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Abstract 

 

The current Dutch migrant population is characterised by a growing number of descendants of 

immigrants from former recruitment countries and post-colonial minorities, and a new 

migration based on motives of family reunification, asylum and in particular family 

formation. First generation immigrants, or ‘foreign-born’, compose 10% of the Dutch 

population; another 9% is formed by descendants of immigrants or ‘second generation 

migrants’, i.e. who have at least one foreign-born parent. The largest groups are those of 

Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese, and Indonesian origin. 

 

While in preceding decades a multicultural and equal opportunity policy has been followed, 

and policies have been targeted at specific ethnic minority groups, since the 1990s the policy 

is focused on general integration programmes. This has affected also the funding system for 

migrant organisations, support to migrants’ civic activities, and consultations with migrant 

organisations in various councils and support structures. In some situations, this has led to 

difficulties for migrant organisations to continue their activities and be taken serious by local 

authorities. Recently in several cities the migrant advisory boards have been discontinued.  

 

Since 1985, active and passive voting rights in municipal elections are conceded to foreign 

residents who have legally resided in the Netherlands for a minimum of five consecutive 

years. In national elections only naturalised citizens can vote and be voted for. Representation 

of migrants in local councils and national politics is gradually increasing, but overall is not yet 

reflecting the proportions in the general population. Electoral participation of migrants is 

lower than for the majority population, and in some cities, in particular Amsterdam, 

participation has dropped in the last elections of 2002. Political participation among the main 

ethnic communities has been a frequent object of study, and is often related to density of 

community organisation networks, their functions and cohesiveness, and the levels of political 

trust within the different communities.  

 

The literature, which recently has taken into account also the position of less numerous ethnic 

groups, clearly indicates that there is not one form of migrant participation, but many different 

realities, for example even among the different (Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and refugee) 

Muslim communities in the Netherlands. The configuration of migrant organisations and their 

activities have been affected not only by changing policy conditions, and subsidies, but also 

by changing needs of the communities themselves, different forms of homeland vs. Dutch 

society orientations, different forms of intervention by homeland political organisations in the 

structure of in particular religious organisations, different degrees of mobilisation for vs. 

disaffection with Dutch politics, and not least hostility towards foreigners and Islam in the 

general public debate.  

 

With the change in generations, different types of self-organisation and mobilisation of 

identities have emerged among the young descendants, influenced by the possibilities for 

debate offered by the Dutch public sphere, and also by the use of modern communication 

technologies. These initiatives include on the one hand the assertive intervention in the public 

debate by organisations of successful young professionals and students, aimed at the 

affirmation of positive role models. On the other, they include the mobilisation of radical 

fringes among young urban descendants who defend ‘fundamentalist’ lifestyles and norms, 

and show an exclusive interest in the revalorisation of homeland identities. The various forms 

of active civic participation vs. exclusion/disaffection of migrant youth need to be researched 

further.  
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Part I. Understanding the conditions for immigrant participation 

 

1.1. Key events and demographic developments in Dutch migration history 

  

1.1.1 Dutch migration history in brief  
Until 1961, the Netherlands had a negative migratory balance as many Dutch left to settle in 

Canada and Australia after World War II. During the 1950s, the main incoming flows 

concerned about 300.000 citizens from the former colony of Indonesia Indian-Dutch who 

came to the Netherlands after Indonesian decolonisation and independence were accepted as 

Dutch subjects moving back to the home country. Instead, those who came from the 

Indonesian Molucca islands and who had served in the Royal Dutch-Indian army, were not 

considered Dutch subjects but were forced in 1951-52 to migrate with their families to the 

Netherlands. Upon migration, they were dismissed from military service and kept in a state of 

temporary reception, in camps throughout the country, financially supported by the Dutch 

government and until 1954 without the right to employment – this policy changed only in the 

1960s (see, for more backgrounds, de Valk, Esveldt, Henkens and Liefbroer, 2001; Overdijk-

Francis, 1998; Penninx and Schrover, 2001: 41).1  

Starting a bit later than other Northern European countries, in the 1960s and 1970s, the 

Dutch government recruited unskilled workers from countries around the Mediterranean 

(Southern Europe, Turkey, and Morocco). The labour migrants recruited from Southern 

Europe and Yugoslavia in part returned during the economic crisis in the 1970s and the 

ending of the recruitment policies. By contrast, the Turkish and Moroccan migrants, despite 

initial government plans to stimulate remigration, often ended up staying in the Netherlands. 

As of 1975 for the Turkish and Moroccan group started a phase of large-scale family 

reunification, followed since the mid 1980s by migration based on family formation.  

Since the 1970s, there has also been a consistent and continuing migration from the Dutch 

overseas territories, mainly from Surinam, shortly before independence in 1975 and after the 

five-year transition period in 1980, and from the Dutch Caribbean islands (Antilles and 

Aruba), that continue to be part of the Dutch crown and hence have no restrictions on 

immigration. Until the late 1970s the Netherlands was a reluctant country of immigration, and 

an idea of temporary migration was maintained. During the 1990s the descendants2 of the 

Turkish, Moroccan and other migrant groups became an important group: they were born in 

the Netherlands and/or followed a significant part of their education in the Netherlands (see 

table 5, paragraph 1.6 below for current composition of generations). 

 

1.1.2 Key developments in integration and minority policies 
The demographic developments and following information about the current public debate 

and institutional setting for migrant participation require some backgrounds about the history 

of the Dutch immigration and minority policies. During the early 1970s, the years 

characterised by labour migration, the Dutch government maintained an idea of temporary 

residence and remigration. However, by the mid 1970s, a number of factors convinced the 

political elite that the benign neglect of immigrant communities justified by the official stance 

that the Netherlands was not an immigration country was counterproductive. It became clear 

that immigrants were here to stay, and that as the economy worsened and industrial 

restructuring was under way, they were not faring well. There were also signs of inter-ethnic 

tensions and some violent events (the hi-jacking of trains by Moluccan youths, arson attacks 

on Turkish dwellings).  

                                                 
1
 From the beginning, the Indonesian Dutch were subjected to forced assimilation by the Dutch social work (Rath, 1999). 

2
 In official Dutch statistics the terms ‘first’ and ‘second generation’ are used. 
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The 1979 report by the Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) recommended 

that the fiction of temporary migration be abandoned and that an integration policy be 

developed. The practical emphasis of this policy was on social welfare and multiculturalism. 

The 1983 policy prepared by this report aimed to promote the participation of immigrants in 

social and economic life and to stimulate good inter-ethnic relations with a focus on equal 

opportunity and the fight against discrimination. The policy focused on ‘integration with 

maintenance of the own identity’ and initiatives aimed at supporting the possibility to protect 

religious and cultural diversity were taken. For example, education in the languages of the 

country of origin was stimulated, and Hindus and Muslims were allowed to set up their own 

primary schools. This process has been also described as ‘minorisation’ (Rath, 1991).  

The 1983 minorities policy defined the category of ethnic minorities as its target, i.e., those 

immigrant groups “for whose presence the government feels a special responsibility (because 

of the colonial past or because they have been recruited by the authorities), and who find 

themselves in a minority situation” (Minderhedennota 1983, p. 12). Minorities were thus not 

defined by their status (national vs. foreigner) or by their race/colour but instead by their 

socio-economic position and by the responsibility that the Dutch state felt it had towards 

them. Ethnic minorities were listed in 1983 to include: Surinamese, Antilleans and Arubans, 

Moluccans, Turks, Moroccans, Italians, Spaniards, Portuguese, Greeks, Yugoslavs, Tunisians, 

Cape Verdian, Roma and Sinti and caravan dwellers (an indigenous semi-nomadic group). 

They made up about 450.000 people at the time. The original list made in 1983 could change 

but only if parliament agreed new groups fulfilled the conditions. 

In the 1990s the perceived failure of the ethnic minority policy, expressed among other 

things in the persisting disadvantaged position of the groups concerned, led to a more 

individualist ‘assimilationist’ stance, that replaced the separateness nourished in the previous 

multicultural policy. Part of this new philosophy, the government introduced compulsory 

courses of orientation on the Dutch language and society for newcomers. The 1989 WRR 

report replaced the term “ethnic minority” with that of “allochtonen”, people of non-Dutch 

origin. The change in terminology suggested that “minorities” were first and foremost from a 

different background, language and culture than the Dutch and this was a primary reason for 

the difficulties that they faced. 

Indeed, while in the 1990s the general economic situation improved with lower 

unemployment and higher growth, many allochtones were unemployed and living on welfare 

benefits. Political parties such as the liberal right-wing VVD of Frits Bolkestein and other 

voices criticized minority policy and considered that migrants were “welfare abusers”. In the 

view of many, the 1980s minority policy had been detrimental to the integration and 

participation potential of migrants. Also the support given to manifestation of the own ethnic 

and cultural identity, and the possibilities for family reunification and formation (e.g. too easy 

acceptance of marriages to partners from the country of origin) were seen as part of the 

problem. This has been the reason to revise in the last decade those policies which are now 

felt to have encouraged the segregation of migrant communities, and to put a greater emphasis 

on integration.  

 

1.1.3 Asylum and other migration motives 

From the end of the 1980s and throughout the 1990s the migration motive of asylum came to 

play an important part. During the 1990s the number of asylum seekers from countries such as 

the former Yugoslavia, Somalia and Afghanistan sharply increased. Requests for asylum rose 

to a peak of over fifty thousand in 1994, but were gradually reduced due to introduction of 

more restrictive measures. In 2003, the annual figure of asylum requests had dropped 

dramatically, to thirteen thousand, and the accepted number of migrants for asylum was nine 
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thousand; in the same year refusals of asylum requests reached a peak of almost 22 thousand 

(CBS, 2004a).  

Figure 1 below indicates the number of refugees accepted during 1995-2003 for the 

different continents. War refugees from the former Yugoslavia were one of the largest groups 

of refugees that were granted a special permit on humanitarian grounds during the 1990s: 

between 1990 and 1999 their number tripled (de Valk et al, 2001). With seventy-six thousand 

inhabitants of former Yugoslavian origin in the Netherlands, however, they are one of the 

smaller migrant groups, but the most important one from Eastern Europe. The Middle East 

and Asian countries bringing most refugees to the Netherlands in 1995-2003 were Iraq, Iran, 

Turkey (Kurdish) and, the largest group, Afghanistan. Most accepted asylum applications by 

Africans concerned those originating from Angola, Sierra Leone and Somalia. 

 
Table 1. Number of granted asylum requests by residence status, 2000-2004 

Asylum requests granted in the Neth. Subjects 

Total requests 
granted 

A-status Residence 
permit 

Provisional 
residence 
permit 

Temporary 
asylum permit 

Permanent asylum 
permit 

Periods absolute 

2000 9730 1810 4790 3130     

2001 10580 440 1570 810 7230 530 

2002 8820       8080 750 

2003 9760       8350 1410 

2004 10170       6120 4050 

© Statistics Netherlands, Voorburg/Heerlen 3/17/2005  

 

 
Figure 1. Accepted asylum applications by region of origin, 1995-2003 
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Figures of Statistics Netherlands state that, on January 1
st
, 2004, about two hundred thousand 

people originating from refugee countries were registered in the municipal administrations 

with a residence permit (including asylum applicants). This included persons who joined the 

asylum applicant under a family reunification scheme, or children of applicants who were 

born in the Netherlands. The largest refugee groups now are the Iraqis (mainly Kurdish), 

Afghans, Iranians, and Somali. Almost one third of the Somali refugees who were first 

accepted in the Netherlands have meanwhile migrated to the UK. In 2004, the government 
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decided to send back to their country of origin 26 thousand asylum seekers, who had not 

managed to see their application accepted within the foreseen procedures; to this decision 

only a limited number of arbitrary and non-transparent exceptions have been made so far.3 

 

By 2003, only 25% of incoming migrants came from the countries of origin of the four large 

minority groups (Turkey, Morocco, Surinam, the Antilles/Aruba), mainly under the label of 

family unification and family formation. The motive of family formation has increased 

considerably between 1995 and 2003, and was the most important motive for migration in 

2003, especially for non-Western allochtones (CBS, 2004a; see also Figure and Table 2 

below); instead, labour and asylum migration decreased. One third of those migrants in 2003 

were made up of Turkish and Moroccans. According to the SCP, ¾ of Turkish and Moroccan 

migrants, both of the first and second generation, living in the Netherlands still have their 

marriage partner come over from the country of origin (Hooghiemstra, 2003).  
 
Figure 2. Development of migration motives, 1995-2003 
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Source: Statline Central Bureau of Statistics 

* Asylum seekers registered in the municipalities after obtaining residence permit, or after 6 months residence in a reception 

centre  

**Members of family who immigrate in the same year as for example the labour migrant 

 
Table 2. Immigration of non-Dutch allochtones, by migration motive, 2003, in numbers x 1000 

 Labour Asylum Family 
reunification* 

Family 
formation 

Other** 

Western allochtones 13.2 1.7 6.6 5.5 6.4 
Non-Western allochtones 3.4 7.6 7.0 15.1 6.8 

Turkey 0.9 0.2 1.2 3.9 0.2 

Morocco 0.1 0.1 1.2 2.9 0.2 

Surinam 0.0 0.0 0.7 1.4 0.3 

Other non-Western 2.3 7.3 3.9 6.9 6.1 

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics/Central Registration Foreigners 

* Including members of the nuclear family who migrate. 

** Group composed of students, interns, au pairs, economically inactive and people entering for medical visits. 

 

As of November 2004, in a bid to reduce “marriage immigration”, the minimum salary 

required for Dutch residents if they want to bring their foreign partner into the Netherlands 

was raised with 230 Euro from the previous figure, and the age limit was raised from the 

previous 18 to 21 years. Moreover, after mid-2005, non-EU nationals who want to immigrate 

to the Netherlands must pass an integration exam in their home country prior to arrival.  

 

                                                 
3
 See for example “Uitgeprocedeerd”, NRC Handelsblad, 5 February 2005, M-Magazine, pp. 12-16.  
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The estimated number of illegal aliens in the Netherlands is 150.000 (Engbersen et al 2002). 

This figure includes asylum seekers who have seen their request refused but have not left the 

country as well as people illegally employed or self-employed in various sectors of the 

underground economy. The last amnesty in the Netherlands dates back to 1999: between 

October and December of that year, illegal aliens could apply for legalisation of their status 

under the “Temporary Measure for Illegal Aliens”, directed at so-called ‘witte illegalen’. The 

majority of applicants, five thousand, saw their application refused; two thousand were 

accepted.4 In 2005 the Dutch government pronounced itself against general amnesties for 

illegal aliens, in the Netherlands as well as in other European countries. 

 

1.1.4 Naturalisations 
In 1985 a new naturalisation law was introduced, which made naturalisation figures increase. 

As of that year, children born on Dutch territory and residing there since birth could acquire 

Dutch state citizenship by declaration between the ages of 18 and 25 (Jacobs, 1998: 351). So 

when aged 18, those born in the Netherlands from migrant parents and who have lived 

continuously in the Netherlands, or who have lived here legally as of age four, have the option 

to obtain Dutch citizenship. This option procedure counts as well for stateless persons who 

were born in the Netherlands and have lived in the country for at least three consecutive years, 

or for persons married to a Dutch person for at least three years and who have lived at least 

fifteen consecutive years in the country. Children under 18 of an applicant can obtain Dutch 

nationality contemporaneously. Otherwise the condition to apply for naturalisation is that one 

must have resided for at least five consecutive and preceding years (three years when one is 

married to a Dutch citizen) on Dutch territory and must be considered a ‘participating citizen’ 

of the Dutch society (this must show from a reasonable knowledge of the Dutch language, and 

integration into the Dutch society). As of April 1
st
, 2003 this knowledge is tested using a 

naturalization exam. Exempted from the test are those who have attended the Dutch 

educational system or have already completed the compulsory newcomers’ course.  

