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1. Understanding of Citizen Participation

1.1 What is meant by citizen participation in politics and society in the Netherlands?
Citizen participation is a general term for all forms in which citizens can participate in political
decision-making. Deliberative citizen participation (from hereon DCP) (or deliberative
democracy) is a form of citizen participation and has its own meaning in the Dutch political
landscape. In government policy documents and government-commissioned research,
deliberative democracy is described as a method by which political decisions can be made
through an informed dialogue between citizens. Deliberative democracy is positioned as a
complement to representative democracy (people’s representatives are elected through
elections) and - to a lesser degree, as referendums are rare in the Netherlands - to direct
democracy.! The three most important characteristics of DCP, according to a 2009 study
commissioned by the Ministry of Home Affairs, are:

a) selection of participants by drawing lots (as opposed to self-selection which is
common in most other forms of citizen participation)

b) provision of objective information about the issue to be discussed and

c) forming judgments through deliberation.2

In society the terms ‘deliberative democracy’ or ‘deliberative citizen participation’ are rarely
used. However, there is often talk of citizens’ forums and citizens’ assemblies, which are forms
of DCP. Media often use the interpretation of citizens’ assemblies as described in the book Nu
is het aan ons (‘It’s up to us now’) by Eva Rovers: “A group of inhabitants of the Netherlands
examines a complex social problem and is thoroughly informed by experts and experts by
experience. They then work together to find a solution through deliberation.” In addition to the
media, there are also interest groups that influence the definition of citizens’ assemblies in
society, such as Extinction Rebellion Netherlands. They define a citizens’ assembly as a process
in which citizens can make political decisions on an issue that concerns and divides society as
awhole. Selection by lot, provision of information and deliberation are important parts of
this.3 But there is also discussion in society about whether citizens’ assemblies are principally
a tool to be used by policymakers to address tricky policy questions, or actually an instrument
to achieve a wholesale innovation of the democratic process. Some groups see citizens'’
assemblies not only as a way of helping politicians solve issues, but as a completely new type
of democracy, in which citizens and governments work together to resolve problems.

1.2 What are the most common forms of citizen participation in the Netherlands?
The Netherlands has a widening practice of (local) government-initiated forms of citizen
participation, not all of which could be described as DCP. Local governments have some legal
duties to involve citizens in decisions which may affect them; over the years this has prompted
avariety of experiments and initiatives for citizen participation. Non-deliberative participation
is widespread and can take the form of town hall meetings, online consultations, focus
groups, etc. In recent years there has been an uptick in deliberative variations on these
generally smaller-scale activities. Municipalities have been experimenting with processes
where recruited or self-selecting citizens are asked to provide input into policies, or the design
of public services. Their role is often advisory, for example through sharing ideas and experi-
ences, or providing feedback on policy proposals. One example is an advisory citizen body on
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social care established by the municipality of Groningen.4 For some of these participatory
structures, citizens are recruited because of their involvement, knowledge or experience with
the subject matter — one could argue that these are in some way expert bodies rather than
citizen participation bodies.

The most high-profile form of DCP in the Netherlands is the citizens’ assembly, also referred to
as a citizens’ forum. As described above, a citizens’ assembly is a means for governments to
facilitate a dialogue between citizens about how policy goals should be achieved.5 The
potential of citizens’ assemblies is seen in utilising the creativity of society and the opportuni-
ty to develop better, more widely supported and more effective policy.8 In recent years these
types of processes have gained a great amount of traction among citizens, civil servants,
politicians and NGOs.

In addition to citizens’ assemblies and citizens’ forums, some experience has been gained in
the Netherlands with ‘citizens’ budgets’ (also called ‘participatory budgeting’). The idea of
citizens’ budgets is that local residents are given control over (neighbourhood) funds and
municipal budgets, so that the money can be spent on matters that are important to local
residents themselves. The oldest example of citizen budgets is in the city of Utrecht, where
experiments with budgets per neighbourhood have been going on since 1987. As of 2023,
there are few examples of places in the Netherlands where participatory budgeting is used:
Amsterdam is the only municipality where a citizens’ budget is still used.?

Since 2014, Rotterdam has also experimented with a ‘citizens’ jury’. This citizens’ jury is
organised by the municipality and consists of a group of citizens who meet a few times per
year to assess the municipality’s policy and provide advice to the Mayor and Aldermen on how
improvements can be realised. From 2014 to 2017, the citizens’ jury in Rotterdam met seven
times and discussed various themes.8 This experiment was not followed up after 2017.

1.3 How do historical and cultural factors shape the understanding of citizen
participation in the Netherlands?

Often, when our participation culture is discussed in the Netherlands, reference is made to
‘the polder model’ or ‘poldering’. The polder model is a form of consultation economy and
consensus model that dates back to the Middle Ages. At this time, the Netherlands was a
decentralised state, with power divided among regions, cities, wealthy merchants and the ‘city
holders’. It was considered necessary for these different groups of society to reach agree-
ments through negotiation and compromise. In the 1980s and 1990s, the same term was used
to refer to a consultative culture in which employers, employees and independent experts
entered detailed negotiations to reach agreements on important socio-economic issues.? It is
essential to emphasize that traditionally, citizens were not actively involved in the nationally
renowned participation model.

