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|. The geopolitical challenge

On 2 July 2024, the Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) The central challenge istofind a
published the report ‘The Netherlands in a Fragmenting World Order’. new balance that takes all three go als
In its report, the WRR concludes that ‘the period in which the .

Netherlands could benefit from favourable international relations is Into account.
over. Tensions can be expected to arise more frequently in the triad of

Dutch foreign policy goals’: security, values, and prosperity (‘the triad One year after the report’s publication, geopolitical developments
framework of Dutch foreign policy’). The central challenge is to find a have continued apace. The dynamics of the past 12 months align
new balance that takes all three goals into account. Since the report’s closely with the WRR analysis, which identified three vectors of
publication, the WRR has organised a series of interactive sessions with global fragmentation: power centres, power arenas, and world views.
ministries, municipalities, businesses, and other stakeholders —a process Under president Trump’s second administration, US policy has sent
referred to as the ‘Geotour’. These sessions aimed to encourage shockwaves through global markets and governments alike. Under
participants to engage actively with geopolitical challenges and tensions significant pressure, the NATO member states have committed to
within their own policy domains . The underlying objective was to offer raising their defence budgets to S per cent of GDP. Several major and
these stakeholders insights and tools for adapting their strategies to an violent conflicts — notably in Ukraine and Gaza — remain unresolved.
emerging new world order. The strong interest in the Geotour indicates On the contrary, the use of force has intensified, as in Iran, and Russia
that many policymakers recognise the urgency of adjusting to a world appears to be continuing its programme of hybrid warfare against the

increasingly characterised by geopolitical turbulence. West unabated.
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Meanwhile, the Dutch government has issued an official response,
endorsing the analysis presented in the WRR report. There have also
been a range of initiatives recently to address the new global dynamics,
including the resilience and security initiative led by the National
Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism, the defence policy
document, and the Think Ahead campaign. These developments
indicate momentum, yet one pressing question remains: having
awakened from its prolonged geopolitical slumber, will the
Netherlands be able to adapt to the emerging world order in a balanced,
timely, and effective way?

The conclusion of the Geotour offers us an opportunity to reflect on
this question. We do so below. We share some observations and
conclude with a plea to intensify and accelerate the adaptation to the
emerging world order.

One pressing question remains:
having awakened from its prolonged
geopolitical slumber, will the
Netherlands be able to adapt to the
emerging world order in a balanced,
timely, and effective way?
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Il. Awakening from geopolitical slumber

The Netherlands has ‘woken up’ to the task of investing in
resilience and security

There is now a broad recognition that the emerging world order is
much more unstable and insecure for the West than during the
post-Cold War era. Policymakers have concluded from this that
security considerations must carry greater weight, whereas previously,
security was often a distant third priority behind prosperity and values.
The triad framework has proven a useful tool for mapping the complex
trade-offs and challenges associated with this shift. This applies not
only to the ministries traditionally concerned with foreign policy, but
also more widely. How should decisions be made about allocating land
for military purposes versus space for agriculture and nature
conservation? In which areas should we invest in our ‘strategic
autonomy’? And is such autonomy even feasible at the national level,
or should we commit to European responses? Municipalities are also
taking action. Given their closer proximity to citizens compared to the
national government, their approach to the implications of the new
global dynamics tends to be more specific and practice-oriented . For
example, the municipality of Rotterdam is examining how
geopolitically driven incidents in its port may trigger economic and
social tensions within the city itself. Among other challenges, the
municipality is faced with the question of how it can strengthen the
resilience of vulnerable citizens, such as those who have limited
reserves and capacity to absorb shocks.

How should decisions be made about
allocating land for military purposes
versus space for agriculture and
nature conservation? In which areas
should we invest in our ‘strategic
autonomy’? And is such autonomy
even feasible at the national level?