Naturalisation is often seen as an indicator of migrant integration. In the second half of the 

1980s, the average number of naturalisations per year was at a maximum of fifteen thousand. 

In the first half of the 1990s the number of naturalisations increased. This is partly related to 

the fact that between 1992 and 1997 non-Dutch could chose to maintain a double nationality. 

In 1996, almost 80 thousand non-Dutch were naturalised, the highest annual figure reached so 

far for naturalisation. About two thirds of the Turks and half of the Moroccans made use of 

the possibility to maintain dual nationality (Groenendijk, 2000, in van Heelsum, 2002: 180). 

In recent years refugees have obtained naturalisation relatively more frequently (e.g. in 1999 

highest for Somali, Iranian and former Yugoslavian refugees, de Valk et al, 2001).  

As of October 1
st
, 1997, maintenance of dual nationality is no longer allowed and, with 

exceptions, naturalisation means to renounce one’s original nationality. Exceptions are when 

the applicant has the nationality of a state whose legislation does not allow the renouncing of 

nationality; the applicant is born on Dutch territory and remains there during the application; 

the applicant’s spouse is of Dutch nationality, or the applicant has obtained refugee status 

from the Dutch state. The difference in naturalisation rates between Turkish and Moroccan 

citizens is probably the result of different legislation in the country of origin. The Moroccan 

law does not accept renouncing one’s Moroccan nationality, so that with naturalisation the 

Moroccan passport is not lost. In contrast, Turkish immigrants lose their Turkish nationality if 

they opt for naturalisation. 

                                                 
4
 The conditions for application were i) a proven permanent residence in the Netherlands since 1992; ii) possession of a 

Dutch social fiscal number since 1992; iii) possession of a valid passport; iv) no expulsion from the Netherlands after 1991; 

v) no use or possession of false documents or false data, and vi) no criminal records. 
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In 2004, Statistics Netherlands stated that the number of naturalisations had dropped 

consistently, from 42 thousand in 2002 to 29 thousand in 2003 (CBS, 2004b), see also table 3 

for rates per thousand foreign-born.  

 
Table 3. Naturalisation rates, 1993-2003 

Year per 1 000 foreign-born 

1993 52,1 

1994 62,1 

1995 96,2 

1996 112 

1997 82,1 

1998 83,1 

1999 88,5 

2000 69,6 

2001 62,9 

2002 60,2 

2003 35,1 

 

In particular the number of Turkish residents who obtained naturalisation declined. In 2003 

less than four thousand Turkish obtained Dutch nationality, whereas in 1996 this number was 

ten times higher (this is partly due to a change in the law which does no longer allow for dual 

nationality in citizens of Turkish origin, see above). The number of Moroccans obtaining 

Dutch nationality in 2003 was over seven thousand. But also in their case (despite possibility 

to maintain Moroccan nationality when asked to apply exception), during the three preceding 

years their number was almost twice as high. Nevertheless Moroccans form the largest group 

of those naturalised (25% in 2003, see also table 4 below).  

 
Table 4. Naturalisations by main nationalities, 2003 (numbers) 

All nationalities 28799 

Afghan 982 

Chinese 722 

Indonesian 291 

Iraqi 832 

Former Yugoslavia 539 

Moroccan 7126 

Somali 180 

Former Soviet Union 503 

Polish 318 

Surinamese 1242 

Turkish 3726 

© Statistics Netherlands, Voorburg/Heerlen 3/17/2005  

 

In the year 2000, over ninety percent of those born in Surinam and residing in the Netherlands 

had Dutch nationality. The second largest naturalised groups are the Hong-Kong Chinese and 

Vietnamese migrants, of whom over eighty percent hold Dutch nationality. Also over fifty 

percent of the Ethiopian, Somali, Egyptian, Polish, Iranian, Chinese, Turkish and former 

Yugoslavia-born people held Dutch nationality in the year 2000 (de Valk et al, 2001: 65).  

 

1.1.5 Demography 
In the absence of a census that could have offered the possibility of self-definition, counting 

minorities relies on municipal registers. The criterion to identify a minority or “allochtone” is 
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the country of birth and that of her/his parents. In order to be considered a second generation 

allochtone, at least one of the parents has to be foreign-born. This category of “allochtonen” 

(from here on referred to as “allochtones”) is thus used as a measurement tool, with the idea 

that it could be available from the population register and would be applicable to as many 

minority groups as possible, including minorities having Dutch nationality and/or being born 

in the Netherlands (and that would avoid explicit racial or ethnic categorisation). Still, unlike 

the prior used ‘minority’ category, the category allochtones does not distinguish foreign-

origin populations with socio-economic difficulties from those that fare better in society. The 

statistics bureau thus subdivides allochtones in their aggregate tables depending on their 

country of origin. It contrasts “Western” with “Non-Western” allochtones and native Dutch. 

In the subdivision between Western and Non-western the unfavourable socio-economic 

position of the grouping in the Netherlands has been made a major consideration. As a result 

of using socio-economic status criteria, Indonesians (as well as Japanese) are classified as 

Western allochtones.  

The Dutch Statistics databases do not provide information about the residence status of 

foreign-born, only for naturalisations, and for the permanent and temporary residence permits 

granted to asylum seekers. Of course, different types of permits also exist for other motives of 

migration but unfortunately these cannot be obtained through the usual statistical databases, 

which only provide information about length of stay. 

 
Table 5. Population by country of origin and generation, 1 January 2004 

Subjects Total  1st generation 
allochtones (foreign 
born) 

2
nd

 generation 
allochtones 

Origin Absolute 

Autochtones total 13.169.880   

Allochtones total 3.088.152 1.602.730 1.485.422 

Afghanistan 36.043 32.123 3.920 

China 41.694 29.422 12.272 

Former Yugoslavia 76.346 55.381 20.965 

Former Soviet Union 42.033 32.734 9.299 

Indonesia 398.502 133.503 264.999 

Morocco 306.219 166.464 139.755 

Netherlands Antilles and Aruba 130.722 84.024 46.698 

Poland 35.542 20.773 14.769 

Surinam 325.281 187.990 137.291 

Turkey 351.648 194.319 157.329 

Total EU countries (excl. autochtones) 748.417 274.837 473.580 

Non-western total 1.668.297 1.021.074 647.223 

© Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, Voorburg/Heerlen 2004-12-16  

 

For most groups of the allochtone population their age composition differs considerably from 

that of the majority population. Where almost one third of the majority population is aged 

over 50, among for example the Moroccan-origin population most are aged under 30; this 

difference s gradually becoming less. Not surprisingly, the age composition of the allochtone 

groups is related to developments in migration, and the immigration history of the populations 

concerned. Indeed, the difference in age composition compared with the majority population 

is much less for the ‘oldest’ migrant population, that of the Indonesians (de Valk et al, 2001). 
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Residential segregation  
Immigrants and their descendants remain highly concentrated in the four big cities 

(Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, and Utrecht) with 40% of the largest minority groups 

(Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese, Antilleans). ‘Non-western allochtones’ make up 10% of the 

total population, but no less than 20% of all inhabitants in Utrecht and up to 30% and more in 

Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague are of non-western origin (see table 6).  
 
Table 6. Population in the Netherlands and in four largest cities by group origin, 1 January 2004 
 Total Autochtone Allochtone   

   Total Western Non-Western 
 X 1000 %    

Netherlands 16258 81 19 8.7 10.3 

Amsterdam 739 52.2 47.8 13.9 33.9 

Rotterdam 599 55.5 44.5 9.9 34.6 

The Hague 469 56.4 43.6 12.4 31.2 

Utrecht 270 69.7 30.3 9.9 20.4 

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics 

 

There is also a different age composition among these populations: across the four cities, over 

half of the children under age 15 are of non-Western origin (van Praag, 2003). 

 

This uneven pattern is reproduced at the neighbourhood level (postcode sectors) within the 

metropolitan area, so that ‘non-Western allochtones’ make up over 50% of the local 

population in 14% of the neighbourhoods, and 30% to 50% in another 16% (van Praag, 2003). 

Segregation indices are highest for Turks and Moroccans and lower for Surinamese and 

Antilleans, and they are higher in Rotterdam and The Hague than in Amsterdam and Utrecht. 

Moreover, residential segregation seems to be on the rise since the mid-1990s, although the 

decreasing probabilities of contact with native Dutch are largely explained by an overall 

increase in the numbers of non-Dutch residents (van Praag, 2003). Moreover, so-called 'ethnic 

segregation' overlaps greatly with socio-economic segregation (Veld, 2003). 

 

 

1.2 Major issues discussed with relation to immigration 

 

The current media and public discussion is partly shaped by the developments of the previous 

decades. In the decade that followed the 1989 WRR report, issues linked to immigration and 

asylum, Islam and ethnic minorities came to the forefront of political and media debate. 

Public discourse since the late 1990s has witnessed an increasing problematisation of the 

existence of segregated, culturally different groups, which are then, either implicitly or 

explicitly, related to the religious identity of migrant groups. Although these discussions are 

not explicitly referring only to Moroccan and Turkish migrants, in reality the focus in the 

problem definitions is often on these groups. In the period 1998-2002, the three main issues 

that were discussed by both majority and minority actors in Dutch quality newspaper De 

Volkskrant in relation to migrants in Dutch society were religion (Islam), discrimination and 

crime (ter Wal, 2004).  

The most important media attention and debates about Islam in this period concerned the 

presence of reactionary and for Dutch public opinion unacceptable positions about 

homosexuality, the curriculum and orientations of Islamic schools and mosques/imams, the 

wearing of headscarves in public office and in schools, and political mobilisation and 

radicalism among Muslim youth. These issues are connected to a wider debate about the 

presumed demise of the Dutch integration policy. In dealing with concrete claims for religious 

difference, the application of principles of freedom of expression and religion, and of the 

separation of Church and State are put under strain. The debates have been intensified in 
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particular by domestic reactions to 11 September 2001, the rise of the Pim Fortuyn movement 

in 2002, the publication of a report by the Commission for Inquiry into forty years of 

integration policy in 2004, and, in that same year, the murder on Theo van Gogh after the 

publication of the film ‘Submission’ and the subsequent clamping down on groups of Muslim 

radicals.  

In this context, also the Dutch policy approach is often questioned. Some say that the 

generous Dutch social welfare system and initial emphasis on supporting cultural pluralism 

has allowed immigrants to isolate themselves (cf. Koopmans, 2002). A consequence some 

draw from this interpretation is that this form of state support to ethnic groups has indirectly 

and unintentionally helped to create forms of Islamic extremism. Others, in particular 

migrants themselves, emphasise that the radicalisation of Muslim youth is limited, and rather 

a result of the marginalisation and exclusion of (part of) their groups from mainstream society 

that should be opposed by promoting dialogue (cf. manifestation of foundation “Ben je bang 

voor mij”, Amsterdam, January 2005).5  

 

1.2.1 ‘Problematic neighbourhoods’ and segregation 
As indicated above, the spatial distribution of ‘non-western allochtones’ is extremely uneven, 

with major concentrations in the most urbanized Western part of the country, in particular in 

the four major cities (SCP, 2003). Although forced dispersion is more often than not 

counterproductive - and its legitimacy (even when based on administrative or socio-economic 

rather than directly ethnic criteria) is highly questionable – the issue of ethnic (de)segregation 

keeps reappearing on the political and public agenda.  

 

1.2.2 School segregation and educational underachievement 
A related political and public debate concerns the increasing level of ethnic segregation in 

urban schools, which is a direct consequence of residential segregation (Bronneman-Helmers 

and Turkenburg, 2003). Contrary to popular beliefs, the percentage of ethnic minority 

children in school has only very minor effects on the school achievement of these children, 

after controlling for background characteristics of their parents and when the varying 

instructional quality of these schools is taken into account (Gijsberts, 2003). Major problems 

are twofold: (a) the depletion of teaching staff, which hits disproportionately the urban 

schools with high concentrations of ethnic minority children and youth, and (b) 'white flight' – 

i.e. native Dutch parents sending their children to vocational schools outside the cities – 

which forces some urban schools to close down certain sections or sites in disadvantaged 

urban neighbourhoods. 

 

1.2.3 Debates about the ´failure´ of the Dutch integration and multicultural policy 
Time and again since the late 1990s various intellectuals and politicians have picked up the 

discussion about the failure of the Dutch integration policy. In 2004 the political centre and 

right hauled in this direction the results of the Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry into 

thirty years integration policy (Blok, 2004). One of the repeatedly returning arguments in the 

public discussion is that large parts of the first generation migrants are not integrated because 

they do not speak the Dutch language and have not adapted to the Dutch culture, and that the 

efforts to introduce compulsory courses appear to remain largely unsuccessful. The second 

(and third) generation is according to these arguments tied up in conflicts of loyalty to the 

culture of the country of origin of the parents and the difficulty to get accepted as full and 

equal citizens in the Dutch society, which leads to disaffection and separation. In this context, 

over-representation of first and even second generation migrants of in particular Turkish and 

                                                 
5
 http://www.benjebangvoormij.nl/home.php, last consulted 10/3/2005. ‘Een boeiend debat over discriminatie op de 

arbeidsmarkt’, http://www.lbr.nl/?node=2646, consulted 10/3/2005. 
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Moroccan (but also other migrant) origin among unemployed and those depending on social 

welfare, and the higher drop-out rates of migrant youth in secondary education constitute a 

major reason for concern. 

 

1.2.4 Migrant youth deviance, cultural and political differences 
Instead of finding means to participate in society some groups of youth, in particular of 

Moroccan origin, hit the headlines because of incidents of deviance, confrontations with the 

police, involvement in petty crime, and sympathies with fundamentalism and international 

Islam. Some relate this to the fact that many second generation migrant youth feel excluded or 

unaccepted because they experience much greater difficulty finding jobs or internships in 

companies, and are also discriminated in other realms, for example when they want to enter 

bars or discotheques. While Moroccans seem to be affected by this more than others, it is also 

said that they tend to ‘complain’ about these incidents more (i.e. that they easily take on a 

victim role). In the field of civic activities, however, the spontaneous organisation of 

Moroccan “neighbourhood fathers” who volunteer for ‘surveillance’ work, or the initiative of 

youth organisations to counter prejudice based on negative media portrayal also needs to be 

observed. 

Moroccan youth are not the only ‘problem group’ in the public discussion. Also Antillean 

youth are often associated with crime (in particular drugs smuggling), deviance, violence and 

disturbance of public order. In addition, media frequently report about the adherence to 

cultural norms of vengeance of honour and related violent crimes against women within 

various, for example Turkish, Kurdish and Afghan communities. In the media these practices 

are then more or less implicitly related to ethnic cultural and religious difference.  

As for the Turkish community the adherence to and manifestations of religious-political 

movements such as Milli Görüş, or the more extremist Grey Wolves, as well as 

manifestations of Kurdish movements, have raised attention, though less prominently so, in 

the public discourse. Again less publicly visible, but important, Veenman (2001) observed a 

‘faltering integration’ in the group of young third generation Moluccans, which he related 

among other things to the way in which they experience the present political situation in 

Indonesia, and the way it is being ignored by the Dutch authorities. 