From the end of the 20th century, this has begun to change. Politicians and policymakers
started to realize that the distance between government and citizens had become too great.
Citizens felt that politics did not represent their interests and had little confidence in their
own ability to influence politics. Policymakers made efforts to increase citizen participation,
initially with little success.® From 2010 onwards, citizen participation initiatives increased
enormously, but this was not a result of government policy. On the contrary, much of the
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pioneering of citizens” assemblies in the 2010s was thanks to self-organising citizens. Inspired
by the 2011 large-scale citizens’ summit G7000 in Belgium (an initiative by citizens disillu-
sioned by their politicians’ inability to form a government after federal elections), a group of
engaged citizens took this idea and recrafted it so it could be applied on the local level in the
Netherlands, eventually bringing together some 700 people in the municipality of Amersfoort
for the first Dutch G7000 citizens’ summit. Aside from its scale, another typical characteristic
of a G1000 citizens’ assembly is that its agenda is set by the participating citizens rather than
by policymakers. Various Dutch municipalities saw a GT000 assembly in the years 2014-2019.
Partly because of this, citizen participation has become more important in Dutch politics, and
it is expected that this will continue to be the case in the upcoming years. 1

The rise of deliberative citizen participation is set against a backdrop of increasing division in
society, for example between generations, between urban and rural dwellers, and between
socio-economic groups. As in other countries, these divisions appear to also coincide with
diminishing trust in politics and institutions. The recent Social Cohesion and Wellbeing study
by Statistics Netherlands suggests that in the last quarter of 2022, only 25 percent of people
over 15 had confidence in parliament.12 Nevertheless, research by the national socio-cultural
research agency SCP shows that approximately 70 % of Dutch people are satisfied with their
democracy. “The Dutch especially value free elections and freedom of expression. Yet most
people see room for improvement. Especially in politics: politicians should listen better,
learn from mistakes and be more honest.”13

Around the turn of the century, the introduction of a binding referendum was also discussed
during a revision of the constitution. This was seen as a necessary addition to the current
representative system. A non-binding corrective referendum was instituted as a democratic
instrument, but withdrawn in 2018. A proposal to reinstate the corrective referendum has
been submitted in 2022, this proposal has been approved.14 The political developments
around the referendum also affected public opinion with regard to citizen participation.
Firstly, the referendum is often presented as a (better) alternative to less well-known forms of
deliberative participation. Also, referendums are a popular go-to solution when people
express dissatisfaction about the relationship between citizens and government. In this
context, the 2018 decision to abolish the referendum is offered as proof that the government
does not want to listen to citizens.

2. Legal Framework and Institutional Structures

2.1 What laws and regulations are in place in the Netherlands to promote delibera-
tive citizen participation?

There are no laws in the Dutch legislative framework that specifically encourage DCP, but
there are laws that encourage or even require citizen participation in a broader sense 1% These
laws mainly apply at the local, municipal level. The Municipal Act contains the ‘participation
ordinance’, which states that citizens must be involved in policy decisions, and that rules must
be established by the municipal council on how residents and stakeholders will be involved in
policy decisions. In the event that the municipal council does not provide a specific interpreta-
tion of the participation ordinance, the uniform public preparation procedure from the General
Administrative Law Act applies. This includes a procedure for submitting viewpoints, which
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prescribes that residents can express their views on a policy topic in writing or orally. The
Municipal Act and the General Administrative Law Act do not say anything about deliberation
or the actual active involvement of citizens in the preparation of policy, but it provides an initial
opening for participation rights.

The Council of Ministers recently approved the bill ‘Strengthening participation at a decentral-
ised level’. This expands the aforementioned participation ordinance. This new law ensures
that citizens and stakeholders must be involved not only in the preparation of policy, but also
in the decision-making and implementation of municipal policy. Once again, the municipal
council must consider how and when it gives residents a say in the establishment of new
municipal policy and record this. The law also stipulates that residents can propose to carry
out public tasks if they believe they can perform such tasks better or cheaper than the
municipality or its contractors. This is the so-called ‘right to challenge’. The right to challenge
is not directly related to DCP, therefore this report will not expand on it.16

In addition to the ‘Strengthening participation at a decentralised level’ bill, which expands the
existing regulation on citizen participation, the new Environment Act, in which participation
plays an important role, will come into effect on January 1, 2024 .17 The Environment Act aims
for more local decision-making about the physical environment, explicitly with citizen partici-
pation. This means that the ideas, wishes and opinions of residents and other stakeholders
play a central role in the development of new plans and projects in the living environment.
Local communities must be actively invited to participate, advise and provide feedback on
various aspects of spatial planning, the environment, and all things related to the physical
environment. Involving residents, entrepreneurs and other stakeholders at an early stage
becomes mandatory as the Environment Act comes into play. This not only means that citizen
participation must be supported and encouraged, but also that municipalities must be able to
demonstrate afterwards that they have provided for participation by citizens and other
stakeholders in decision-making. This is called the ‘obligation to state reasons’.18

The Environment Act does prescribe that citizen participation must take place, but it does not
specify what this citizen participation should look like. For example, it does not specify which
procedures and deadlines apply in the participation process. Questions are therefore being
raised about the extent to which the new law will actually contribute to greater trust and
support in society.1?

2.2 Are there specific guidelines or initiatives that support deliberative citizen
participation in politics and society, such as local guidelines or national
programmes?

