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Administrative organization of 
the Netherlands

EU$memberstate

Three tier government, a 
decentralized unitary state

– Central government Annual
budget: ca. €240 bn

– Provinces (12) Annual
budget: ca. €10 bn

– Municipalities (390) Annual
budget:  €58 bn

– (Functional government: 23 
water boards)



1588: The Republic of seven
united provinces



“About the opportunities to better and more efficiently 
organize the public administration have been written in 
recent decades stacks of reports. However, many of the 
proposed reforms in these reports have not come to 
implementation.” (Dutch government report 2010) 

All talk and no action? 



Coalition agreement 2012 

1. Merger of 3 provinces: not implemented

2. Mergers of municipalities: 100.000+ not implemented
The voluntary mergers continue (slowly)

3. Abolition of compulsory transport$regions (WGR+): tasks go to 
provinces and two metropolitan areas (Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam/The Hague): implemented

4. Budget cuts on all levels of government: implemented

5. Decentralisation in 2015 of €10 bn social tasks to municipalities
from central government and provinces: implemented





Merger of three provinces





Cities of 100.000 inhabitants







municipalities number inhabitants seize

NL (in 1916) 1120 5.000 29 km2

NL (in 2016) 390 43.536 86 km2

Municipalities merge







Population of municipalities



WGR$plus regions
and urban agenda

• In November 2005 inter$municipal cooperation compulsory for 7 
metropolitan areas

• Evaluation reports on city$regions merely positive (2009/ 2010)
• Abolition of WGR$plus regions in 2012 issued by new cabinet: 

no 4th tier of government, too much bureaucracy
• Introduction of 2 Transport Agencies (Rotterdam$The Hague & 

Amsterdam) and shift of responsibilities/funds to provinces
• Shift from compulsory cooperation to inter$municipal cooperation

and cooperation between municipalities and provinces
(OECD Territorial Rreview MRDH 2015)

• Urban agenda: a start to work bottom up on a national urban policy 
framework and facilitate economic growth in urban areas  (OECD 
Territorial Review Netherlands 2014)



Regions are important

• Increase of inter$municipal
collaborations

• In 2014: 779 inter$municipal
collaborations (in 2012: 512)



FUA’s matter



Decentralisation process:
Long$term home care

Participation of non$fully disabled people
Youth care

2014 
Finalising 
legislation

Preparation year

2015

First year of the 
new system /  
transition

2016�2017

Settling the 
system / 
transformation

2018 � onwards 
Complete the 
transformation







Review group Public Administration

• In 2014 this government called upon a National Advisory Committee 

• Assignment: ‘How can the structure and practices of Dutch public 
administration be better matched with current and future social and 
economic developments?’

• March 2016: Publication of report ‘Make the difference. A firm 
response to regional challenges’.

• Analysis: 1. increasing economic activity on regional level, 2. 
greater uncertainty, 3. interwoven nature of economic 
activities



Key recommendations

• Substantive regional challenges take priority: 
no new structure/blueprint but less permissive (inter$
municipal) cooperation to reduce fragmentation

• Muncipalities are invited to write with their regional 
municipal partners an integral economic governance 
programme in partnership with stakeholders and other levels 
of government

• Increase adaptibility for municipalities (and provinces) to 
respond to new developments and changes: differentiation, 
deregulation, less hierarchy between provinces and 
municipalities

• Increase ability to establish links between domains & 
sectors, and layers of administration: knowlege and skills 
building for mayors, alderman, politicians and civil servants.

• Modernising fiscal relations



Dutch municipalities highly dependent on 
central government grants

• General grant: € 27 
billion

• Earmarked grants: € 6 
billion

• Low share of local 
taxes (9%)

• Current grant system 
and principles date 
from 1997

Gemeentefonds; 

47%

Specifieke 

uitkeringen; 

12%
Onroerendezaak-

belasting (OZB); 7%

Overige 

belastingen; 2%

Retributies; 7%

Bouwgrondexploitatie; 

7%

Onttrekkingen 

reserves; 7%

Overige middelen; 11%

Baten gemeenten 2015 (begroting, bruto)

58 

billion

Budget municipalities 

2015



Current principles grant system

� each municipality should be able to provide the same level of services with 
the same property tax rate

� allocation based on spending levels of municipalities

Grant allocation formula consists of about 60 variables (socio$economic, 
physical, etc.)

� allocation of the grant is at full discretion of municipalities



Working group on reform: 
questions for research

Is the current set of principles and its allocation mechanism future 
proof?

• complexity and transparancy

• level of equalization

• financing regional cooperation

• enhancing economic growth

• introducing incentives (policy/ efficiency)

• Fiscal reform:  higher local taxes, lower national income tax



• Three types of local governments reform:  

1. more tasks (decentralisation)

2. territorial reforms (amalgations)

3. reforms focussed on the organization of 
municipalities (efficiency – democracy)

• no forced municipal amalgations as of Fortuyn (Cabinet 
Balkenende$1) 

• the number of amalgations however did not decrease

• ongoing decentralisation of tasks in combination with
budget cuts have stimulated bottom$up amalgations
enormously

• the importance of intercommunal / regional cooperation 
has grown strongly over the past 20 years

• more attention for (local) democracy: Agenda Local Dem.

Some observations



Questions?





Municipal amalgation

• Municipal amalgamation procedure

• Amalgamation policy

• Reasons for amalgamations

• Typical points of discussion

• Role of parliament



Amalgamation procedure

• Dutch constitution: Municipalities are 
dissolved and established by law

• Law on amalgamation

• Municipalities, provinces and central 
government can start an amalgamation 
procedure

• Shared responsibility for the quality of local 
government
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Amalgamation policy

• Preference: Municipalities take the 
initiative for an amalgamation. However, 
it’s not necessary to have consent of all 
local authorities.

• Financial support for amalgamations 
(economic incentives)

• Share experiences and knowledge with 
provinces and municipalities that 
contemplate amalgamation



Reasons for amalgamation

Usually administrators feel the need to 
strengthen administrative capabilities:

• Growing number of tasks, responsibilities 
in a more complex context

• Improving quality: larger municipalities 
can hire more specialized professionals

• Improving continuity: smaller 
municipalities usually have several ‘single$
man$units’ which is vulnerable.



Typical points of discussion

• Combinations of municipalities 

• Timeline

• Alternatives to amalgamation (e.g. 
coöperation)

• Financial issues 

• Fear of annexation 



Process of amalgamation

• The entire process takes usually at least 3 
years

• Proposal of municipal amalgamation by 
municipalities/province

• Proposal of a bill in the Cabinet

• Advice of The Council of State

• Legislation pending in parliament (house 
of representatives and the Senate)

• Amalgamation elections



Role of the Parliament

• Each amalgamation proposal is assessed 
independently

• Parliament focuses mainly on the criteria 
in our policy framework:

– Public support

– Sub$municipal societal cohesion

– Governing capabilities (administrative power)

– Balanced regional relations

– Durability