 

1.2.5 Religious difference and Islamophobia 
The association between religion and ethnicity is very present in Dutch public discourse. In 

the 1990s the former VVD-leader Frits Bolkestein had already made harsh statements about 

Islam. Also, expressions of religious difference from the part of the Muslim community have 

led to heated public debate. In 2001, public outrage was caused by the intolerant attitudes 

towards homosexuality expressed by an imam, and the government investigated whether he 

could be prosecuted (the El Moumni case). Outrage concerned specifically the supposedly 

widespread support for these beliefs within the Muslim community, as well as allegations 

made in TV news-shows about the dissemination of fundamentalist ideas in some mosques 

and Islamic elementary schools. The acceptance or refusal of headscarves and hijab scarves 

has been a regular source of controversy at the workplace and in schools of secondary 

vocational training, which again has led to heightened media attention. 

After the murder on film director Theo van Gogh in Amsterdam in November 2004, 

another wave of anti-Islamic incidents was registered throughout the country, particularly in 

smaller cities in the South of the Netherlands. However, already in the period following 9/11 

2001, arson attacks and other violent incidents aimed at “Muslim” targets (mosques and 

Islamic schools) reached a peak, and had happened also before that date (EUMC, 2002). 

Discussions about and monitoring of Islamophobia are therefore frequent object of media 
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reporting. Also the new anti-Semitism (i.e. hostility towards Israel, pro-Palestinian views and 

anti-Jewish sentiment and attacks by Muslim youth) is raised as an issue in this context. 

In the run-up to the 2002 elections, politician Pim Fortuyn became popular by restating old 

populist slogans, and by proposing a stop on Muslim immigration. The discussion about Islam 

became more polarised. Fortuyn was killed (by an autochthonous environmentalist activist), 

but his rhetoric has been picked up by others, not only within the Fortuyn movement. Most 

recently an MP of the liberal right-wing VVD, Geert Wilders, with an anti-Islamic agenda, 

separated from that party to set up an own group. Like MP Hirshi Ali of the VVD, and the 

Amsterdam Labour Party councillor Ahmed Aboutaleb, Wilders is reportedly receiving 

threats to his life from radical Muslim groups.  

 

1.2.6 The limits of tolerance 
The murder on Theo van Gogh is related to a film he made together with MP Ayaan Hirshi 

Ali, entitled ‘Submission’, which was first shown on Dutch television in the summer of 2004 

(see also below, Hirshi Ali). The film depicts the women-unfriendly practices legitimated by 

the Koran and Muslim belief, in an attempt to stir up the debate about the degrading position 

and treatment of women in Islam. The murder of Theo van Gogh has polarised the debate 

about Islam further into camps favouring confrontation vs. pacification in interethnic 

relations.6 This has revitalised the debate about the limits of tolerance of the Dutch society 

and about the way to handle constitutional principles such as freedom of speech and religion. 

The call for an end to the culture of political correctness, and the refusal to defend the 

positions of Muslim minorities more vividly than those who criticised them is heard.  

 

1.2.7 Effects of public discourse 
The exacerbation of the Dutch public debate has negatively affected ethnic relations. Inter-

ethnic relations have became more tense with the regular registration of violent incidents and 

clashes with migrant youth, and of attacks at religious organisations, especially after 

September 11. Research by van Heelsum (2003, 2004b) reveals that several migrant 

organisations experience difficulties with the hostile attitudes among parts of the majority 

population and with the way in which media portray in particular religious (Islamic) 

organisations and groups. Two Islamic organisations from the study by van Heelsum 

(2004ab) reportedly had to deal with aggression from the neighbourhood as a result of the 

current political climate (Blok, 2004).  

The hostility towards Muslims in general, and Moroccan descendants in particular, has 

been manifested in several occasions, both in the general public sphere and in statements by 

political leaders. An example of the latter was during the Amsterdam municipal election 

campaign in the first months of 2002, when future local Labour Party councillor Rob Oudkerk 

spoke in very offensive terms about Moroccan youth. The fact that this was not sanctioned, 

and that Oudkerk could become councillor without further ado was experienced by local 

Moroccan youth as a sign that society could not care less about them (van Heelsum, 2003: 

104). Subsequent media attention to disturbances during a mass demonstration against the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict in Amsterdam, and during the celebration of the liberation after 

WWII further stigmatised the position of Moroccan youth. 

The public hostility arguably has also led to stronger claims in the public sphere from the 

part of some self-organisations. In 2002, Moroccan youth were attracted to the positions of 

                                                 
6 The biography of the murder suspect, Mohamed B., as reconstructed in the media, is interesting. He successfully completed 

an educational career, was involved in local youth work and attempts to work within the existing support structures to 

improve employment opportunities for migrant youth. This was however followed by a disaffection with the existing 

“opportunity structure”, apparently followed by a shift to the outside and identification with radical Islamic ideals offered by 

homeland oriented and transnational media, and religious institutions and networks operating in the Netherlands (de 

Volkskrant, “De Zachte Krachten”, 20 November 2004, page 13-14).  
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the leader of the Arab European League in Belgium, Abu Jahjah. Televised interviews with 

Abu Jahjah, following the publication of his book, caused a boom in discussions on Dutch-

Moroccan websites. His opposition to discrimination, forced assimilation and the current 

stop-and-search practices of the (Belgian) police towards Moroccan youth was welcomed. 

However Dutch-Moroccan youth also criticised the AEL for its refusal to incorporate the 

notion of Berber identity in its programme. In 2003 a Dutch section of the League was set up. 

Central claims of this movement concern the right to the own cultural and religious identity 

(Kloosterboer, 2003b). Movements such as the AEL have also criticised the established self-

organisations for too passively following the orientations of the authorities and for not 

defending the interests of their basis sufficiently (ibid).  

Although with the developments mentioned, most youth organisations have a growing 

tendency to valorise the own identity, they also stress positive examples to challenge existing 

prejudice (e.g. the organisation “Towards a New Start”, which has also received considerable 

media attention; cf. van Heelsum, 2003). Indeed, the majority of initiatives among youth try 

to deal with the current polarisation in societal climate by engaging in activities that promote 

dialogue – Moroccan youth play a primary role here. For example, as a result of the need for 

young Muslims to respond to hostility or prejudice at school or at work, Islamic youth 

organisations initiate public discussion meetings (e.g. the foundation “Ben je bang voor mij?” 

[Are you afraid of me?]). Here information is provided and awareness is raised about Islam 

and the positions of Muslim youth. The number of these meetings and initiatives has risen 

since September 11, 2001 (van Heelsum, 2004b: 27), and increased again after other cases in 

the public discourse, such as the El Moumni case and the murder on Theo van Gogh. Some 

organisations however question how long their stamina to work against the tide can last (Van 

Heelsum, 2004, cited in Penninx and van Heelsum, 2004: 17).  

 

 

1.3 Institutional setting framing immigrant participation 

 

The three areas that are most typical for setting the conditions for immigrant participation in 

the Netherlands, and which have been most amply researched and evaluated, are, firstly, the 

specific conditions for participation in political voting, and secondly, the functioning of Dutch 

migrant advisory and consultative structures and thirdly the funding of migrant self-

organisations, including religious organisations.  

 

1.3.1 Formal restrictions on voting and standing for office7 
A change in the Dutch constitution in 1983, together with a modification of the electoral law 

in 1985, made it possible for non-nationals to vote and be voted for in municipal elections, on 

the condition that they had held a legal residence permit in the municipality for the preceding 

five years. The argument was that after this five-year period one would be sufficiently 

integrated to be an active political citizen, at the local level – a similar condition was however 

not posed on voting rights for Dutch nationals living abroad (Jacobs, 1998: 367). Foreign 

residents were able to use their voting rights for the first time in the municipal elections of 

1986; they could from this date on also figure as candidates for the municipal elections and 

thus become elected as members of the city council.  

In national (political) and provincial elections (the provincial states elect the members of 

the Dutch Senate or First Chamber), only Dutch nationals are entitled to vote and stand for 

office. This means a relevant proportion of the population is in fact disenfranchised. 

Naturalization is a condition for full participation in the democratic political process. The 

                                                 
7
 Actual figures and patterns of political participation in the Netherlands are provided in part II.  
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tendency to link voting rights to naturalization is particularly strong among the center- and 

right-wing ‘assimilationists’ in parliamentary debate (Jacobs, 1998: 370). In 1990 the 

parliamentary debate over granting of voting rights in national and provincial elections 

became more and more intertwined with debates about simplification of the acquisition of 

state citizenship (naturalization) and in particular the issue of multiple nationalities (ibid, 

369).  

Today, active and passive voting rights in national elections continue to be reserved to 

immigrants from former Dutch colonies who have kept their Dutch nationality, and to those 

among the recruited labour migrants and their descendants who were entitled to and applied 

for dual nationality, have opted for Dutch citizenship, or have applied for naturalisation 

thereby renouncing their nationality of origin (see above, naturalisations). Asylum seekers 

have no voting rights but ‘accepted’ refugees without Dutch nationality can participate in 

municipal elections just like other non-nationals, after five years of legal residence.  

 

1.3.2 Legal conditions for individual participation 
Article 1 of the Dutch constitution of 1983 guarantees equal treatment and forbids 

discrimination “on the grounds of religion, belief, political opinion, race or sex or on any 

other grounds whatsoever”. The constitutional principle of anti-discrimination implies that 

migrants and (ethnic, cultural and religious) minorities have the same rights to assembly and 

to access and set up civic organisations as Dutch citizens. Foreign-born can be elected 

representatives of political parties and clubs. 

 

This includes the right to organise own religious associations and schools. Because of the 

separation of Church and State the state does not subsidise religious organisations as such, but 

those that maintain educational facilities. Hence, the Dutch system hosts and financially 

supports not only public schools, but also those of Catholic, Protestant and Jewish 

orientations, as well as schools based on other philosophies and religions, including since 

1988 Muslim and Hindu primary schools. The schools receive public funding as long as they 

respect the rules laid down by law regarding the curriculum and educational methods. The 

constitutional freedom of education means that parents can choose to send their children to 

any of the available schools.  

 

Freedom of speech and of demonstration, the right to privacy and to integrity of the human 

body are other fundamental rights contained in the first chapter of the constitution, which also 

apply to foreign-born. However, there are limits to the freedom of speech when it clashes with 

other principles such as that of non-discrimination. A further reason to limit freedom of 

speech was evidenced in 2005, when the Minister of Foreigners’ Affairs Rita Verdonk 

appealed to article 6 of the constitution to remove the permit to reside in the Netherlands to 

two foreign-born imams of a mosque because they were found to be a threat to public order. 

 

Trade union membership is open to foreign-born, and organisation in trade unions too. The 

Dutch equivalent of workers councils is the Stichting van de Arbeid, in which both 

representatives of trade unions, and employers organisations have a seat. There are no recent 

studies on the legal conditions for participation in such organisation; the constitution does not 

make explicit mention of equal access other than in the articles already mentioned. 

 

With the adoption in 1994 of the Equal Treatment act, an Equal Treatment Commission was 

created to examine cases of direct and indirect discrimination in employment, education, and 

the provision of goods and services on the basis of ethnic and racial origin, nationality, 

religion, belief, political affiliation, gender, sexual orientation, marital status and working 
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hours in employment. People who are refused equal access or treatment can thus file a 

complaint with the Commission (usually with the mediation of anti-discrimination bureaus). 

In case of refusal of goods and services, a complaint can also be filed based on articles of the 

penal code (treated by the police). For a more extensive analysis see the recent report of the 

MEDIS project issued by the European Commission (2005). 

 

The emphasis on anti-discrimination has favoured policies and programmes aimed at 

fostering equal representation of minorities, in particular in various sectors of the labour 

market. For example the Law for Stimulation of Labour Participation, the SAMEN law, 

obliged employers to register and report about the percentage of ethnic minority people 

employed. Also in public office (including for example the policy force) quota policies have 

been introduced for hiring a relevant proportion of staff with an ethnic minority background. 

Many programmes initiated by NGOs to aim at mainstreaming diversity in the labour force 

are funded by the government or international subsidies. 

 

1.3.3 Institutional conditions for participation  
The Dutch system has traditionally supported the functioning of associations on the basis of 

religious denominations (through the pillar system and constitutionally defended freedom of 

religion, cf. Rath, Penninx, Groenendijk and Meyer, 1996; Sunier, 2000. The main religious 

groups are represented not only in the educational system, but also for example in the 

broadcasting system, where they have their own subsidised broadcasting corporation and 

transmission time (e.g. Muslim and Hindu Broadcasting). Fennema and Tillie (1999) think 

this system has encouraged in particular those ethnic communities with a plurality of religious 

denominations, such as the Turkish, to set up and be active in a great number of religious 

organisations and use these as main representative bodies.  

In another area, that of sports, stimulation programmes have been more recent. The 

government’s policy of sports stimulation has produced a broader supply of sports 

organizations and facilities for specific population groups, among which allochtones in 

general (Breedveld, 2003). A study among migrant youth found that they do not practice less 

sports, but do so more often outside official associations, because they do not feel at home in 

the mainstream sports clubs. Under the banner of ‘interculturalisation’, subsidized projects 

have therefore been set up in cooperation with local authorities to devise methods to increase 

the intercultural youth participation within mainstream sports clubs in larger cities 

(http://www.nisb.nl).  

Subsidy policies in the field of migration have changed considerably in the last decades. 

Three trends can be observed: from the national to the local level, from organisation subsidies 

to project subsidies, from subsidies targeted at ethnic minority groups (and their cultural and 

religious specificity) to project subsidies based on the fulfilment of general integration criteria 

or the position of women, youth, etc. (van Heelsum, 2004a). With this fragmentation of 

subsidy policies, it is hard to say anything general on the amount and structure of subsidies to 

immigrant associations in the Netherlands. Nonetheless, although subsidization was cut down 

considerably, it is still there.  

In the 1980s the authorities stimulated participation in the form of initiatives aimed at the 

consultation of migrants in political decision-making in particular at the national level. During 

the 1990s, the policy shifted towards funding local initiatives aimed at integration – this 

became also the criterion for funding migrant self-organisations. The multicultural advisory 

boards that functioned in several larger cities are an example of the consultation structures set 

up at the local level during the 1990s. The Contact Body Muslims and Government is a recent 

example of an advisory board set up on request of the government after events of 2001. 
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The Dutch system of consultation  
In a country like the Netherlands that has long practised consociationalism and neo-

corporatist policies, umbrella organisations and interest groups are encouraged by government 

and parties as interlocutors in policy-making. The reliance on a system of consultation 

(‘overlegstructuur’)8, has implied a favourable position towards ethnic minorities and their 

organisations. These organisations are eligible to public funding although they are non-

governmental.  

In the 1980s, the Dutch local and national governments actively encouraged the foundation 

of local and national associations and self-organisations of different types in order to have 

somebody to consult with. This resulted in a representation of interests of specific ethnic 

groups as well as umbrella organisations. In the 1980s one of the main consultative bodies 

was the LAO (Landelijk Advies Orgaan, National Advice Body, later Landelijk Overleg 

Minderheden (LOM), National Consultation Minorities).  