In the autumn of 2020, a broad majority of the Second Chamber of parliament requested an
investigation into the possibilities of setting up citizens’ forums around climate and energy
policy.20 The resulting advisory report concludes that citizens’ forums have the potential to
involve citizens in climate policy. For example, it states that citizens’ involvement should not
only happen for climate policy, but also more broadly. “The citizens’ forum can help bridge
differences between people through dialogue. And contribute to finding innovative ideas. It
can therefore be a good addition to existing forms of consultation, participation and represent-
ative democracy”.21In June 2023, parliament gave the green light for a national ‘Climate
Citizens’ Forum’ with the question: “How can the Netherlands eat, use things and travel in a
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way that is better for the climate?”.22 The project was expected to start in March 2024, but
since the coalition government collapsed in early July 2023, it is no longer certain what the
future of the Climate Citizens’ Forum will look like.

A good example of a national programme in the field of DCP is the ‘Democracy in Action’
program, a collaboration between, among others, the Home Affairs Ministry and the Associa-
tion of Dutch Municipalities (VNG), that is established to support the implementation of the
bill ‘Strengthening participation at a decentralised level’.23 For this programme, pilots with
citizens’ forums will be started in eight municipalities, where experts will monitor their
development.

Another example that does not specifically focus on DCP, but does focus on citizen participa-
tion in all shapes and sizes, is the policy programme ‘Democratic Challenge’, also initiated by
the Home Affairs Ministry and the Association of Dutch Municipalities (VNG). The programme
ran from 2015 to 2017 and municipalities were encouraged to experiment with new forms of
local democracy. For example, experiments have been conducted with citizen budgets,
citizens’ summits (G1000s) and self-governing neighbourhoods.24

Another national initiative is the research project REDRESS (‘Revitalised Democracy for
Resilient Societies’), in partnership with, among others, the Home Affairs Ministry, the
Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management, Prodemos and the Association of Dutch
Municipalities (VNG). This project examines the extent to which hybrid democratic innovations
could strengthen representative democracy in the Netherlands. Hybrid democratic innova-
tions are processes where forms of deliberation (such as citizens’ assemblies) are combined
with forms of voting (such as referenda).25

In this context it may also be relevant to mention national programmes that are not specifically
designed to strengthen citizen participation, but that promote participation as part of their -
broader - objectives. One such example is the Regional Energy Strategy programme (RES),
focusing on low-carbon energy generation. There is also a national programme on Local Heat
Transition (NPLW). Both these programmes encourage local and regional governments to set
up bespoke citizen participation activities so that new plans and policies on these themes can
be conceived in collaboration with local residents, which is hoped to boost public support for
sustainable energy projects.

2.3 Are there specific policies that hinder deliberative citizen participation in politics
and society?

There are no specific policies in the Netherlands that hinder DCP. But because the Nether-
lands is a representative democracy and is historically characterised by a ‘polder model’ in
which citizens hardly play a role in the development of policies, DCP is not strongly anchored
in existing legislation. The aforementioned laws (the participation ordinance, its reinforce-
ment and the new Environment Act) do state that citizen participation must take place, but no
requirements are set as to how citizens must be involved. This can be an obstacle to participa-
tion in the form of deliberative participation.

Furthermore, legislation and regulation can at times throw up obstacles to the practical
implementation of DCP. For example, if an institution wants to give an incentive or thank-you

Common Ground Country Report: The Netherlands 7

22 https://open.
overheid.nl/documenten/
326c¢118c-2990-4a60-
86d4-5beb117804ec/file

23 https://www.
rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/
nieuws/2020/06/05/
wetsvoorstel-versterking-
participatie-op-decen-
traal-niveau-voor-advies-

naar-raad-van-state

24 https://democratic-
challenge.nl/

25 https://redress-
project.nl/en/


https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/326c118c-a990-4a60-86d4-5beb117804ec/file
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/326c118c-a990-4a60-86d4-5beb117804ec/file
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/326c118c-a990-4a60-86d4-5beb117804ec/file
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/326c118c-a990-4a60-86d4-5beb117804ec/file
https://redressproject.nl/en/
https://redressproject.nl/en/
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2020/06/05/wetsvoorstel-versterking-participatie-op-decentraal-niveau-voor-advies-naar-raad-van-state
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2020/06/05/wetsvoorstel-versterking-participatie-op-decentraal-niveau-voor-advies-naar-raad-van-state
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2020/06/05/wetsvoorstel-versterking-participatie-op-decentraal-niveau-voor-advies-naar-raad-van-state
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2020/06/05/wetsvoorstel-versterking-participatie-op-decentraal-niveau-voor-advies-naar-raad-van-state
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2020/06/05/wetsvoorstel-versterking-participatie-op-decentraal-niveau-voor-advies-naar-raad-van-state
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2020/06/05/wetsvoorstel-versterking-participatie-op-decentraal-niveau-voor-advies-naar-raad-van-state
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2020/06/05/wetsvoorstel-versterking-participatie-op-decentraal-niveau-voor-advies-naar-raad-van-state
https://democraticchallenge.nl/
https://democraticchallenge.nl/

payment to participants who were selected to take part in a deliberative process, there can be
legal and financial complications owing to social policies. An advisor from the province of
Gelderland involved in their climate assembly says: “There is no legal basis for paying compen-
sation for participation in a citizens’ assembly. Because we wanted to arrange it properly, we
had an institution decision made based on the Province Act. But in doing so you encounter all
kinds of practical difficulties. If you have the compensation paid out as wages, this may cause
some people to lose benefits. If you pay it out as a volunteer allowance, you will quickly
exceed the maximum permitted amount of 180 euros per month. If we want to promote
participation by residents together, it would be good if national legislation was introduced to
compensate for this.” 26

In a similar vein, regulations on consumer and data protection can sometimes complicate the
sortition and invite process at the outset of a deliberative process.