The focus is mainly on immediate risks and short-term answers
There is growing attention to challenges such as how to prepare for a
temporary power outage and how to deal with cyberattacks or the
failure of the payment system. These immediate risks are important
and, fortunately, policymakers are well aware of the need to address
them. However, tackling these risks is not the same as structurally
boosting resilience and security in the long term. What is still lacking is
sufficient attention and resources to make the Netherlands fundamentally
more resilient and secure when disruptions to daily life are becoming
more severe and frequent. While the Netherlands is generally well-
equipped to manage short-term disruptions, its current ability to
withstand long-term or cumulative crises is very much in doubt.
Whereas the division of responsibilities during crises is formally
established, the underlying agreements are often abstract or outdated
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in light of the present reality. Finally, resilience and security measures
often focus on physical matters, such as hard infrastructure and
emergency supplies. Equally important is the less tangible dimension
of societal resilience, which depends on a strong social fabric and an
active, engaged civil society.

While the Netherlands is generally
well-equipped to manage short-term
disruptions, its current ability to
withstand long-term or cumulative
crises is very much in doubt.

The first steps towards resilience and security have been taken,
but the broader ‘rethinking’ has yet to begin

As dependencies and vulnerabilities are becoming increasingly clear,
concrete steps are being taken in various domains to make the
Netherlands more resilient and secure. Examples include developing a
national crisis plan for food security and building strategic stockpiles.
However, because resilience and security is only among many
responsibilities of ministries, dedicated and consistent attention to
this issue is often lacking. The units tasked with developing resilience
and security policy are often very small and a significant knowledge
gap persists: broad expertise on countries and regions, technologies,
value chains, and dependencies is no longer structurally embedded
within government institutions. As a result, there have been only
sporadic instances of the urgently needed broader rethinking and
follow-through that the implications of the emerging world order

demand from the Dutch economy, society, and policy priorities.
Instead, solutions tend to rely on familiar policy instruments and are
implemented incrementally. A typical approach is top-down
stocktaking: what are we already doing, what are others doing, and
how can we align this with existing policy?

For the moment, policy adjustments are taking place within
existing frameworks and structures

The adjustments that have been initiated thus far — especially outside
of the domain of defence — tend to be incremental, even as both the
world and the Netherlands face a series of disruptive, structural
transformations. Moreover, the response to geopolitical reality is
highly compartmentalised. For example, digital and physical resilience
and security are still approached as separate domains, while
disruptions can occur simultaneously in both spheres. This is
problematic, as the concurrence of crises is no longer a hypothetical
scenario: in a hyper-connected society, multiple domains can come
under pressure at the same time. Another example of this siloed
approach is the engagement with the private sector. Although
companies possess critical expertise, and have enormous stakes in the
issue, government actors don’t seem to have a strategic approach to
consulting and engaging them.
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While there is broad consensus on
the need to strengthen resilience
and reduce strategic dependencies,
there is little recognition of the
significant costs and other forms of
disruption that such strategies will
inevitably entail.

The costs of the ‘reinvigoration’ of resilience and security are
only sporadically recognised or factored in

While there is broad consensus on the need to strengthen resilience
and reduce strategic dependencies, there is no robust discussion of the
significant costs and other forms of disruption that such strategies will
inevitably entail. For example, reshoring pharmaceutical production to
Europe will increase production costs, an impact that will be felt across
the health care sector. Increased defence spending must be financed
from some other source, potentially through reduced spending on
social security, health care, or education. Essential maintenance and
investment in infrastructure will lead to congestion and other forms of
social discomfort. Military exercises will claim land, air space, rail and
road infrastructures. The ability to sustain a potential prolonged
military conflict will require substantial human and material resources
from both the private and the public sector. Securing access to critical
raw material supplies may compel the Netherlands to engage with
regimes whose policies are at odds with its values. Many more
examples could be cited, but the message is clear: navigating trade-offs
among security, values and prosperity is becoming increasingly

complex, requires sacrifices, and will involve real costs. The discussion
on this topic has barely begun. Do we leave it to the market to
determine the price of resilience and security, or does the government
pursue a prudent and strategic approach? An open dialogue is needed,
both within the government and with society at large, about how such
decisions are made, what the associated costs are, how they will be
distributed, and by whom.