The consultation culture of the 1980s implied that if local authorities based their policy for 

migrants in the welfare department, then migrant organisations in order to obtain subsidies 

had to cooperate with welfare organisations, even when their basis was perhaps more 

sensitive to issues formulated in concrete terms of housing, employment and social affairs 

(Kloosterboer, 2003b).  

 

Funding of migrant self-organisations and integration policies 
The gradual disappearance of the consultation model has intensified the policy conviction that 

migrant organisations hinder integration. During a conference in 2003 at FORUM, van 

Heelsum observed that the emphasis on integration stems from the policy conviction that self-

organisations risk becoming a kind of fortifications, behind which migrants may hide 

themselves. As a consequence, the policy criteria have gained ground that organisations 

should only be funded when they bring together migrants and native Dutch.9 This has obvious 

limitations for the ways in which self-organisations can profile themselves vis-à-vis both 

national and local authorities. 

Migrant organizations are aware that an emphasis on integration objectives legitimizes 

their activities and allows for obtaining subsidies. The societal model followed by most 

organizations in this objective of integration is in fact multicultural or pluralistic. This means 

that whereas the organisations often assimilate (at least discursively) to the integration aims,10 

they also have other, in particular cultural and religious, functions for the own group, and they 

consider it important to combine the two (van Heelsum 2004; Penninx and van Heelsum, 

2004).  

At the local level, an example of the tensions created due to contrasting definitions of the 

objectives of authorities vs. self-organisations is documented by Lindo (1999). It concerns a 

six-year long controversy and conflict between the AyaSofya mosque association, connected 

to the Turkish-Islamic Milli Görüş movement, and a local district council of Amsterdam 

(Lindo 1999, cited in Penninx and Schrover, 2001: i):  

 
The conflict started in 1994 when Ayasofya purchased a property in the district and aimed to set up a 

mosque and multifunctional centre for religious, cultural and other, integration-aimed, activities. The 

district council not only had other plans with the property, but also had a different opinion about what 

                                                 
8 However, citizen’s participation in Dutch local politics is currently characterised by a tension between space for citizen’s 

own initiatives (horizontal participation) and the frameworks for participation set by local government (vertical participation) 

(Swinnen, 2003). There is also a communication problem: the civic and administrative/political domains often speak different 

“languages” (http://www.verwey-jonker.nl). 
9
 Foundation FORUM website, http://www.forum.nl/zelforganisaties, visited 4 February 2005. 

10
 Some organisations may have been tempted to mimic too much of the official policy jargon, objectives, and 

institutionalised structures in order to be eligible for funding and consultation in decision-making bodies (Kloosterboer, 

2003a; van Heelsum 2004b). 
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were “integration-aimed activities”, and who needed to carry these out. Both parties fought each other 

with ideological arguments. Ayasofya supported its claims with the argument of emancipation 

through sovereignty in the own community, pointing at the Dutch pillarisation tradition [..]. The 

district council president, on the other hand, considered the centre a “Turkish fortress” which posed a 

potential threat to the social cohesion of the neighbourhood. 

 

 

Advisory boards at local and national level 
In the 1990s in various large cities migrant advisory boards functioned. A study of migrant 

participation in consultative structures of the district of Amsterdam-East (Wolff, van Heelsum 

and Penninx, 1999) illustrates the different stakes held by council vs. multicultural advisory 

board in place at the time. Rather than full participation in decision-making, migrant 

organisations were asked for advice when the council deemed this useful. Migrant 

organisations first of all need the district administration for subsidies or (rent paid for) 

meeting places. The district council mainly sees the minorities’ organisations as 

representatives of their communities and used the consultations to pass on information about 

the district policies. The actual involvement in and influence on decision-making was 

extremely limited, and the power differences were felt very easily. The district council 

followed a republican model for as far as culture and religion was concerned: this belonged to 

the private domain. In addition, the council wished to maintain the central role of public 

institutions in tasks such as childcare, youth-work, work for the elderly and language lessons. 

The council saw the implementation of policies to improve the disadvantaged position of 

immigrants as a task of general professional institutions in the district; they do not delegate 

this to the migrant organisations themselves. As a result there was a struggle between migrant 

organisations, on the one hand and general institutions and district authorities, on the other, 

over their mutual competences to intervene in different areas of community work, as the 

following citation and example illustrate.  

 
Immigrant organisations often hold quite different views on this strict division of tasks. They often aspire to 

supply their community with broader services than only religious or cultural activities. Against the claim of 

professionals of these general institutions (endorsed politically by the district authorities) they claim that 

they have knowledge of and networks in their communities that enable them to solve for example problems 

with groups of problematic youngsters much better than the public youth centres do. They claim to 

understand their problems and they mistrust the “Dutch” way of treating for instance youth issues. That 

marijuana is allowed in one of the youth centres, for example, is considered absurd by the Turkish and 

Moroccan representatives, since they think the availability of drugs is one of the reasons of youth problems. 

(van Heelsum and Penninx, 1999)
11

  

  

These findings also apply to other cities. Bousetta (2000) who studied migrant organisations 

in the city of Utrecht during the 1990s found that their influence on local political decision-

making was minimal. A quick-scan among migrant organisations by the national government-

funded NGO E-Quality, which functions as mediator between organisations of black, migrant 

and women’s organisations and the state in the Netherlands,12 revealed a number of 

experiences. Among other things, the organisations often felt that they are used by the 

municipal council, and that they are only called in to solve problems when these arise. 

Furthermore, the organisations regret that do not receive funding for social-cultural activities 

anymore, while they consider these very important. 

After the year 2001, at the local level, consultative bodies such as the Amsterdam and the 

Hague (district) multicultural advisory boards/councils (Adviesraden), have been 

discontinued. In Utrecht and Rotterdam there have been plans to transform the councils into 

                                                 
11

 No page number because on-line version of this document was used. 
12

 http://www.e-quality.org 
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general, not specifically multicultural, bodies. According to IMES researchers, the 

discontinuation of the boards and of various subsidies to ethnic organizations by the 

Amsterdam council have had a negative impact on the networking between various ethnic 

organizations, and, in their view, as a result the integration potential, social capital and civic 

community among migrants in the capital. The networks were based on the fact that migrant 

representatives took on directive functions in several organizations.  

The municipality motivated the discontinuation of the boards as follows: it was considered 

incorrect to emphasize the different ethnic background of groups. The new basic idea was 

“We are all inhabitants of Amsterdam”. Moreover, the municipality retained that the boards 

were inefficient because they did not meet very frequently and there was internal division. 

However, the municipality underestimated, according to for example Jean Tillie, the 

socializing effect of the networks created by the boards: they would have the effect of making 

people feel responsible for their community and aware of the differences within the 

community. “In this way community members learn to think beyond the own interest and to 

acquire more interest in the Dutch community as well” (Tillie, cited in Hartgers, 2005: 15). 

With the fragmentation of the old ethnic networks, the social capital among ethnic 

communities in Amsterdam has disappeared, according to Tillie:  

 
“There are still ethnic organizations, but with the abolition of the advisory boards, these have become 

islands. Individuals and groups have become isolated and isolation favors radicalization. For example the 

Grey Wolves, an ultranationalist Turkish organization. They had their own mosque and soccer club in 

Amsterdam. The president of the soccer club was also represented in the Turkish advisory board 

minorities policies. There were also many other connections with “normal” Turkish organizations. That 

seems dangerous, but because of this social network the radicalization of the Grey Wolves was in fact 

limited. Democracy is contagious.” The danger of isolation is evidenced according to Tillie by the 

example of Mohammed B., the murderer of Theo van Gogh. In a few years time he transformed from an 

involved citizen into a terrorist. “Mohammed B. was disappointed in the Dutch society. He did not get 

feedback in local politics. From a democratic, horizontal network, he slipped into an extremely 

hierarchical, and undemocratic network. The system of checks and balances had disappeared and then you 

can expect everything.” (Hartgers, 2005: 15) 

 

National umbrella organizations currently subsidized by the government are for example the 

organization ‘Islam and Citizenship’. A present independent body with both a mediating 

function for different migrant groups and organisations in their contacts with the government 

and Dutch civic organisations is the expertise centre FORUM for Multicultural Development. 

 

An example of a recently set up national advisory board, organised along religious lines, is 

the Contact Body for Muslims and Government (CMO). This body was set up with support of 

the Dutch government in February 2004. The initiative originated from consultations between 

the former minister of Metropolitan area and Integration Policies, Roger van Boxtel, and 

representatives of the Muslim community, as a result of the statements by Rotterdam imam El 

Moumni about homosexuality in May 2001, and of the events of September 11 that same 

year. The signaled fragmentation among the representatives of Muslim communities, due to 

the diverse ethnicities, countries of origin and different religious orientations/denominations 

present in this community in the Netherlands, lead to the proposal to set up one representative 

contact body. The CMO gathers six national mosque federations, of which four are Turkish: 

the Islamic Foundation Netherlands (ISN), the Turkish Islamic Cultural Federation (TICF), 

the Federation Milli Görüs North Netherlands (MGN), and the Dutch Islamic Federation 

(NIF), the Union of Moroccan Muslim Organisations in the Netherlands (UMMON), as well 

as the predominantly Surinamese World Islamic Mission (WIM). The CMO represents in 

total three hundred mosques in the Netherlands, of which 194 Turkish (ISN and TICF 
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represent 142 mosques, the MGN 28 and NIF 24), over 90 Moroccan, and thirteen 

Surinamese.  

The CMO aims to present a common standpoint in consultations with the government, for 

example on issues regarding the integration of Muslims, Islamic schools and the position of 

imams, in particular an imam training course based in the Netherlands, media training for 

spokespeople of the Muslim community, the appointment of imams, including for functions 

of support to people in the military, health-care, and penitentiary institutions. Other religious 

communities are working with such contact bodies since a longer date: the CJO (Central 

Jewish Consultation External Interests), CIO (Christian Interchurch Contact in Government 

matters), and the Hindu Council.  

CMO says to represent the Islamic Sunni population in the Netherlands (the Alevitic HAK-

DER decided for this reason not to be part), or 80% of the Muslims living in the Netherlands. 

CMO declares to be open to new (youth and women’s) organisations to join in the committees 

that will function within its structure. Nevertheless, in 2004 parliamentary questions were 

asked to the government by Labour and Christian party deputies about the lacking 

representative character of CMO. The fact that residing Sunni members of CMO decide over 

who is or is not accepted was seen as a problem, as well as the fact that non-Sunni 

organisations (i.e. other Islamic orientations such as the more liberal/humanistic Alevites and 

Ahmadiyya Muslims, and Shiite Muslims) were excluded in the set-up phase. Also the 

Southern Netherlands branch of Milli Görüs Netherlands was excluded, after they asked to 

see the financial administration.13 Already before its foundation, the Netherlands Muslim 

Council (NMR), a Sunni organisation, decided not to be represented in CMO, because it 

opposed the a priori exclusion of other religious orientations in the Contact Body. The NMR 

then set up an alternative organisation, Contact Group Islam. Also academic experts feel the 

direction of CMO is felt not to be diverse enough and to reflect mostly the larger 

federations.14 The effectiveness of an advisory board functioning at the national level, where 

the most pressing societal issues on which the Board should be consulted are local or urban-

based, is also questioned.15 In sum, the CMO seems to have been unable to avoid completely 

the problems of internal division which other similar boards for Muslim representation have 

faced in the past. 16 

  

                                                 
13

 Contrast, 29 January 2004. 
14

 Islam specialist van Koningsveld in Contrast, 29 January 2004. 
15

 Researcher Thijl Sunier in Contrast, 29 January 2004. 
16

 A key issue in the competition between the different federations has been the control over broadcasting licences and the 

direction of the Netherlands Muslim Broadcasting Organisation (NMO). 
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Part II. Active Civic Participation of Third Country immigrants 

  

The information available on the participation of migrants in Dutch mainstream organisations 

comes mainly from official surveys such as those of the Social Cultural Planning Bureau (par. 

2.1). Literature focusing on the participation of migrants in historical perspective as related to 

the policies and consultation mechanisms of the Dutch state has been produced partly in the 

framework of a parliamentary commission and partly by researchers at the University of 

Amsterdam (par. 2.2). The bulk of available data about civic participation in the Netherlands 

relates to mapping of migrant self-organisations, their history and functions (2.3). The focus 

in this research has been on the largest communities that form part of targeted government 

policies (par. 2.3.1 until 2.3.5). Recently information about smaller communities has been 

gathered too, and the organisational density of these smaller groups has been compared with 

that of the larger and/or longer established groups, and attempts have been made to account 

for the differences among these groups (par. 2.3.6). A large number of more properly 

scientific studies concerns patterns of migrants’ political participation (use of passive and 

active voting rights in municipalities), and the way in which this is connected to general forms 

of active civic participation (par. 2.4). The bulk of this research is focused on the theoretical 

notion of social capital and civic community and deals mostly with political participation and 

forms of ethnic self-organization and civic participation in the city of Amsterdam. The 

limitations of this approach are discussed in the final part of paragraph 2.4. In conclusion, 

biographical information is provided about five individuals of migrant background who are 

well known and active figures in public life and the public debate in the Netherlands (par. 

2.5). 

 

2.1 Participation in mainstream society associations  

The available most recent data about the general population are membership figures based on 

a survey among 75 of the largest civic organisations representing the following sectors of 

Dutch civil society: broadcasting, churches, sports, consumer issues, international aid, nature 

and the environment, trade unions and employers, women and the elderly, as well as 

organisations aimed at health care and moral issues, such as abortion and euthanasia (de Hart, 

2005). This study revealed that employers’ organisations and trade unions are characterised 

by a very limited active participation (6% in 2004). A relatively active participation of 

members can still be found in youth organisations (66%), and sport organisations (37%). The 

membership of organisations directed at sports and recreation increased between 1994 and 

2003 (+10%). The membership of political parties, for all citizens, declined with 17% 

between 1994 and 2003. Church membership declined with 9%, and that of women’s 

organisations with 33%. Two thirds of the national organisations (including for example 

nature and environmental, and consumer organisations) have seen an increase in paid staff 

over the last ten years. The decline in active participation, the more critical provision of state 

subsidies and the availability of other possibilities for recreation or civic participation have 

increased the competition between the established organisations, and their related PR efforts.  

 Comparison of Dutch vs. foreign origin respondents in the social state report of 2003 

indicates a general lower participation in political parties, trade unions and sports- or hobby 

associations by foreign-born. The most recent related figures date back to 2001. 

 
Table 7. Membership for three types of organisations, population of 18 years and older 
Year 1997 1999 2001 
 Dutch origin Foreign origin Dutch origin Foreign origin Dutch origin Foreign origin 

Political party 4 - 5 2 4 1 

Trade Union 19 3 20 9 18 5 

Sport/Hobby 
association 

33 28 33 14 35 18 

Source: CBS (POLS ’97-’01). 
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A recent survey (AVO), reported in de Hart (2005) has compared membership of Dutch and 

foreign-born for a number of civic organisations. The foreign-born respondents in this survey 

form a selected group: they are competent in Dutch and relatively highly educated. To date, 

there are no other nationally representative figures available about the participation of 

migrants and ethnic minorities in voluntary work. For all migrant groups the percentage of 

members in the organisations listed is considerably lower than for Dutch. The important 

exception is the level of organisation based on religious affiliation. While 60% of Dutch 

forms part of a church association, with Turkish and Moroccans this is 93% and with 

Surinamese and Antilleans 82% (see figure 3 below).  
 