2.4 What institutional structures exist to promote deliberative citizen participation
(e.g., staff offices for citizen participation) on the national, regional and/or local
level?

The first official institutional structure in the Netherlands to promote deliberative citizen
participation was the charter for citizen participation to stimulate the use of citizens’ forums,
which followed from the first ever national citizens’ forum in the Netherlands in 2006. The
Ministry of Home Affairs instructed scientists to produce three reports on citizen participation
and how forms of citizen participation could be encouraged. The reports were published in
2009.

There are also various organisations in the Netherlands that deal with citizen participation,
which are more or less close to the Dutch government and could be regarded as an institution-
al structure. An example of a government organisation is the Participation Knowledge Hub, an
initiative of the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management. This knowledge hub makes
existing knowledge and experience accessible, shares it and stimulates the development of
new knowledge and skills in the field of citizen participation.2?7 Another organisation - this one
slightly further removed from the government - committed to knowledge sharing and research
into democracy, including citizen participation, is Prodemos. Prodemos is partly financed by
the government and works closely with local, provincial and national governments in the
Netherlands. Until 2018 it produced a ‘citizen participation monitor’ every two years, docu-
menting the use of various participation methods at the local level.28 Another knowledge
institute is Movisie, which focuses on social issues in the Netherlands, including research into
and advice on approaches to citizen participation. Movisie also works closely with govern-
ments, provinces and municipalities.29

Each of these organisations are concerned with citizen participation in the broad sense of the
word, but not specifically with DCP. In this field, it is mostly independent non-governmental
organisations who initiate advocacy and knowledge sharing. A number of these organisations
are collaborating in a national citizens’ assembly network.30 The ‘Netwerk Burgerberaad’
lobbies politicians for a greater role of deliberative participation in Dutch democracy. Network
members include the Dutch Platform for Citizen Participation and Government Policy, G1000.nu,
Bureau Burgerberaad, and Meer Democratie.
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2.5 How effective are these structures? Are there any obstacles or bottlenecks that
Limit their effectiveness?

It is difficult to determine how effective these institutional structures are when it comes to
promoting DCP in the Netherlands. What is conducive to the effectiveness of these structures
is that there is a lot of exchange between knowledge institutes such as Prodemos and Movisie,
and the municipalities and governments where citizen participation is actually deployed. The
independent organisations that are part of the network on citizens” assemblies also try to
influence politics and governments to increase DCP. It could be argued that the broader
political pressure by organized citizens has been reasonably effective, as more and more local
and regional authorities have embraced citizens’ assemblies over the past decade.31 An
example is the role that Bureau Burgerberaad played in the creation of the Climate Citizens’
Forum. Together with other organisations they had been lobbying politicians and media since
2020 aiming to broaden support for a national climate assembly for the Netherlands. A
petition and a publicity campaign were launched in 2022. In June 2023, the minister for
Climate and Energy tabled a proposal for a national citizens’ forum on climate and parliament
agreed to go ahead with it.32

3. Significant Citizen Participation Projects

3.1 What significant citizen participation projects or initiatives have been carried out
in the Netherlands in recent years and to what extent have they influenced the social
and political discourse on deliberative citizen participation?

In 2006, the first national citizens’ forum in the Netherlands took place: Citizens’ Forum on the
Electoral System. A group of 140 randomly selected people from all over the Netherlands were
asked to explore the best way to elect the Second Chamber of parliament in the future. The
forum deliberated over several months and published its proposals in a report that was
submitted to the government. In April 2008, the cabinet announced that it saw no reason to
adopt the advice of the Citizens’ Forum.33 Although the advice was not adopted, it did have an
influence on the political discourse. In 2008, a debate took place in parliament in which all
political parties present agreed that citizens’ forums represent added value. The outcome of
the debate was that the government was called on ‘to develop a charter for citizen participa-
tion and to stimulate the use of citizens’ forums and the like’.34 This resulted in three reports in
2009. Ultimately, the recommendations from the 2006 Citizens’ Forum on the Electoral System
were adopted into a bill fourteen (!) years later: the Citizens’ Forum on the Electoral System bill
went into consultation in December 2020.

A relevant and current example of DCP in the Netherlands is the implementation of Regional
Energy Strategies (RES). The Dutch government has decided that the energy transition (from
the use of fossil fuels to sustainable forms of energy) must be realized at the regional level.
This means that clusters of municipalities are tasked to work together and develop a Regional
Energy Strategy (RES).35 A citizens’ forum was used when formulating the RES in one of the
regions, called ‘Food Valley’. Participants were asked to provide feedback and advice on the
draft strategy, which had been developed by municipal and provincial councils in spring 2021.
In addition to these deliberations, two participants from the Citizens’ Forum were delegated to
the RES stakeholder consultation to introduce the citizens’ voices there, t00.36 The Food Valley
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RES participation process was perceived to be effective and has since been touted as an
example for other regions that are in the process of establishing their energy strategies.

