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The Dutch, who take over the six month Presidency of the EU on July 1, have usually been 
rather good at the job. It is easy to see why. Their civil service is strong and their political 
culture, formed by the need for antagonistic social and political groups to cooperate in the 
management of a small and crowded territory, has traditionally served them well in a Union in 
which the bias towards consensus building is a pervasive fact of life.  
 
Both the Dutch government and their EU partners would therefore  
Normally expect six months of sound and stable leadership. The times are not 
however normal. The Netherlands has undergone a revolution, which has 
transformed many of the assumptions on which Dutch policies and  
politics have hitherto been based. The principal catalyst of this change, Pim 
Fortuyn, has been dead for two years, and the movement that he founded 
is now a minor political force. By articulating the not very nice feelings of an uncomfortably 
large segment of the Dutch electorate, Fortuyn's influence can however still be seen in the 
altered priorities and behaviour of some of the most representative figures in the 
'mainstream' parties, including in particular those that currently dominate the coalition led by 
Jan Peter Balkenende.  
 
It is against this background that the government, and more particularly the prime minister, 
has shaped both the political strategy and organisation of the Presidency. Two aspects are 
especially noteworthy: 
 
Firstly, the prime minister has been at pains to insist that the Dutch Presidency will respect 
positions taken by the EU on matters such as Turkey's candidature, regardless of what 
individual members of his coalition may have said on the issue beforehand. Duty will in other 
words take precedence over interest. Secondly, and still more concretely, Balkenende has 
made it absolutely clear that he intends to lead the Presidency team himself. In a European 
Council centred system, the prime minister and his closest associates are bound to be central 
figures, particularly in the run-up to meetings of the heads of state and government. The 
actual and planned involvement of Jan Peter Balkenende in the Dutch Presidency is 
nevertheless striking.  
 
The strategy is in one sense defensive. The prime minister wants to keep the lid on the 
situation at home. There is also however a more positive ambition. The EU Presidency is an 
opportunity as well as an obligation. Like others before him, Balkenende therefore intends to 
use the Presidency as an educational tool, in the hope that something like the pre-Fortuyn 
consensus on Dutch policy towards the EU can be restored. 
 
It is a noble aspiration. It will however be very difficult to achieve, not least because, in a 
diabolical twist of fate, the incoming Presidency will have to confront precisely those 
questions that are amongst the most divisive in the Dutch domestic debate about the EU: 



immigration policy and the fight against terrorism, the future of the Union's finances, the pace 
and limits of enlargement, including  Turkey's candidature, the future of the Union's finances, 
and ratification of the new constitution.  
 
Justice and Home Affairs were always going to be a priority item on the Presidency's agenda, 
for the simple reason that the five year programme adopted by the European Council at 
Tampere in October 1999 will have run its course by the autumn of this year. Some of the 
issues involved are however explosive in the post-Fortuyn Netherlands and the cleavages  
That have emerged cut through the coalition parties. The VVD immigration 
minister, Rita Verdonk, is for example radically different in style and 
outlook from JPH Donner, the Christian Democrat Justice minister, who 
will play the lead role on the Presidency side in the reformulation of 
the new Justice and Home Affairs agenda. The official line is that the 
Presidency will let the Commission and to a lesser extent the Council 
Secretariat do all the work. Even if this is how the game is played 
however, decisions can only be taken at political level, under the  
aegis 
of the Presidency. Balkenende and Donner will therefore have their work 
cut out to prevent domestic divisions undermining their authority and 
effectiveness. 
 
The debate about the future financing of the Union poses problems of 
another kind. Launched prematurely- and unwisely- by the Prodi 
Commission, it has already provoked a great deal of passion and 
prejudice, to which the Dutch themselves have made generous 
contributions. Fortunately for all concerned, decision time will not be 
until the first half of next year, by when the Luxembourg government 
will have taken over from the Dutch. There will however be ample 
opportunity for fierce debate over the next six months. It is therefore 
legitimate to ask how the Presidency, and more particularly Gerrit  
Zalm, 
the Dutch finance minister will handle it. As one senior EU diplomat 
observed after a recent skirmish in Coreper, 'the Dutch are not  
behaving 
as an incoming Presidency as far as this issue is concerned'. 
 
The Turkish question is likely to be an even more difficult problem for 
the Presidency to handle, partly because once again, it is deeply 
divisive at home, but still more in this case because it is the one 
major issue on which the Presidency will certainly have to 'close' at 
the December European Council. In the last three months of 2002, the 
Danish Presidency was able to bulldozer its way past and over those who 
had doubts about the pace and scale of enlargement by appealing to a 
shared sense that, like it or not, the eastward and southern  
enlargement 
was the EU's manifest destiny. As far as Turkey is concerned, however, 
there is no such consensus. It would therefore be an uphill struggle  
for 



any Presidency. It will however be still more so for the Dutch 
government which includes within its ranks those like Bernard Bot, the 
foreign minister, who are enthusiastically turcophile, and others who 
are anxious if not downright hostile. 
 
As in addition, the debate about Turkey is likely to coincide with the 
beginnings of the pre-referendum season in the Netherlands, nerves and 
passions will be still more exposed. No formal decision has yet been 
taken about whether or not the Dutch will actually hold a referendum on 
the EU's new constitution, let alone when it will take place. It is 
however almost universally assumed that there will be one. By  
postponing 
it, as it probably will, until the new year, the Dutch government may 
hope to put the worst off until 2005. It is however difficult to  
believe 
that those who oppose the constitution will adopt a statesmanlike 
silence on the issue until the Dutch Presidency has done its duty, if 
only because there are not many statesmen and there is not much silence 
in Dutch politics today. The final weeks of the Presidency could 
therefore be tempestuous at home and in the EU. 
 
The EU is therefore in for a troublesome, or at the very least tense, 
six months. The quality of the leading ministers, not to mention the 
civil service over which they preside, will doubtless stand the Dutch  
in 
good stead. It nevertheless remains to be seen whether the Dutch, who 
have for so long been amongst the most reliable pillars of the Union, 
can indeed reconcile duty with interest. 
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