Figure 3. Membership of organizations, population 18 years and older, by country of birth, 2003, 
percentages 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Civic organisation

(trade union, political

party)

Nature and

environmental

organisation

Recreative

organisation (sport,

music, theatre)

Participates in

religious

organisation

Former Dutch Indies and Moluccan

Surinamese and Antillean

Turkish and Moroccan

Dutch

Source: de Hart (2005), AVO (2003). 
 

Majority and ethnic minority involvement in mainstream organisations has been compared 

more extensively in the field of sports. A report published by SCP (Breedveld, 2003) shows 

that 70% of the (native) Dutch population practise some form of sports. Among the migrant 

population this is 59%. Of the native Dutch population 56% is member of at least one 

(sportive) association, with migrants this is 50%. The AVO survey of 1999 similarly reported 

that pparticipation in sports (excluded cycling and hiking) among the population aged 6-79 

years, was considerably higher for Dutch natives than for allochtones (66% vs. 52%). In 

particular Turkish and Moroccan migrants participated little in sports (38%). The under-

representation of allochtones in sports was more pronounced in solo- and duo sports than in 

team sports. The positive effect of sports participation on the ethnic diversity of one’s 

networks was stronger for allochtones than for native Dutch (for the latter the effect was not 

significant).  

In the absence of official statistics about membership of mixed vs. ethnic sports clubs, it is 

generally assumed that five percent of the migrant (allochtone) population doing sports is 

member of a migrant sports association, whereas the large majority chooses to join a mixed 

club. It is also known that migrants are underrepresented in the voluntary work related to 

sports, especially at the management level. From a 2003 estimate by the National Sports 

Federation emerged that only 1.9% of the management functions were occupied by migrants, 

against 1.5% in 2002, and 1.2% in 2001 – the remaining 98.8% were Dutch natives 

(Breedveld, 2003).17 

 

                                                 
17

 De Volkskrant, « Gemengde Mogelijkheden » and “Geen allochtonen in bestuurswerk”, by Poul Annema, 5 January 2005, 

p. 15. 
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As for membership in trade unions, a survey in 2004 by Motivaction in which over two 

hundred employees aged 20-45 years in sectors as transport, industry and agriculture were 

interviewed, found that 40% of allochtonen had considered membership of a trade union, 

against only 20% of autochtonen. Qualitative studies on the involvement of minorities in trade 

union activities in the current situation have not been found, these have been only scarcely 

documented for the first decades of recruited labour migration in the 1960s and 1970s. 

 

In 1997, the council for societal development (RMO) published a report about volunteer work 

and citizenship among minorities carried out by IMES (Lindo et al, 1997). The study, based 

on existing literature, research data and limited fieldwork, revealed that participation of 

migrants in general organizations for volunteer work was limited. This was related on the one 

hand to their disadvantaged socio-economic position. Another reason were obstacles related 

to ethnic identification: migrants cannot easily identify with the objectives and ideals of the 

general volunteer work and feel somewhat foreign to the ‘culture’ of these organizations. 

Migrants appeared to be prepared to do volunteer and unpaid work, but do so preferably 

within and to the benefit of the own (ethnic) group. Migrant organizations actually developed 

a large range of volunteer activities, sometimes with support of subsidies and professional 

staff. While in 1996 the state and established voluntary organizations thus had the impression 

that there was a problem of non-participation of minorities in voluntary work, this was in 

reality a problem of perception: many volunteers within migrant organizations were simply 

not ‘seen’. Migrants have a different concept of the function of their organizations. The term 

‘volunteer work’ does not appeal to them and they describe their activities rather as 

‘community work’ or ‘work for the own organisation’. According to Penninx and van 

Heelsum (2004: 6) this different perception of volunteer work by majority and minority 

organizations may lead to “less conscious forms of exclusion of migrant organizations as part 

of civil society”. A study by Van Daal (2002) cited in the parliamentary commission report, 

on the other hand, signals a lack of migrant involvement in their self-organisations, and 

attributes this in part to different insights about the utility of and lacking experience with 

voluntary work, but also admits that activating migrant members as volunteers is more 

difficult when they have to work full-time. Surinamese expectedly participate more in 

mainstream/majority organisations, which also relates to figures about their level of socio-

economic and socio-cultural integration (SCP, 2003). 

 

 

2.2 Migrant organisations – changing policies and opportunity structures 
A number of studies, in particular those commissioned by governmental organisations, 

reconstruct the history of the policies directed at migrant organisations. A central question for 

the governments’ Commission of Inquiry has been how decisions concerning subsidies for 

and desired functions of the organisations have affected their development (cf. Blok, 2004). 

As already mentioned the subsidy policies underwent fundamental changes in the last 

decades, in line with changes in the general policy towards migrants and ethnic minorities 

now primarily aimed at assessing migrant integration. 

Within the predominant policy of temporary stay of the 1970s, migrants were addressed 

via the “categorical support functions” and regional foundations of the social welfare 

institutions, the Foundations for Welfare of Foreign Employees. The management of these 

foundations was formed by Dutch natives, coming from the trade union movement, local 

authorities or churches (van Heelsum, 2004b : 77). The policy was aimed at specific ‘welfare’ 

categories and groups was designed so that each group could be assisted from within the own 

cultural specifics. Subsidies were granted for information supply to migrant groups about the 

Dutch society and vice versa, stimulate activities and initiatives aimed at services to increase 
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the social welfare of ethnic groups, improve inter-ethnic relations, and cooperation with other 

organisations and services.  

In the 1970s ethnic minorities were not very active nor organized, yet ethnic elites were 

invited to participate in formal consultative structures such as the National Advisory Council 

for Ethnic Minorities (LAO, later LOM). In the self-organisations that were set up, the 

spokespersons were often Dutch representatives who had some influence. Discussions took 

place within a state-led setting. Migrants were only marginally involved in the organisation of 

the welfare foundations. By mid to end 1970s, migrants supported by action groups and the 

first self-organisations (in the larger cities), who experienced the policy as paternalistic, asked 

to be more involved in the organisation of the foundations. The time had come for the 

minorities’ organisations to represent their own interest, whereas the task of Dutch 

organisations should be limited to that of assistance and advice. The foundations then 

gradually took on second-level tasks of information (such as in the Netherlands Center 

Foreigners (NCB) and its regional counterparts (RCB)).  

The first self-organisations were Surinamese, followed in the second half of the 1970s by 

Turkish and Moroccan organisations. The growth in Surinamese self-organisations, also in the 

second half of the 1970s (in Amsterdam) was directly related to the increase in subsidies 

provided by the local council (Blok, 2004: 473). The policy towards Surinamese and 

Antillean migrants had been quite different (coordinated by ministry of Culture) from that 

concerning the migrants who had come to the Netherlands under the labour recruitment 

programmed (the latter were responsibility of the Social Affairs department). Already in the 

1960s a working group at the Ministry of Culture stated that Surinamese migration had to be 

accepted as a permanent given, and specific welfare institutions were targeted at them. Van 

Heelsum (2004b: 82) claims that the policy distinction made between migrants from Surinam 

and the Antilles, on the one hand, and migrants from Turkey and Morocco, on the other, have 

impacted the formation of organisations for these groups considerably.  

After 1980 the minorities policy was carried out on a general basis, while the categorical 

approach was increasingly weakened (ibid, 68). Indeed, the introduction of the minorities 

policy aimed at overcoming the disadvantaged position of minorities, and at supporting the 

development of minorities’ own culture, religion and language. This meant less possibilities 

for a pluralistic approach. Minorities were expected to work on the improvement of their 

position within the existing societal arrangements. As a result, the welfare institutions of 

Surinamese and Antilleans who had hitherto received support from the Dutch government, 

lost out. However, for the other groups such as the recruited labour migrants workers this 

policy implied an improvement. It meant that for the first time they could apply for direct 

financial support of self-organizations, whereas before subsidies had been centrally allocated 

on decision and discretion of the Foundations for Welfare of Foreign Employees (van 

Heelsum, 2004b: 79). The new support to self-organisations was restricted to the arts, media, 

education and participation in decision-making. Because of the separation between state and 

church, religious activities could not be subsidised, but religious organisations could receive 

subsidies for non-religious activities, for example education. Special target groups of this 

policy were youth and women.  

As of 1985 a decentralised policy was applied. Self-organisations could apply for subsidies 

at the municipal level for a number of targeted activities and services aimed at reception, 

information, emancipation, participation, improvement of relations between and among 

communities and with the general population, representation of interests of minorities, and 

cultural activities, under the Rijksregeling Welzijn Minderheden. The policy stipulated a 

precise task and involvement of migrant organisations, and freed subsidies to this end. This 

has probably contributed to an increase in organisations. Also the scope and orientations of 

the organisations were influenced by this. For example, the relatively large number of Turkish 
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and Moroccan organisations aimed at lifting the double disadvantaged position of women can 

be explained in this sense (Penninx and Schrover, 2001). At the same time, in the 1980s the 

influence of self-organisations on municipal policies was almost nil (Blok, 2004: 255).  

Penninx and Schrover (2001) discuss how the type of organisations migrants set up is 

related not only to the institutional opportunity structure but also to the characteristics of the 

groups concerned and their different phases of settlement. For example, in the 1960s and early 

1970s Turkish and Moroccan organisations were largely a reflection of (political) 

organisations in the countries of origin (see also Canatan, 2001 in Blok, 2004: 256). The 

orientation on the country of origin was connected to the idea of temporary stay, which was 

also actively promoted by the Dutch government during these years. With increasing family 

reunification since 1975, the Turkish and Moroccan population’s composition changed which 

made the existence of Muslim communities more visible. As a result during the 1980s the 

number of religious organisations increased. With the emergence of a second generation, 

youth organisations became more important, and also the interaction with opportunity 

structures became more visible.  

Towards the end of the 1980s, beginning of the 1990s the attitude towards migrant 

organisations changed (Penninx and van Heelsum, 2004). The general policy had shifted its 

emphasis towards integration in the social-economic field, and it was felt that any emphasis 

on cultural and religious identity would hinder socio-economic integration (cf. also Miles 

1993, WRR 1990). The problematisation in the 1990s public discourse of Islam, perceived as 

an obstacle for democracy and integration, contributed to this orientation to a great extent (see 

part I, par. 3.2). As a result, in 1994 the hitherto adopted criterion of nationality or ethnicity 

was dropped as a factor for organisation formation and a condition to obtain subsidies. Since 

1996 the emphasis of the policy was put more and more on rights and duties of integration, 

language acquisition/competence, and employment. Migrant organisations mainly received 

subsidies for projects that were useful in integration, language education, reducing 

unemployment and fighting criminality. Less attention was given to the migrant 

organisations’ own objectives (often in the sphere of culture and religion) (van Heelsum, 

2004: 80). Organisations could be based on gender, age or religion. In 1996 a limitation in 

funding of five years maximum was introduced, with the idea that after these five years 

organizations could fare well on their own.18  

A study looking at the different funding policies in 25 cities under the ‘Large Cities Policy’ 

during the 1990s, shows that these policies were very diverse in type and amount of funding, 

and were often very complex, thus producing a hindrance to access to funding and continuity 

in the organisation’s activities (Kloosterboer 2003a). While decision-making about subsidies 

to self-organisations may appear objective, in reality they sometimes favour existing 

organisations to the detriment of new ones, and that the criteria to evaluate the activities of 

voluntary organisations are often vague and non-transparent (Kloosterboer, 2003a in Blok, 

2004: 276). Similarly, the criterion of membership fees constituted a hindrance to some 

organisations (van Daal, 2002, ibid). Finally, some claim the introduction of the project 

subsidies system by the Amsterdam city council has had a negative impact on the cooperation 

                                                 
18 For the twenty migrant organisations investigated by Anja van Heelsum (2004b: 69), the most frequent source 

of funding were the municipalities, including district councils. Some organisations in addition received resources 

from national or provincial authorities. Organisations may depend on the local authorities for 

accommodation/availability of meeting spaces (38% of the organisations in the study did). In addition, as could 

be expected considering the current policy, project subsidies were quite common (61%), sometimes combined 

with subsidies for accommodation. Accommodation and funding is also one of the main problems of the 

organisations that do not have these. Of the twenty organisations in her study, five functioned entirely without 

subsidy (25%). Comparatively, a study of 219 organisations in the Southern region of North-Brabant revealed 

that only 46% of those organisations received a budgeted subsidy (Kemper 2001, in van Heelsum, 2004: 69), the 

others functioned without. 
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between and the network of Turkish organisations in the capital, and hence on social cohesion 

(Tillie 2002, in van Heelsum, 2004b: 70). Meanwhile several local authorities have 

abandoned the subsidies for migrant self-organisations altogether (see above).19  

 

2.3 Self-Organisations: analysis of their structure and functions  

The literature on migrant organisations in the Netherlands has been either very broad but 

succinct, or more in-depth studies but concentrating on one ethnic group. In addition, a 

number of dissertations give insight in the functioning of organisations, but mostly in one 

restricted domain (one city or type of religious organisation), and all restricted to one ethnic 

group. Several inventories carried out by research teams at IMES over the years have tried to 

estimate the number and types of organisations existing for the major migrant groups. The 

different samples and categorisations on which these figures are based need to be considered 

when using them as a concrete indicator.20  

 According to den Exter, van Heelsum and Hessels (2004), the organizations set up in the 

1990s have been directed primarily at representation of interests in specific areas, such as 

education, or for specific target groups, such as the elderly. Examples they report are the 

Dutch Islamic Union of the Elderly (NISBO) and student associations such as Eurabia 

(Erasmus University Rotterdam), Anatolia, and Studiname. This seems to reflect the trend in 

subsidy policy described above. The formation of refugee organizations is still growing in this 

period. Although refugees in the first stages of their settlement tend to link to other existing 

ethnic network organizations based on religious identification (for example Somali and 

Afghan Islamic migrants may use religious services set up by Turks or Moroccans (Penninx 

and van Heelsum, 2004: 18), in subsequent phases they set up their own national/ethnic 

organizations.21 Their self-organizations are mainly organized nationally; they are sometimes 

multi-national when based on support structures such as university funds, or Dutch network 

organizations, such as the NVO.22  

In general, the cross-ethnic character of migrant organisations is limited. Lindo, van 

Heelsum and Penninx (1997) state that organisations of the larger migrant groups are 

generally open to and sometimes involve also people from outside the own community. 