The Amsterdam mini citizens”assembly37 was held in the autumn of 2021. It resulted in 26 spe-
cific proposals in response to the question: “Amsterdam wants to reduce CO, emissions by
55% in 2030 compared to 1990. (...) Help us by devising measures to achieve these objec-
tives.” The final proposals were projected to achieve a potential 44 % reduction in CO2
emissions - an improvement on the municipality’s existing policies, but some way short of
achieving the target.38 It is thought that the narrow nature of the mandate and question for the
assembly have contributed to its ‘failure’ to meet the reduction target, as it prevented the
participants from proposing certain far-reaching measures. Currently, it is still unclear when
the municipal council will decide about whether and how the proposals will be implement-
ed.32 Nevertheless, the mini citizens’ assembly in Amsterdam is sometimes referred to as an
example to bring a broadly representative group of citizens together to have fruitful delibera-
tions about a controversial topic.

Citizens of the municipality of Roermond (in Limburg, the province where the Common
Ground: Shaping Regions Across Borders Program is taking place in the Netherlands) have
been in conversation with their local council for years to convince them to adopt the idea for a
Citizens’ Assembly Roermond. The initiators’ aim is to create a space for much greater involve-
ment of citizens in governance and policy, for example through a fully-fledged citizens’
assembly. In these conversations, politicians have been asking questions about the structure,
examples and mandate of the citizens’ assembly, demonstrating an interest, but so far no
commitment to the initiative. The initiative group is asking the local authority to add citizens’
assemblies to the local toolbox for citizen participation.40

Afinal recent example of DCP is the GT000South Holland 2023. This is an example of a
citizens” assembly at provincial level. It was different from many other deliberative processes
as it consisted of three distinct assemblies, each on a different theme and at a different
location within South Holland. The themes that participants deliberated about were: housing,
the future of rural areas, and quality of life & mobility. The overarching question was “What do
you think should be different in South Holland?”. The outcomes coincided with the provincial
elections, so the newly elected representatives were encouraged to use the citizens’ agree-
ment when deciding on a new programme for government. A monitoring group of participants
continues to work with civil servants, politicians and others to make sure that the results of
the G1000South Holland will find their way into policy and into implementation.41

4. Significance of Citizen Participation
4.1 Political perspectives

How is deliberative citizen participation discussed and perceived in the political
arena? Is it widely accepted or are there controversial views?

Deliberative forms of participation are widely accepted as an optional addition to representa-
tive democracy. For example, approximately thirty municipalities have citizens” assemblies
included in their coalition agreements and some other municipalities have indicated that they
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are considering having a citizens’ assembly in the short term.42 Aside from that, a large
number of local authorities have been using more or less deliberative forms of citizen partici-
pation to inform their decisions on topics such as care and wellbeing, planning, and the local
economy. As part of an ongoing move ‘from government to governance’, politicians realize that
they need to work together with residents. Various studies, including ‘Support for the citizen
forum’ by the Dutch socio-cultural institute (SCP)43 and the mini-advice on citizens’ assemblies
from the government’s advisory agency on the Physical Environment (OFL)44, highlight the
opportunities of citizens’ forums and the popular support for them. The State Parliamentary
System Committee also refers to the instrument and acknowledges its potential. These recent
expressions of support for deliberative democracy underline that there is a broad current
across the public sector and society more broadly in favour of the use of instruments such as
citizens’ assemblies.45

However, the support for more citizen participation through deliberative platforms is not
unanimous. The Council of State, a legal body that advises the government, states in response
to the bill for a ‘Strengthening Participation at a Decentralised Level Act’: “The question is
whether the instruments proposed by the government strengthen representative democracy
orundermine it. For example, research shows that only a small proportion of citizens use the
types of instruments proposed by the government. This means there is a risk that a small
group of citizens will have a disproportionate amount of influence on policy”.4é

This is also called the participation paradox: critics observe that new forms of citizen partici-
pation are mainly engaging one cohort of society, consisting mainly of affluent, highly educat-
ed, politically active citizens. The paradox expresses the idea that as more opportunities for
participation arise, inequality in participation is more likely to increase than it is to decrease.4?
This perception has led some political parties, in particular those whose electorate is mainly
based within less affluent sections of society, to be sceptical of the benefits of citizens’
assemblies, or even hostile to these forms of participation.

Another factor affecting broader adoption of deliberative forms of citizen participation is the
perceived tension between representative and deliberative democracy. Among those who
hold roles in representative democratic institutions, there is sometimes a sense that their
responsibility is undermined if citizens are invited to participate in decision-making.48 Inter-
views with two professors also revealed that this is one of the strongest obstacles to the
implementation of citizens’ assemblies in the Netherlands. Some elected representatives
strongly hold on to their acquired power within democracy, and emphasize that this is the only
legitimate form of power, according to the constitution.

