOR REGIONAL POLICY



DUTCH REGIONAL POLICY: “REGIO DEALS”

Dutch regional policy: 

a kind of ‘regional greenwashing’…?



IS REGIONAL POLICY ABLE TO DIMINISH 
REGIONAL INEQUALITIES? 

Limited funds available for region deals (millions), that will never allow to 
compensate for the decades-long concentration policy that has transferred billions 
from the periphery to the core

This could well be the case in other countries

Therefore: (Dutch) regional policy little more than a cloth for the bleeding, and 
actually one that does not even stop the bleeding



LET’S NOT WORRY ABOUT THE EFFECTIVENESS OF 
COHESION POLICY

8th cohesion report: Eastern European countries are catching up, but not in innovative 
capacity, yet domestic inter-regional inequalities often rise

There is often debate on the effectiveness of cohesion funds 

But: we can never judge the question if we do not know how national governments 
distribute their investments spatially 



LEVELLING UP?



RECOMMENDATIONS
Research

When studying regional development we should look much more beyond endogenous factors, and 
factor in the role of distributive politics

It is important to move beyond anecdotical evidence, and quantify the prioritization of certain 
regions over longer time periods

Institutional perspective on regional development should be broadened with distributive politics

Policy

It is not up to national governments to pick the perceived winners (and then see this become a self-
fulfilling prophecy); a more egalitarian interpretation of spatial justice is needed

Don’t evaluate the effectiveness of cohesion policy without taking national distributive politics (and 
their interrelation) into account



QUESTIONS? REMARKS? e.j.meijers@uu.nl   