Nevertheless, the voluntary work undertaken by migrants is characterized by a specific form 

of solidarity with the own group (Lindo et al, 1997). At the regional and national level, the 

initiatives of national and multinational federations is increasing. These federations are partly 

set up as consultative and/or mediating bodies, with guidance from the state. For example, 

since 1995 a number of organizations has been brought under the umbrella of Foundation 

FORUM, Institute for Multicultural Development, funded by the Ministry of Heath, Welfare 

and Sports: it works as an independent body for the promotion of dialogue and ‘shared 
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 For example in the city of Arnhem these subsidies were suspended as of January 1, 2004. Amsterdam announced to restrict 

the funding of self-organisations, and prior existing Multicultural Advice Councils have been abandoned in two of the four 

largest cities, Amsterdam and the Hague. Many national subsidies have been suspended in 2004, not only for migrant but 

many other civil society organisations. 
20

 For example, van Heelsum et al (1999) registered 356 Islamic among the total of 1125 Turkish organizations (32%, as 

reported in van Heelsum, Fennema and Tillie, 2004: 7), while in a more recent estimate reported in van Heelsum (2004a), the 

number of religious organizations among the 1125 Turkish was only 170 (15%). Both estimates were based on organizations’ 

names. The reason for the lower estimate in the latter source is that many organizations were not categorized as belonging to 

one specific function, because of the too general name, and because these organisations often turned out to fulfill multiple 

functions for their target groups.  
21

 In the initial phases of application for asylum and settlement, voluntary refugee assistance organisations may also be linked 

to local churches (not surprisingly, the support structures are especially strong for refugees of other than Muslim faith). Local 

churches are also active in supporting protests against the government policy to expel illegal aliens and asylum seekers who 

have seen their application refused after years of legal procedures (for example hunger strikes by ‘witte illegalen’ and asylum 

seekers against expulsion measures are generally supported by churches). No research has been done on this. 
22

 Because of the extreme diversification of the refugee communities and their organisations, and limitations of space, this 

section concentrates on a description of the organisations of the larger established migrant groups. 
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citizenship’ in Dutch society. The NGO E-Quality fulfils a similar mediating and support 

function for organizations of ‘black, migrant and refugee women’. Other multinational 

organizations are migrant-initiative based, for example those set up by women and youth (e.g. 

Arabic women, Muslim women).  

Research about the formation and activities of migrant organizations is limited and mostly 

funded by authorities or other semi-official bodies (Lindo et al, 1997, den Exter et al, 2004; 

van Heelsum 2004ab). Authorities and NGOs have traditionally focused their interest on the 

largest migrant groups which formed part of the targeted ‘ethnic minority’ policy, as these 

comprised a concern with disadvantage and the promotion of equal opportunities in Dutch 

society: Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese, Antillean, Aruban, and Moluccan immigrants and 

their descendants. Since these are also the groups with the largest size, it is not surprising that 

their associations are also the most visible in the public sphere. Most existing research 

concerns these groups and will thus be treated more extensively in the following. After this 

we will focus on a recent study comparing organizations of more established with those of 

more recent or less known/numerous migrant populations. 

 

2.3.1 Moluccan and Dutch-Indian organizations 
Lindo et al (1997) give a historical reconstruction of the Moluccan organisations. The first 

Moluccan self-organisations started in the contexts of the camps and settlements set up by the 

Dutch government. Another organization within the Moluccan community was the Moluccan 

Evangelic Church. In addition, networks based on local areas of origin existed, which created 

also networks between the various Dutch settlements. The village associations or kampulan 

were the formal associations from which these networks originated. They were active in 

fundraising, in order to invest the donations in the villages of origin on return to Malacca, 

Indonesia. In 1951 Moluccans set up an organization to defend the social interests of the 

former military, the CRAMS. In the Netherlands they cooperated with organizations 

previously set up by Dutch to support the Moluccans politically and socially. Their explicit 

political goal was a Free Republic of Malacca (RMS). The loss of rights because of the 

dismissal from the army was linked by these militants to the ideal of the Free Republic. Their 

position was radical and not cooperative towards the Dutch government, and internal 

divisions were created around their aims. The Dutch government chose to cooperate with 

Moluccan organizations in order to appease the situation within the community. In this way 

the position of these organizations was strengthened, and the government ended by 

legitimizing the often authoritarian position of the organizations within the settlements, and a 

structural formation of political mobilization among the Moluccans in the Netherlands. Their 

political ideal, despite different views on the political struggle, and thanks to the contacts with 

the movement in Malacca, managed to create cohesion within the Moluccan community.  

The emergence of a young (second) generation in the RMS movement in the 1960s led to a 

radicalization, by which the Dutch government was held responsible for not only for the 

social but also the political interests of the Moluccan community. Violent action was deemed 

admissible by this movement. The displacement of the settlements to new areas gave greater 

freedom to the youth, and thus also facilitated their mobilization independently from the 

control of the older generations and community relations.  

 The government funding of Moroccan organizations, as a means to strengthen the 

cohesiveness of the community as a whole and its relations with mainstream society, had a 

reverse effect. Youth used these to organize and carry out their political actions. Their 

networks led to a revolutionary youth culture, and in this setting the hijacking actions of the 

1970s were organized. These events marked a watershed, after which the government in the 

1980s managed to set up a consultative structure, to help start up an emancipation process, by 

recognising the specific problems of the Moluccan community (such as rehabilitation of 
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former military and fight against unemployment). The ideal of the RMS moved gradually to 

the background and young people now became more engaged in improving the social position 

of their communities. The political positions became more moderate and the clashes between 

generations disappeared. In the 1990s more attention was being given by the organizations to 

a rediscovery of cultural roots. 

 In the last ten years the once important political and lobby organizations have lost much of 

their strength. At the same time several new youth organizations have been set up, for 

example in 2000 against the position of the Dutch government towards the violence in 

Indonesia. Since 1999 several aid organisations are active in support to victims of the civil 

war in Indonesia. In 1996 the national Consultation Body for Welfare of Moluccans merged 

its tasks with the FORUM Foundation. There are a number of women organizations active. 

Two other organizations are the Moluccan Historic Museum and a national support function 

for education of Moluccans. A foundation for assistance to drugs users and a social work 

organization aimed at Moluccans were hit with a subsidy stop in 2004 (den Exter et al, 2004).  

No specific studies are available on the history and civic participation of Indonesian or 

Dutch-Indian associations that incorporate the Dutch-Indian population (this is also due to the 

specific history of settlement of this population in the Netherlands, see part I above). Indian 

Dutch have cultural organizations that organize exhibitions and manifestations, such as the 

yearly Pasar Malam Besar (“the largest Eurasian festival in the world”, 

http://www.tongtong.nl). In recent years, help actions have been set up by various Dutch-

Indian organizations to aid development in areas in Indonesia. Other foundations have been 

set up to provide specific care for elderly with a Dutch-Indian and Moluccan background 

living in the Netherlands. The Dutch-Indian associations mainly aim at stimulating forms of 

historical and cultural documentation and recognition. The experience of those with war 

traumas as survivors of the Japanese terror and prison camps in Indonesia and the right of 

victims to compensation from the Dutch government has been a major reason for self-

organization. Among the organizations that take interest in defending the interests of these 

groups, in particular the elderly, and the historical memory of the Indian Dutch during the 

WWII and their descendants are several other foundations with support and representative 

functions, that work with paid staff and associated volunteer projects, set up by those who 

were forced to leave the Dutch East Indies in the aftermath of WWII (e.g. the Pelita 

foundation set up in 1947). Also the Vrije Indische Partij (Free Indian Party) was set up in 

1994 with the aim of representing interests of those migrated from the former Dutch Indies 

and Surinam; it participated three times in national elections but obtained no seats in 

parliament. 

 

2.3.2 Turkish organizations 
Turkish migrants have a relatively large number of organizations, of which a considerable 

amount is directly or indirectly connected via federations and interconnecting directorates 

(van Heelsum and Tillie, 1999). The organizations of Turks and Turkish Kurds continue to be 

influenced to a large extent by the situation and developments in Turkey. Many organizations 

not only are connected to institutions, organizations and movements in Turkey itself, but also 

to sister organizations among Turks and Turkish Kurds in Germany and the rest of Western 

Europe. For example, in 1998, a large international meeting “for peace and culture” of the 

international Milli Görüs is held in the Amsterdam soccer stadium, where the leader of the 

Turkish Refah party speaks to forty thousand European Turks.23 Indeed, a part of the 
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 De Volkskrant, 22 June 1998, report by Bas Mesters. 
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organizations and movements seems to manifest themselves precisely in the diaspora, because 

of prohibitions in Turkey itself (den Exter et al, 2004).24  

 Most of the Turkish labour migrants who came to the Netherlands via official recruitment 

or chain migration during the 1970s, had little or no experience with supra-local organization 

forms such as trade unions or political parties, and relied on family and regional networks for 

their networks in the Netherlands. The following period was characterized by political 

mobilization. Divisions and conflicts (polarizations between the right-wing Grey Wolves and 

left-wing communist movements) came to the surface within the Turkish community, as a 

result of political unrest in Turkey.  

During the 1980s, the number of religious organizations increased, partly as a result of 

increasing family migration, and partly because the Turkish state tried to influence the 

situation by sending imams to the Netherlands. In the same period, the extremes became more 

moderate, and cooperation forms were forged at local and national level.  

During the 1990s, the contrasts again increased. The main sources of conflict are the 

Kurdish issue, and Islamism or political Islam. At times the cooperation between the different 

organizations at local and national is compromised severely by this, but nevertheless survives 

in most instances. After September 11, 2001 and the rise of Pim Fortuyn, part of the 

organizations have reacted with withdrawal, while others take the opportunity to strengthen 

the dialogue with society, and also to cautiously address within the own group issues such as 

vengeance of honor, ‘imported marriages’, and the position of women and gay people within 

Islam today.  

 The Turkish state is based on a number of principles, which are partly kept under scrutiny 

from the Turkish army. These are the inseparability of the nation, the Turkish character of the 

nation, and the separation of Church and State. The attitude towards these principles, religious 

denomination, and ethnicity, largely determine the formation of organizations within the 

Turkish community.  

 The Turkish community is characterized by numerous Islamic orders, which all have 

federations and local organizations. Den Exter et al (2004) describe the main Turkish 

organizations. First are Islamic Sunni organizations, divided between the mainstream Diyanet 

branch, and oppositional Sunni organizations (the largest the conservative Milli Görüş). To 

the Diyanet branch belong mosque associations and other Islamic organizations that support 

the Turkish separation of Church and State. This is a Turkish-national, rather moderate form 

of Sunni Islam. The imams in the mosques are sent and paid by the Turkish state (Diyanet is 

the ministry of religion) for a period of about five years.  

 The oppositional Sunni organizations are much smaller in size compared to the Diyanet 

branch. The Netherlands Islamic Federation (NIF) forms part of the Milli Görüs movement, 

and has around 45 mosques with own imams and a growing number of active youth 

organizations under its control. The movement has two faces: a modern, friendly face aimed 

in particular at negotiation and at contact with the Turkish youth, and an intolerant, anti-

Western, orthodox face. The Dutch branch of MG was split in a (modernist) North and a 

South movement which each have around twenty mosque associations. They have gradually 

become more detached from the Turkish and European organizations, and try to reorient the 

Islamic roots in the light of integration issues in Dutch society. Where Diyanet-linked 

organizations are forced to check their positions with that of the Turkish state, the leaders of 

MG are able to take a more open attitude in the public discussion, which makes that they 
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 For example, in beginning of 1998, the Refah party (of ex-prime minister Erbakan) was prohibited in Turkey, because it 

did not conform to the separation of Church and State, on which the Turkish secular state is based. The party was then 

refounded as the Party of Virtue (Fazilet Partisi), qualified by critics as an Islamist party (19 February 1998, De Volkskrant). 

The modernist wing within the party managed to soften the rough edges and present, instead of islamism, social justice and 

conservative norms and values as central concerns. In 2002, the new party founded by the modernists, AKP (Party for Justice 

and Development), won 35% of the votes, and obtained the majority in parliament.  
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often appear as a more moderate partner in the discussion. Unlike the Diyanet mosques they 

are not tied to the Turkish-nationalist attitude.  

 About 15-20% of the population in Turkey (both Turkish and Kurds) is Alevitic. In the 

Netherlands they manifest themselves since mid 1980s as a completely separate group within 

the Turkish Islam. Before they were mostly organized in non-religious political organizations 

of left-wing orientation. In the 1990s the Alevites organized in a federation.  

 A more isolated organization, extremely nationalistic, is that of Grey Wolves. More in 

general, nationalism has revived among the Turkish community as a result of the Kurdish 

issue. The Turkish Federation Netherlands (with 50 local organizations) and Turkish Council 

Netherlands are examples of organizations that sustain to varying degrees the extreme 

nationalist point of view. Further smaller organizations are political left-wing organizations, 

Turkish-Kurdish organizations (the Turkish-Kurdish community in the Netherlands is 

estimated around 50.000 people, den Exter et al, 2004: 13), most of them not connected to the 

PKK, but to other (also international) federations, and a Federation for Turkish Sports and 

Culture. The large national federation IOT (Consultation Body Turks) gathers many of the 

larger Turkish organizations mentioned, and functions as a mediator in consultation with the 

Dutch institutions. 

 

2.3.3 Moroccan organizations 
Compared to the Turkish community the formation of organizations in the Moroccan 

community is less developed, and the degree to which they are connected in national 

federations and networks is less than in the Turkish case. However, recent developments 

show that this is changing. Many of the older organizations are based on common origin of 

the members, and there is a rather strict separation of men and women. Recently a large 

number of Moroccan youth organizations have been set up, that operate independently from 

the first generation and are strongly oriented towards the Dutch society. Moreover, 

Moroccans do form part of several non-Moroccan organizations, such as NISBO, the Dutch 

Islamic Union for Elderly, which was originally set up as an organization for Turkish elderly, 

but meanwhile represents Islamic elderly of all nationalities, and the National Islamic Women 

Organisation (LIVO). The Euro-Mediterranean Center for Migration and Development 

(EMCEMO) is a lobby/NGO which deals with relations between migration and socio-

economic developments in the countries of origin, esp. Morocco. They have helped for 

example set up exchange projects where young Moroccans go to do internships in 

construction work in Morocco.  

 Lindo et al (1997) report how Moroccan migrants and their descendents have the name that 

they do not easily set up self-organizations. This is explained by the fact that contacts with 

non-related fellow countrymen are generally deemed less important than for instance in the 

Turkish community. Prins (1996, cited in Lindo et al, 1997) claimed this is the result of a 

‘negative social identity’ common among Moroccan migrants, which can be related to fact 

that the first generation grew up in a former French colony, whereas Turkish migrants had a 

reference to nationalist traditions of Kemalism and the Ottoman Empire. However, although 

these claims may apply well to the first generation, in the second generation of Moroccan 

youth we see a booming of websites and movements rediscovering and valorizing the 

Amazigh culture (cf. Kraal and van Heelsum, 2002). Other organizations that aim at 

valorizing positive images of Moroccan culture are El Hizjra and Al Farabi (van Heelsum, 

2003: 98).  

 Also others have described the Moroccan community in the Netherlands as uncohesive 

(cited in van Heelsum, 2002). This lack of social cohesion has been attributed to orientations 

from the region of origin, the Rif mountains, a community structure characterized by 

isolation, distrust towards the outside and resistance to the central government (De Mas 1991; 
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Hart, 2001). These traditions, together with low educational level, are then used to explain the 

lack of cooperation between organisations (cf. van Heelsum, 2002: 198). However in my 

view, individual participation and integration appear more visible than in the Turkish 

community. Moroccans have become more visibly active in important positions in Dutch 

mainstream organizations (e.g. as politicians in parliament, city councils or local district 

councils). They also been more active in leading positions in multicultural umbrella 

organizations, and have set up more new organizations completely independent from links 

with the (parents’) country of origin, which have as their main objective a dialogue with the 

wider Dutch society and the themes that are debated in the general public sphere.  