What are the positions of relevant political actors on the issue of citizen participation?
In the Netherlands there are few political actors who position themselves very clearly in terms
of deliberative citizen participation. The outgoing Minister of Climate and Energy, Rob Jetten,
from the liberal political party D66, forms an exception. In 2023 he committed himself to the
National Climate Citizens’ Assembly, mentioned above. His party explicitly mentions the
establishment of permanent citizens’ forums in its 2023 election manifesto. In addition, the
party states under the heading ‘strong democratic institutions’ “With referendums, citizens’
forums and other initiatives, we ensure direct participation in our national, regional and local
government.” 49
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The green and social-democrat alliance of GroenLinks-PvdA also expresses support for climate
assemblies in their election manifesto. “In order to make citizens’ assemblies a permanent
part of our democracy, we are looking at the possibility of a permanent citizens’ assembly that
selects political topics for new citizens’ assemblies. We actively encourage local authorities
to make citizens’ assemblies and neighbourhood voting days part of their policy implementa-
tion.”50

The liberal-conservative VVD, which has so far made little noise about deliberative democra-
cy, mentions in its election manifesto: “To make people more involved in the development

of policy, citizens’ forums will be established for specific topics.” 51 Other parties, including
the newly formed New Social Contract party (NSC), which is polling strongly ahead of the

22 November 2023 general election, do not make any statements about deliberative citizen
participation in their election manifesto. Figure 1 shows a poll from early November 2023,
giving some indication of the expected proportions in the next parliament.

The national institute for strategic policy analysis in the field of the environment, nature and
space, PBL, has written two major reports in the past year that closely examine citizen
participation in policy issues. Initially the PBL sees citizen involvement as necessary for major
tasks. It is stated that “policy is substantively better with citizen involvement and citizen
involvement is essential for the development of just and legitimate policy”.52 In the ‘involved
citizens’ report (2023), a citizens’ forum is categorised as a participation tool at one extreme
end of the spectrum in terms of representativeness and decision-making power. The report
then discusses risks and trade-offs of this form of participation. For example, it warns that if
certain preconditions are not met (referring to the influential 2021 Brenninkmeijer report), the
policy instrument could cause more harm than generate legitimacy for decisions. Further-
more, the report identifies a caveat with regard to the representativeness and inclusivity of
citizens” assemblies, saying that people who do not have the necessary conversation skills, or
who do not have time to participate, can be unintentionally excluded from the decision-making
process. Another risk highlighted in the report is that certain groups could use their participa-
tion to ‘settle accounts’ with democratically made decisions. The PBL perceives citizens’
forums as a supplement to the democratic system, and not as a replacement for it. Citizens’
forums and participation can therefore contribute to democratic innovation, but the primacy
remains with politics. Even though there are currently no political actors who are clearly
opponents of citizens’ assemblies, there is often critical reflection on this form of policymak-
ing. In addition, PBL, among others, considers the form of participation as a phenomenon that
requires further research but is not yet completely safe in its application.

4.2 Perspectives from society

How is deliberative citizen participation discussed and perceived in society? Is it
widely accepted or are there controversial views?

An opinion report by the REDRESS Consortium53 shows that 63 % of the Dutch participants
support the idea of citizens’ forums with citizens who provide advice on social themes. An
interesting outcome from this study is that there is division over the question of whether
politicians should adopt the advice of a citizens’ forum. The group that believes that politicians
should ignore advice is larger than the group that believes that politicians should always adopt
advice (37 % versus 27 %). Objections that people mention against a citizens’ forum are that
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participants have too little knowledge, that wrong considerations come into play, that there
are too many opinions to reach a judgement or that the loudest voices will have the upper
hand.54 Finally, an interesting outcome of the opinion survey is that support for the idea of a
citizens’ forum at the national level is equally strong among lower and higher educated people.
This goes against a frequently heard comment that citizens’ assemblies would be a hobby
horse of highly educated people.

What are the positions of relevant civil society actors on the issue of citizen partici-
pation?

Academic and publicist Annemarie Kok is known as a critic of deliberative democracy. Accord-
ing to her, citizens’ assemblies are promoted based on incorrect claims, for example that
citizens have a strong desire for co-governance. She argues that this has not been proven.
Furthermore, she mentions that participants in citizens” assemblies only have to deal with one
theme, operating for a short time in a comfortable social vacuum, which, according to her, has
little to do with actual politics and policymaking. In addition, she disputes the idea that
representative democracy and deliberative democracy can coexist. Firstly, she warns against
undermining representative democracy. For example, she states that when the outcomes are
compelling advice, this is contrary to the constitutionally free mandate of representatives and
that ‘elected bodies are ‘held hostage’ by people who have obtained their power by pure
chance.’85 In addition, she warns against the reluctance to act: the gap between the outcomes
of citizen participation and the manifesto on which the representatives were elected. She goes
on to argue that the democratic system is already chaotic and that it will be even worse if
power becomes yet more diffuse.56 Kok believes that democracy can best be strengthened by
keeping the system as tight and clear as possible. In her view, democracy does not mean that
citizens have to participate all the time.57 She adds that the existing representative system
offers sufficient opportunity for citizens to participate and warns against untried innovations.