In particular, values risk being
sidelined when they come into
conflict with security and prosperity.

The ‘securitisation of everything’ is also looming in the Netherlands
For along time, the Netherlands benefited from the ‘peace dividend’ of
the post-Cold War era, which resulted in limited investment in national
resilience and security. It is encouraging that the Netherlands is starting
to catch up. However, the risk of undue securitisation looms, with the
fragmenting world order being understood primarily and exclusively
from a security perspective. If this perspective comes to dominate the
Dutch policy response, there is a danger that critical developments in the
economic domain - and their implications for broad prosperity — will be
underestimated. The same applies to the mounting pressure on Dutch
norms and values. In particular, values risk being sidelined when they
come into conflict with security and prosperity. This trend is already
visible at the European level, where ambitious goals in areas such as
climate and sustainability are increasingly giving way to an emphasis on
resilience, security and competitiveness (see the reports by Draghi, Letta,
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and Niinisto, and ambitions such as ReArm Europe). To guard against The Netherlands’ traditionally
over-securitisation, it is essential that policymakers consider a diversity S ceptical stance toward more
of perspectives and that long-term interests are not lost in the face of . . .
intensive European cooperation,
industrial policy, and increased joint
7. The Netherlands invests only to a limited extent in strategically expenditure (and its financing)
essential partnerships and connections continues to be a significant obstacle.

short-term geopolitical pressures.

Aside from fully committing to revitalising European defence, the
Netherlands must also invest — for broader strategic reasons - in forms
of international cooperation that are essential to our core interests.
This includes forging new partnerships with emerging economies and
key middle powers. However, there has been little evidence of this in
the past year. The Netherlands’ traditionally sceptical stance toward
more intensive European cooperation, industrial policy, and increased
joint expenditure (and its financing) continues to be a significant
obstacle. This makes it difficult for the Netherlands to play an
influential role within the European Union in this evolving landscape.
The substantial cutbacks in the development cooperation budget, the
downsizing of the diplomatic network, and the limited effort to
redefine relationships with key African countries run counter to what
is needed to adapt our international partnerships effectively to the
emerging world order.
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lll. Steps towards having the
uncomfortable conversation

The Geotour sessions have demonstrated a growing awareness that
geopolitics has implications for virtually every domain of public
policy. The fact that the Netherlands is currently doing more than in
the past does not mean it is doing enough to respond to the
fundamental changes and shifts currently underway. The current shift
towards security necessitates an equally serious reassessment of the
balance between prosperity and values and the making of explicit
choices that command sufficient public support. Only by doing so can
the Netherlands become geopolitically robust, recalibrate its
engagement in multilateral cooperation, and mobilise and engage the
whole of Dutch society, without losing sight of its norms and values.

However, we observe a reluctance and a degree of policy inaction to
engage in the necessary dialogue about the costs and discomfort that
must be borne to arrive at a well-considered new balance between
security, values, and prosperity. The commitment made at the NATO
summit to allocate 5 per cent of GDP to defence and broader security
and resilience will only make this challenge more acute. If such
substantial investment is directed to security under current budgetary
constraints, this will inevitably lead to cuts in other areas, at the
expense of prosperity and values.

The fact that the Netherlands is
currently doing more than in the past
does not mean it is doing enough to
respond to the fundamental changes
and shifts currently underway.

There are no easy choices available. What is clear, however, is that
current developments cannot be addressed through familiar
procedures and institutional frameworks only. New equilibriums in
the triad framework need to be found. The Netherlands must now
engage in an uncomfortable conversation about the costs to its
prosperity and values that it is willing to bear in order to rebuild the
resilience and security necessary in this new geopolitical era.
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