This also becomes evident from the type of claims that are forwarded by representative of 

Turkish vs. Moroccan community in the daily press: during 1998-2002 claims concerning 

juridical issues, newcomers courses, political participation and citizenship predominated in 

the discourse of Turkish spokespeople (mainly representatives of institutionally recognized 

organizations, such as Milli Görüs, mosques or Islamic schools). Compared to other groups, 

Turks also spoke relatively more frequently about leisure time activities and sports. Instead, 

contributions to the debate by Moroccans (mostly individuals speaking on their own behalf, or 

representatives of e.g. independent youth organisations) focused on issues which are also of 

primary concern to the native Dutch where the social position of ethnic minorities is 

concerned: including education, the position of women, and positions towards the country of 

origin (the new political situation in Morocco). Compared to other groups Moroccans also 

address relatively more frequently issues of negative portrayal in the media, sexuality and 

(family) relations. Such issues were addressed in accounts of personal experiences rather than 

in statements made on behalf of organizations or the own community. In other words, the 

Turkish discourse appeared rather focused on opportunities for institutional emancipation and 

recognition offered by the Dutch policy context, whereas the Moroccan discourse focused on 

integration, lifestyles and life choices and their effects for individuals (the so-called 

consequential dimension of religion) (ter Wal, 2004).  

Van Heelsum (ibid) argues that apart from regionalism also the great political divisions 

play a role in the relatively lower organizational density of Moroccans. A similar argument 

(the existence of many different religious movements) is however used in the case of the 

Turkish community, to the contrary, to account for the greater organizational density. The 

differences therefore seems to be more related also to a different relation with the state in the 

country of origin. 

 During the 1970s, the influence of the Moroccan government on migrants in the 

Netherlands via the Moroccan state-controlled Amicales has had the effect of strengthening 

the political divisions. In the 1970s a number of Moroccan mosque organizations were said to 

be controlled by the Amicales. Resistance to the Amicales took place not only from within the 

categorical welfare organizations, but also through the foundation of secular organizations 

with a socialist orientation, the Committees for Moroccan Workers (KMAN), one of oldest 

Moroccan organizations in the Netherlands. Via political action and social activities the 

KMAN aimed at improving the position of Moroccan workers in the Netherlands. For a long 

time the KMAN combined this with resistance to the political situation in Morocco, the 

Amicales and the regime of Hassan II, and paid attention to the situation of human rights in 

Morocco. Members of these committees could no longer return to Morocco.  

 This homeland directed political orientation lasted until about 1995, when as a result of the 

moderate liberalization policies in Morocco,25 the attention shifted more completely to 

                                                 
25 This has also resulted in intensification of contacts with Moroccan government by Moroccan organisations and leadership 

in the Netherlands. Some organisations were initially quite sceptical about these contacts. Recently, the Moroccan 

government has emphasised combating fundamentalism as one of its targets. Whether this may lead to more control on 

Muslim organisations in Europe remains to be seen (den Exter et al, 2004 : 17). 



 30 

integration of Moroccans in Dutch society. In this framework the KMAN for example 

initiated projects aimed at prevention of drugs use and criminality, improving neighborhood 

relations, information supply to the elderly, and future prospects for young people. Compared 

to the beginning period, lately the KMAN has more difficulties to mobilize people and its 

position has weakened (Lindo et al, 1997). The left-wing youth- and women’s movements 

that originated in the same period as KMAN, worked together and the women are now 

operating in a national network, among other things for assistance in issues of family law. 

 Moreover, there is at least one cooperative body representing the Moroccan community 

which functions as a negotiating partner in consultations with Dutch institutions and 

government. At the end of the 1980s the Cooperative Union of Moroccans and Tunisians 

(SMT) was set up, a national organization in which fifty local organizations cooperate, with 

the aim to promote the integration and participation of Moroccan migrants. Meanwhile 

Tunisians no longer are part of the target group. The SMT is the secretariat for the national 

advisory body for Moroccans and Tunisians that forms part of the LOM, the official 

consultation body for minorities set up by the Dutch government. 

 The largest part of Moroccan organizations today, however, has a religious background. In 

the 1970s diplomatic representatives in the Netherlands set up an alternative federation 

separately from the Amicales influence, the Union of Moroccan Muslim Organizations 

(UMMON) (Lindo et al, 1997). Progressive organizations did not believe in its true 

independence, and the UMMON was seen to have difficulties to mobilize its basis (Landman 

1992). Den Exter et al (2004: 17) report that today UMMON is the most important federation 

of Moroccan religious organizations and represents about ninety mosques. As only Moroccan 

organization it forms part of the Contact Body for Muslims and Dutch Government (see 

above). Formally UMMON does not represent any Moroccan religious or political institution, 

but nevertheless follows more or less the official Moroccan Islam. The mosques of UMMON 

have a relatively independent position; the degree of loyalty to the king and attitudes of the 

connected mosque associations varies (ibid). There is no central body coordinating the imams, 

nor any control on the way in which the Moroccan imams operate, as is the case in the 

Turkish Diyanet. There is only an Association of Imams in the Netherlands (VIN) which 

strives for a Dutch imam education and wants to improve the quality of the Moroccan imams.  

 Moroccan youth have set up a striking number of modern and innovative organizations. An 

example is “Towards A New Start” (TANS), set up as a union of higher educated young 

people and those working in leading positions. Also the foundations behind the websites 

Maroc.nl and Maghreb.nl are examples. Characteristic of these organizations is that they are 

not just directed internally at the Moroccan community, but also pay attention to the political, 

social and economic developments in the Netherlands and abroad. On the websites, the role of 

young Muslims in Dutch society is discussed, as well as relationships (a partner from the own 

community or not) and national and international political developments. People also react to 

the negative tone in the debate about ethnic minorities in the Netherlands. In 2003 Moroccan 

youth jointly reacted to stigmatization by setting up initiatives such as “Ben je bang voor mij? 

[Are you afraid of me]?” and “Koerswijziging.nl [Change of direction.nl]”. In these 

organizations the separation between men and women is much less strict. The leadership is 

mostly of mixed gender, and often the spokesperson or president is a woman. The 

organizations also cooperate with youth from other ethnic minority groups. 

 Moroccan students have organized in associations, such as the Union des Etudiants 

Marocains (UNEM), Eurabia, and Arabesque. Eurabia is an organization of Arabic students 

in academic and professional higher education, the separated Alumni accentuates the Berber 

element (Kraal and van Heelsum, 2002). In 1996-97 it organized debates about the position of 

(Moroccan) migrants in the Netherlands. Similar debates have also been organized in smaller 
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towns, for example by the foundation Multicultural Youth Al Anouar (den Exter et al, 2004: 

18).  

  

2.3.4 Surinamese organizations 
In the 1990s the Foundation Forum for Multicultural Development has taken over the work 

and staff of two large federations of the Surinamese community: the National Federation of 

Surinamese Welfare Organisations and the federation of Hindustani organisations, the 

«Foundation Lalla Rookh». They still operate as national self-organisations and cooperate 

with regional support functions, including those linked to the consultative structures for 

negotiation with the Dutch government about minorities policy.  

 The formation of organisations within the Surinamese community is based on ethnicity and 

religion. Creole Surinamese have set up welfare, cultural and religious organisations in the 

Netherlands. Another typical organisation is a foundation which yearly commemorates the 

abolition of slavery in 1863. Some organisations in their work have broadened their target 

group, such as a foundation helping teenage mothers in Amsterdam-East, which is aimed at 

both Surinamese and Antillean young girls.  

 The Surinamese community is composed of Hindus and Muslims; both have their own 

organisations. Hindus not only have a large number of organisations, but also a strong 

network that ties them together. The largest include a media organisation which provides 

broadcast services about Hinduism, an educational foundation that caters three Hindu schools 

in the large cities, and a council for consultation set up by the Dutch government, to facilitate 

and coordinate the organisation of services for Hindus such as child and elderly care. The 

religious organisations proper consist of several movements which each have their own 

federation.  

 Surinamese Muslims have two main movements: one part is united in a Sunni mosque 

association, another 30% is Ahmadi Muslim. Sunnis are considered more traditional than 

Ahmadis and are supported by Pakistani theologists. The Dutch Muslim Council is a Sunni 

federation; the council left the consultation structures after the setting up of the Contact Body 

Muslims and Government. Nationally active is also the World Islamic Mission Netherlands 

(WIMN). This organisations came in the news in 1998 because its leader wanted to place all 

mosques in the Netherlands under its authority. This led to disarray within the Muslim 

community, because Turkish and Moroccan Muslims, but also many Surinamese who 

consider the WIM as not tolerant and enligthened enough, did not wish to recognise him as 

their religious leader. The less traditional Ahmadis have their own national federation, and 

about fifteen local branches.  

 Another sub-ethnic group, the Surinamese-Javan in the Netherlands have about 36 

organisations, both cultural and religious (mainly Islamic). Some organisations rather than by 

ethnicity are organised by target groups, in particular women and elderly. The Surinamese 

youth shows a different development. Compared to other migrant populations, they show a 

high percentage of mixed marriages with Dutch people (about 40%). Their interest in 

Hindustani and Creole organisations is gradually disappearing, and the continuation of many 

religious Hindu-organisations is questioned (van Heelsum, 2004b). However in some areas, 

new organisations are seen, such as the students association Studiname, and two organisations 

for higher educated. Organisations offering websites are popular in particular among 

Hindustani youth (where importance of Hindustani marriages is still stronger).  

 

2.3.5 Antillean and Aruban organisations 
These are mostly organised at local and regional level, aimed at target groups or at cultural 

activities and promotion of integration (education and labour participation). The national 

support function has merged into FORUM foundation in 1996. Regional support functions for 
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allochtones organise the remaining local initiatives. These aim increasingly at reaching youth 

and at the relation between socio-economic developments on the islands of origin and 

migration to the Netherlands (den Exter et al, 2004: 27). Although in the 1990s Antillean 

organizations in Amsterdam were characterized by high density (many organizations per 

inhabitant of Antillean background), they were also extremely isolated and had few contacts 

among each other (Fennema and Tilllie, 1999). 

 

2.3.6 Comparing organisations of different migrant groups 
Some studies have compared the organisational structure of different ethnic groups, both the 

often-studied larger ethnic groups and smaller migrant populations. Inventarisations of the 

registered organisations of Turkish Moroccan, Surinamese, Antillean and Ghanaian 

organisations in Amsterdam at the end of the 1990s (Fennema and Tillie 1999; Fennema et al 

2000) showed that Ghanaian had relatively highest organisation density (one every 177 

Ghanaian), followed by Antilleans (one every 247), Turkish (291), Moroccan (462) and 

finally Surinamese (770). Interconnecting directorates analysis showed that Ghanaian and 

Antillean organisation were highly fragmented: isolated and with few contacts between the 

different organisations. Turkish and to a somewhat lesser extent Moroccan organisations 

show much greater interconnectedness: 70 and 55 per cent of these organisations respectively 

appeared to be part of a network of interconnecting directorates. For the other groups this 

percentage was lower than 20 (Penninx and Schrover, 2001). The Ghanaian community was 

mostly organised in religious terms. The same applied to the Turkish and Moroccan, but to a 

lesser extent than for Ghanaian community. 

Fennema and Tillie (1999) found that Turks in Amsterdam have a denser network of 

associations than Moroccans. The Moroccan religious organizations had only a limited 

number of federations. At the same time, Turks had higher political trust and a larger 

participation in the political field than Moroccans. The number of Turkish and Moroccan 

religious organisations increased in the 1980s.26 In Amsterdam the number of religious 

organisations of Surinamese and Antilleans was low; instead social-cultural organisations 

were predominant. To all groups applied that religious and social-cultural organisations were 

most important: those with a political or socio-economic scope were rare.  

Relatively little is known about the organization of other migrant groups, though recently 

some information has been provided on the organization of Chinese, and several smaller 

African, Asian and refugee populations. Van Heelsum (2004b) compares the organizations of 

both established and the more recent migrant populations in 2003 (see table 11).  

The extent to which migrants are organised is here indicated by their organisational density 

(right-hand column in table 11). The three older migrant groups, Chinese, Moluccan and 

Surinamese, differ considerably in terms of organisational density. Although there seems no 

direct relation between the length of stay and the number of organisations, one of the eldest 

groups, the Moluccan, does have the highest organisational density (almost 10 every 1000 

inhabitants), whereas one of the recent populations, Afghan refugees, have the lowest density 

in organisations (1 every 1000 inhabitants). Among the refugee populations, Ethiopian and 

Eritrean have the highest organisational density. 

 

                                                 
26 Religious organizational level and membership can also be compared with actual religious practice. Based on large-scale 

surveys from 1998 and 2002, Phalet and van Praag (2004) found that about forty percent of the Turkish and Moroccan 

respondents attended weekly religious services in a mosque. From a detailed analysis of the survey findings, they conclude 

that a process of secularization is taking place in terms of practices, but that the subjective experience of Islam remains 

nevertheless strong within these communities. Findings from another survey held among young Moroccans and Turks (and a 

control group of native Dutch) in Rotterdam in 1999, report that only a few percentages of both allochtones and natives were 

prepared to take illegal political action in the Netherlands for their religious or ideological beliefs (ibid). 
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Table 11. Population, number of organisations, and organisation density by ethnic group, 2003 
Ethnic group Population in NL* Number of org. Org. Density 

Afghan 34.000 34 1.0 

Vietnamese 17.000 28 1.7 

Iraqi 42.000 18 
Iranian 28.000 31 

Kurdish ? 98 

2.1 

Tamil 7.000 17 2.4 

Moroccan 295.000 720 2.4 

Surinamese 321.000 881 2.7 

Turkish 341.000 1125 3.3 
Bosnian 11.000 44 4.0 

Congolese 7.000 35 5.0 

Somali 28.000 161 5.8 

Chinese 9.000 244 6.3 

Ethiopian 34 
Eritrean 

10.000 
42 

7.6 

Moluccan 40.000 399 9.9 

Source: van Heelsum (2004b: 62). * at 1 January 2003
27

 

 

The domains of activity and target groups of the organisations analysed in the same study 

are visualised in table 12 below. Politically oriented organisations were quite present among 

Turkish and Moluccan migrants. Most Turkish organizations monitored for this inventory 

study were based on the different religious movements within the Turkish Islam. Surinamese 

and Chinese have a greater number of media-directed organisations. Surinamese 

organizations are primarily based on criteria of ethnic origin (Creole and Hindustani) and 

religion. Surinamese youth seem to have little interest, compared to for example Moroccan 

youth, in setting up their own youth organizations, which may well be related to their 

generally higher degree of integration within Dutch society. Instead, youth form the most 

frequent target group of Turkish, Moroccan and Moluccan organisations. Women form the 

main target in the Surinamese and Chinese communities. Surinamese, Turkish and Chinese 

also have a considerable amount of organisations targeted at the elderly.  

 
Table 12. Number of organizations’ domains and main target groups by ethnicity  
 Organizations Surinamese Turkish Moroccan Chinese Moluccan 

 Total 880 1125 720  244  399  

Domains Religious 251 (29%) 170 (15%) 176 (24%) 34 (14%) 21 (5%) 

 Political 1 (0%) 50 (4%) 3 (0%) 4 (2%) 32 (8%) 

 Sports 24 (3%) 21 (2%) 11 (2%) 21 (9%) 3 (1%) 

 Education 6 (1%) 30 (0%) 26 (4%) 38 (15%) 1  

 Arts 15 (2%) 12 (1%) 8 (1%) 11 (5%) 2 (1%) 

 Media 20 (2%) 3 (0%) 5 (1%) 17 (7%) 7 (2%)  

 (Development) aid 6 (1%) 12 (1%) 5 (1%) - 119 (30%) 

Target groups Women 35 (4%) 60 (5%) 42 (6%) 15 (6%) 5 (2%) 

 Youngsters 8 (3%) 105 (9%) 79 (11%)  3 (1%) 8 (2%) 

 Students 7 (1%) 9 (1%) 9 (1%) - 8 (2%) 

 Parents- -  11 (1%) 23 (3%) - - 

 Elderly 26 (3%) 23 (2%) 7 (1%) 14 (6%) 1 (0%) 

 Unclassifiable 167 (19%) 556 (49%) 316 (44%) 87 (36%) 117 (29%) 

Source: van Heelsum (2004a: 64) 

 

In 2003, Moroccans had less organizations compared to Surinamese and Turkish migrants. 