In opinion pieces by Annemarie Kok, she mentions Eva Rovers’ book, ‘Now it’s up to us’, saying
that its title is almost vengeful-sounding. This book indeed presents an indictment of the
current representative democracy as being insufficient, and is seen as a manifesto for citizens’
assemblies in the Netherlands. The book has been fairly impactful in broadening and deepen-
ing awareness of deliberative democracy and citizens’ assemblies in particular among people
in the Netherlands. In it, Eva Rovers presents a specific image of citizens’ assemblies, giving a
lot of prominence to the ‘mandate’ that the assembly should obtain prior to its deliberative
work. According to Rovers, it must be made clear in advance under which conditions recom-
mendations will or will not be followed up. “Otherwise, the danger is that a costly citizens’
assembly will be set up that will require a lot of time from participants, but of which all
recommendations could potentially be ignored.”58

Rovers’ emphasis is slightly different than that of others, notably citizens’ assembly practition-
ers at G1000.nu. For G1000.nu, a clear and equitable agreement between the government and
the citizens” assembly is also a requirement, but not in the sense of a ‘mandate’ for the
assembly. Instead, the organisation advocates a ‘comply or explain’ approach, with final
decisions still being made by elected representatives in the representative system. G7000.nu
has been wary of portraying deliberative and representative democracies as competing
guantities. Instead, it focuses on autonomy and community as pillars that allow citizens to
develop meaningful agency, with process design choices reflecting this.52
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5. Challenges and Barriers

5.1 What are the challenges that hinder the development of deliberative citizen
participation in the Netherlands?

In the first place, a potential challenge for the further development of DCP in the Netherlands
is the relative unfamiliarity of (forms of) DCP among citizens. Many citizens are partly or
wholly unaware of their democratic rights, or the opportunities that are available to them to
take part in (deliberative) citizen participation. If citizens had greater awareness of their
options, they might choose to demand more deliberative participation opportunities from their
(local) government. However, awareness raising and information provision would require a
universally embraced evidence base on what DCP is and what it should look like, for which it
may be too early, given the ongoing debates in society. Currently there is a risk that certain
approaches or practices are portrayed as the standard for DCP, based on relatively little
experience and evidence. This would come at the expense of diversity, experimenting, and
learning together. Moreover, governments are also relatively inexperienced with employing
DCP, which could discourage them from taking up DCP in the short term, or, in contrast, result
in them underestimating the complexity of organising a robust deliberative process and doing
it poorly. On that latter observation, risks include underestimating the complexity of organis-
ing the process, appreciating the consequences of process design choices, and failing to
protect the independence of the process.

Afurther challenge is the high cost of DCP processes, and the expectation that funding a
participation process gives the funder the final say on strategic choices. Speaking in general,
governments can afford to commission a citizens” assembly or similar process; citizens or
voluntary organisations generally cannot. When funding citizen participation activity, govern-
ments acquire a position of significant influence. For instance, they will be tempted to deter-
mine the scope and question(s) for a deliberative participation process, with no guarantee
that this matches the issues that citizens most pressingly wish to address.

A major barrier for the broader adoption of DCP is the dependency on political goodwill, which
is hindered by multiple fears. For example, some elected representatives are nervous that
through DCP policy decisions are outsourced to (lay) citizens, while they themselves remain
accountable for the outcomes and consequences. It could be argued that such fears are
overstated or even needless, as a council cannot really sign away its decision-making powers
to atemporary body of citizens. A thorough approach would see the council considering the
outcomes of the deliberative process, and respond to these on a ‘comply or explain’ basis, as
set out in writing in advance of the citizens’ deliberative meetings. However, the approach
promoted in Eva Rovers’ Now it’s up to us, which has become a common reference, is to set a
strong and non-negotiable mandate for the deliberating citizens. Consequently, elected
representatives, who may be naturally inclined against sharing their responsibilities with
random citizens, are handed an argument against deliberative processes, in that delegating
their (constitutional) power to a group of citizens would not meet the standards of good
governance.

Under the surface, these challenges are closely linked with the issue of trust. As working with

DCP is still a developing aspect of democracy in the Netherlands, many policymakers haven’t
got much - or any - personal experience with such processes, which may affect their view-
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point. Those who have been sceptical about greater citizen participation will not easily be
persuaded to put trust into randomly selected citizens on matters of controversial or complex
policies. Note: to counteract this, there is a rapidly growing number of people within institu-
tions who - despite having no direct experience of them - are deeply persuaded of the
capabilities of citizens in this regard. While this obviously doesn’t present a challenge to the
development of DCP in the Netherlands, it can sometimes occur in tandem with unrealistic
expectations and therefore a risk of disillusionment. Returning to the lack of trust in citizens’
abilities from policymakers, this is often encountered by practitioners, sometimes expressed
in attempts to gain a great degree of control over the process, both before and during the
citizens’ deliberations. A local authority may wish to frame the topic and/or question in a rigid
manner, or decide about the information that the participants will or will not be given as part
of the process.

DCP in the Netherlands may also suffer from the country’s political climate, which has
become increasingly populist in recent decades. Most - but not all - of the populist parties
and movements that have entered the political sphere are hostile or indifferent to deliberative
democracy. They are often more inclined to promote referendums, as a yes-no decision about
a controversial topic plays more into their agendas than a process of dialogue seeking broad
consensus. Another aspect of the populist grip on the political climate is that citizens are more
often and more easily drawn to taking entrenched positions on important topics, too, especial-
ly in the face of complex crises, like the Covid-79 pandemic, climate breakdown, or the
untenable nature-agriculture balance. This appears to strengthen the already occurring
process of citizens ‘disconnecting’ from politics. On the one hand, this context is a challenge
to DCP in the Netherlands, as an increasing subset of citizens is unlikely to respond to
invitations to participate in decision-making. On the other hand, it also offers a chance as
policymakers may embrace new approaches to decision-making such as DCP if these are seen
to offer a possibility to rebuild trust between citizens and politicians. The longest-serving
practitioners organisation in the Netherlands, G7000.nu, insists that a truly independent
process is a precondition for mutual trust - arguing that authorities should agree to let go of
any claims to influence during the deliberative process.

Much like in other countries, the political cycle limits when DCP processes are held, with
politicians often formulating ambitions for citizen participation in conjunction with their policy
goals for the four-year period for which they have been elected. Demand for larger and longer
processes will inevitably peak during the second and third year of the political term, and
events will need to be scheduled in such a manner that public holidays are avoided. The
resulting risk is that capacity — both with practitioners and within local authorities - may be
stretched during peak times and that the quality of the deliberative processes may suffer as a
consequence.

A common point of debate around deliberative citizen participation is whether and how it
obtains sufficient and credible legitimacy. While parliament and councils obtain legitimacy
through elections, critics question from what a citizens’ assembly would derive its legitimacy.
Some would argue that for citizens’ assemblies, the representation of diversity in society
achieved through sortition gives them legitimacy, although it is obvious that complete repre-
sentativeness is an illusion. Therefore, critics of DCP can easily point to any imperfections in
the make-up of the assembly to delegitimize any unwanted outcomes. Currently, discussion on
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the challenges of representation often dominate conversations about the potential of DCP.
Overcoming this challenge will need both better results from citizen recruitment and selec-
tion, resulting in truly diverse and broadly representative assemblies, and an effort to manage
expectations and criticisms of deliberative processes, away from participant statistics, with
greater focus on (what happens in) the dialogue process instead.

6. Authors

Remco van der Stoep is a deliberative democracy practitioner. He is an associate of G1000.nu
and has worked on numerous G7000 citizens’ assemblies in the Netherlands. Remco is
involved in national and international knowledge networks on deliberative democracy. He
holds an urban planning degree from the University of Groningen.

Joke ter Stege has co-organized, produced and developed G7000 citizens’ assemblies over
the past 3 years and has initiated a citizens’ assembly in her own hometown Wageningen.
With her academic background in analyzing participatory processes in water governance
(MSc degree Wageningen University) she combines political theory with her experiences as a
practitioner. Currently she is emerging herself in the field of eco-democracy.

Aiske Taverne is a sociologist, graduated from Radboud University Nijmegen with research on
institutional trust and deliberative democracy. After her studies, she has worked on the
production and organization of G7000 citizens’ assemblies in The Netherlands. She is current-
ly active at a non-profit organization within the Dutch climate movement.

Common Ground Country Report: The Netherlands 16




This country report is part of the Common Ground: Shaping Regions Across Borders
program with eight participating countries. The project is initiated and funded by the Robert
Bosch Stiftung and implemented in close cooperation with the nexus Institute for Cooperation
Management and Interdisciplinary Research.

Imprint

Published by

Robert Bosch Stiftung GmbH
Heidehofstrasse 31

70184 Stuttgart, Germany
www.bosch-stiftung.com

Authors

Remco van der Stoep, Joke ter Stege, Aiske Taverne

Editing

Nicolas Bach, Fabian Dantscher, Sabine Fischer, Gordian Haas, Sylvia Hirsch, Eva Roth

Design
mischen

Copyright 2024
Robert Bosch Stiftung GmbH, Stuttgart
All rights reserved

Common Ground Country Report: The Netherlands 17



http://www.bosch-stiftung.com

	1. Understanding of Citizen Participation 
	1.1 What is meant by citizen participation in politics and society in the Netherlands? 
	1.2 What are the most common forms of citizen participation in the Netherlands? 
	1.3 How do historical and cultural factors shape the understanding of citizen -participation in the 

	2. Legal Framework and Institutional Structures 
	2.1 What laws and regulations are in place in the Netherlands to promote deliberative citizen partic
	2.2 Are there specific guidelines or initiatives that support deliberative -citizen -participation i
	2.3 Are there specific policies that hinder deliberative citizen participation in politics and socie
	2.4 What institutional structures exist to promote deliberative citizen participation (e. g., staff 
	2.5 How effective are these structures? Are there any obstacles or bottlenecks that limit their effe

	3. Significant Citizen Participation Projects 
	3.1 What significant citizen participation projects or initiatives have been carried out in the Neth

	4. Significance of Citizen Participation 
	4.1 Political perspectives 
	4.2 Perspectives from society 

	5. Challenges and Barriers 
	5.1 What are the challenges that hinder the development of deliberative citizen -participation in th

	6. Authors 
	Imprint 

	Schaltfläche 1: 
	Schaltfläche 2: 
	Schaltfläche 3: 
	Schaltfläche 4: 
	Schaltfläche 5: 
	Schaltfläche 6: 
	Schaltfläche 7: 
	Schaltfläche 8: 
	Schaltfläche 9: 
	Schaltfläche 10: 
	Schaltfläche 11: 
	Schaltfläche 12: 
	Schaltfläche 13: 
	Schaltfläche 14: 
	Schaltfläche 15: 
	Schaltfläche 16: 
	Schaltfläche 17: 
	Schaltfläche 18: 
	Schaltfläche 19: 