The differentiation in organizations of different movements, and member organizations, as 

found for the Turkish community, do not exist (van Heelsum, 2004: 37). Typical of the 

Moroccan community is the greater number of active organizations set up by and targeted at 

young people, which operate independently from organizations of the elderly/first generation 

(van Heelsum, 2004: 37). These organisations also have a different position in the funding 

culture: for example, the organisation of Moroccan young professional TANS does not apply 

for funding but provides paid consultancies to the government.  
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 Inventory partly based on previous data gathering by IMES for the larger ethnic groups. 
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 The Chinese community has a quite limited number of religious organisations, compared 

to Turkish, Surinamese and Moroccans, and a much larger number of self-organisations 

aimed at activities in the educational sphere. Another typical feature of this community are 

the entrepreneurial organisations. Like the Turkish, the field of Chinese organisations is 

characterised by federations, which indicates a good level of coordination. Although 

Moluccans have an own church, there are far less Moluccan religious organisations than for 

the other main ethnic groups. 

Refugee populations in the Netherlands differ quite strongly in terms of the number and 

type of organisations they have set up. The Somali community has the largest number of 

organisations. According to van Heelsum (2004a: 60) this is due to the clan structure of the 

community and the policy of the Dutch government to disperse refugee populations across the 

country. Refugees are more likely to set up organisations with a political or aid character 

targeted at the country of origin, this counts both for Somali and Bosnian refugees. In 2002, ¾ 

of Somali organisations were aid organisations (van Heelsum, 2004a: 64).  

The most frequent functions of the organisations mapped by van Heelsum (2004a) were in 

order of importance: assistance, information, civic integration and participation, cultural 

expression, intercultural activities and defending the interests of the group. Moreover, the 

functions and activities of organisations are often not restricted to the goal for which they 

were originally set up. For example, people can go to a mosque for personal legal counselling, 

information about important societal issues, and integration-related issues. More in general, 

many of the activities of migrant organizations are aimed at improving the conditions for 

active civic participation, but they encompass a wider range of objectives. For example, a 

mosque association organizing a homework class for children of its members combines socio-

economic (improvement of educational position) with cultural-religious aims (Lindo et al 

1997). In other words, integration is not the only function of self-organisations, despite the 

emphasis of the Dutch government on this objective. This is also recognised in the 2004 

government report: “Depending on the phase of the integration process in Dutch society, 

representation of interests, assistance, encounter, sports and cultural experience, and 

information supply about developments in the country of origin appear to be just as often the 

common denominator around which members of migrant groups organise themselves” (Blok, 

2004: 273). 

Van Heelsum (2004a) presents a number of possible explanations for the differences 

between the various groups. First is the reason of settlement phase and length of stay. Also 

events in the country of origin, such as political or humanitarian crises, may influence a 

growth in aid organisations. In other contexts the role of the ethnic background and country of 

origin is considered: different Islamic orientations from Turkey have their own federations in 

the Netherlands, while the clan structure in Somali society may well determine the greater 

diversity of Somali organisations in the Netherlands (Penninx and van Heelsum, 2004, p.18). 

A second reason refers to internal needs of the community, which would explain the large 

number of religious organisations especially in a context where the religion of newcomers and 

established populations differs. Thirdly, as also others have argued, the number of religious 

organisations may also be a result of the Dutch opportunity structure, which would have 

stimulated the formation of organisations based on religion (see above). However, as van 

Heelsum rightly points out, in the year 2003 it would be hard to explain the foundation of 

Pentecostal churches with the (disappearing effects of) the tradition of pillarisation. 

Characteristics of the ethnic group, such as social capital with Turkish, fragmentation in 

the Somali community, and the dispersion of the group on the territory, as with the 

Moluccans, seem to influence the organisational density (van Heelsum, 2004: 63). Similarly, 

Fennema and Tillie (1999: 724) suggest that the differences between groups may be partly 

explained by the political and civic culture of countries of origin. Another possibility they 
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suggest is to explore the determinants of differences would be to compare civic community of 

the same ethnic groups in different EU cities. Koopmans and Statham (2000) also hint at other 

factors, such as transnational contacts between ethnic organisations and institutions in the 

home country. 

 

2.4 Political participation 

 

2.4.1 Passive voting rights 
As mentioned above in part I, the Netherlands granted rights to foreigners with a legal 

residence of five years to be elected as political representative in the municipal council. Table 

13 shows the number of migrants in the councils of six major Dutch cities.  

 
Table 13. Number of migrants in the council of six cities 
City (total seats) / Year 1986-1990 1990-1994 1994-1998 1998-2002 2002-2005 

Amsterdam (45) 3 4 8 11 8 

Rotterdam (45) 1 2 2 2 9 
The Hague (45) 1 3 2 2 7 

Utrecht (45) - 3 4 4 6 

Eindhoven (42) 2 1 2 2 3 

Source: Berger et al (2001) and ISEO (2002). 

 

Proportional representation was almost achieved in Amsterdam in 1998: 24% of the city’s 

councilors were of migrant origin. However, in 2002 their number dropped again. The district 

and city councils of Amsterdam taken together have 18,5% of representatives of migrant 

origin. In 2002 Rotterdam was the city with most migrant councilors. In both cities the 

percentage of migrant councilors now amounts to approximately 20% of the total number of 

councilors for these cities. The Hague and Utrecht, and in particular Eindhoven, in 1998 still 

had a long way to go, but in part The Hague has improved representation in 2002.  

In their research into political participation of ethnic minorities in four cities Berger et al 

(2001) note a shift in the ethnicity of migrant councilors. Before (or until) 1994 Surinamese 

represented the largest group. In the period between 1998 and 2002 a greater ethnic diversity 

was achieved (see next paragraph). 

 

Representation at city council level in 2002 
Research carried out by the Institute for Public and Politics (IPP) based on a mail survey 

among 481 of the 496 Dutch municipalities, shows that after the municipal elections of 2002, 

208 candidates of migrant origin obtained a seat in the Dutch municipal councils. This equals 

2,3 percent of all councillors. Compared to 1998, when migrant councillors were 150, this is 

an increase. According to the IPP, this is ‘an increase of over 38% compared to 1998 and 

more than double compared to 1994 (IPP Newsletter 2002, cited in Michon and Tillie, 

2003b). Political parties represented by these councilors are the Dutch Labour Party (PvdA), 

with 87 members, the Christian Democratic Party (CDA), 42, and the Greens (Groen Links), 

with 33 council members. Local parties provide another 31 migrant council members. Most 

migrant councillors are found in the region of South-Holland, 49, and North-Holland, 38. 

Most of the councillors originate from Turkey (113), followed by Surinamese (36) and 

Moroccans (26).28 

Parties for and of migrants are marginal. The presence of migrants in the council is 

therefore primarily an issue of the choices made by the parties themselves to put a migrant 

candidate on their list. The candidacy depended at least until the elections of 1998 on 

‘gatekeepers’ within the candidacy committees, mostly white, higher educated middle-aged 

men (Berger et al 2001). In ten of the fourteen researched local party representations there 
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 http://www.publiek-politiek.nl, visited February 6, 2005. 
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were no migrants in the committees. The channels used to search for migrant candidates 

furthermore appeared to be limited to the usual paths and well-known circuits of candidate 

recruitment (Berger et al 2001: 57, cited in Michon and Tillie, 2003b). 

Concerning ethnicity, in 2002 almost half the councillors at national level are of Turkish 

descent (113 of the 208). Previous research into elections of 1998 and 1994 has produced 

comparable percentages of Turkish members. Other ethnic groups provide far less members: 

as of March 2002, 36 council members were of Surinamese and 26 of Moroccan origin. The 

remaining migrant councillors were of Moluccan, Antillean and other non-Western, e.g. Cape 

Verdian and Ghanese, origin (IPP Newsletter 2002, cited in Michon and Tillie, 2003b).  

In January 2005 it was announced that a new Muslim Democratic Party (merged with the 

proposed party for the Netherlands by the AEL) intends to participate in the coming 

municipal elections in 2006 in a number of larger Dutch cities.29 However, seeing the very 

limited support for the party in local elections held in the Belgian city of Antwerp in 2004, 

critics expect that also the support for the MDP in the Netherlands will be minimal.30 

 

National politics 
Access to voting rights in national elections is restricted to naturalised citizens. The first 

ethnic parliamentarian came for the Labour Party (PvdA) in 1986 and was of Moluccan 

origin. After the 1994 elections, there were eight ethnic members of parliament, and in 1998 

eleven. Currently their number is sixteen (11 women31 and 5 men), which equals 11 percent of 

the total number of members of the house (150). Five of the MPs are of Turkish and four of 

Surinamese origin. The Labour and Christian Democratic Party have most migrant origin 

representative members, four each, followed by the VVD, with three.32 Like at the local level, 

migrant parties are exceptions and do not perform well.  

 

2.4.2 Active Voting behaviour 
There are large differences between turnout at local elections and parliamentary elections, and 

also between cities. The turnout in Amsterdam declines whether that in Rotterdam rises. In 

particular the participation of Turkish migrants in Amsterdam municipal elections dropped 

dramatically, from 39% in 1998 and 30% in 2002. The same did not happen for the other 

ethnic groups (see table 14 below), and not in the city of Rotterdam (see table 15). In the city 

of Rotterdam, migrant voter participation increased already in 1998, while at the same time 

the general/total voter turnout for Rotterdam dropped in that year. In particular Turks and 

Moroccans went to the polls more numerously than in 1994. Among Surinamese and Cape 

Verdians (a large group in Rotterdam) the turnout remained practically the same. In the 

district Feijenoord, which was a special target of a campaign for voter mobilisation, the 

turnout of migrants was higher than the general turnout for that district. The changed and 

                                                 
29

 A survey by MCA Communication based on street interviews in the four large cities among a sample of 400 Turkish and 

Moroccan of 15 years and older showed that 20% of respondents intended to vote MDP in these elections, another 25% of 

Turkish and 36% of Moroccan respondents considered the possibility of doing so. The Arab European League was known by 

75% of Moroccan and 30% of Turkish respondents, in particular those of the younger generation 

(http://www.mcacommunicatie.nl, press release and personal communication with project leader). 
30

 In these elections the MDP of Abu Jahjah obtained only 1.600 votes, i.e. 0,26%. 
31

 At the national level, migrant women are thus far better represented when compared to migrant men. In local politics 

however we see more migrant men active compared to women. Perhaps the reason is that at the local level migrant women 

are more active in civic organizations, and then start careers in politics at the national level via contacts in their previous 

work. An important reason for this may be that women’s organizations of the various national political parties have since 

long been engaged in involving women of migrant background in their emancipation activities (conversation with Ellen 

Verpoorten of E-Quality the Hague). It may also be a result of the attention for the double disadvantages which migrant 

women face in their participation in Dutch society in general and the programs set up to promote political participation of 

migrants women (for example, Commissie Pavem, http://www.pavem.nl; see also http://www.iiav.nl). 
32

 http://www.e-quality.nl, last update 9 september 2004. 



 37 

harsher climate in national politics since 2002 seems to have increased also the participation 

of migrants in national elections. 
 
Table 14. Migrant Voter turnout in Amsterdam municipal elections by year and ethnic group, percentages 

 1994 1998 2002 

Turkish 67 39 30 

Moroccan 49 23 22 

Surinamese/Antillean 30 21 26 

Total Amsterdam 57 46 48 

 
Table 15. Migrant Voter turnout in Rotterdam municipal elections by year and ethnic group, percentages 

 1994 1998 2002 

Turkish 28 42 53 

Moroccan 23 33 39 

Surinamese/Antillean 24 25 31 
Total Amsterdam 57 49 55 

 

In local elections in Amsterdam, Turks participated the most: in 1998 their mean 

participation was 2.7, followed by Moroccans (2.5), Surinamese (2.2) and Antilleans (1.9) 

(Fennema and Tillie, 1999). Turks also participated more in other forms of politics, had a 

greater trust in the local political and governmental institutions, and were more interested in 

local news and in local politics. In this they were followed by Moroccans, Surinamese and 

Antilleans (ibid, 711). In the last three local elections, turnout figures were highest for 

Turkish, followed by Moroccans (in 1994 and 1998).  

In 2002, Surinamese and Antilleans participated more than Moroccans (Michon and Tillie, 

2003b). The 2002 local elections also show a sharp decline in voter participation: 67% of the 

Turks voted in 1994 against 39% in 1998 and 28 percent in 2002. For Moroccans compared 

49 vs. 23 and 22 percent in 1994, 1998 and 2002 respectively. The relative decline for 

Surinamese and Antilleans is the lowest, but turnout figures are already low for this group. 

Overall, migrants’ participation in municipal elections is lower than among the majority 

population. For the Turkish community, which had the highest voter turnout, it is similar to 

but still lower than majority participation (see van Heelsum (2002: 183). 

 

Explanations for voting behaviour: choice of candidates and parties 
Laure Michon and Jean Tillie assessed the explanations for migrant voting behavior in the 

1998 and 2002 Amsterdam municipal elections. On the one hand, data from the main cities 

for 1998 and for Amsterdam for 2002 show that ethnicity plays a crucial role. Ethnic 

minorities often vote for ethnic candidates. However, political preference also plays an 

important role: left-wing parties are successful among migrants, and ideological party choices 

appear to be consistent over time (Tillie, 2000; Michon and Tillie, 2003a, cited in Michon and 

Tillie, 2003b). In other words, in their explanation Michon and Tillie see a combination of the 

‘ethnicity’ and ‘socio-economic’ hypotheses, whereby economic and ideological motives are 

the first step and ethnicity is the second: ‘a right-wing Turk will never vote for a left-wing 

party, just because there is a Turk on the list’ (Michon and Tillie 2003b: 152). Party 

preferences differ for different ethnic groups: Moroccans vote more left-wing than Turks. The 

Turkish vote is more evenly distributed among different parties. Surinamese are extremely 

loyal in their party preference to the Labour Party. Migrants use far more often than Dutch 

natives the possibility to cast a candidate preference, however not at the expense of party 

preference.  

 In her study about Amsterdam, Galesloot (2004) observes that on the one hand migrant 

voters still are primarily Labour and Green Party voters (69% of migrants voted for these 

parties in 2002, against 75% in 1998). On the other hand, in the 2002 municipal elections, the 

liberal right-wing VVD obtained slightly more votes among Turkish voters (19%) than in 

Amsterdam as a whole (18%). Of all migrants taken together, 8% voted VVD, whereas in 
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previous elections the party was completely absent from the migrant vote. Because the VVD 

opposes minorities policies aimed at promoting equal opportunities for specific ethnic groups, 

the party choice, according to Galesloot, has got to be determined by other motives than the 

specific interests of the own ethnic group. Also the Christian Democrats start obtaining 

migrant votes from other migrant (probably Christian) groups. While there is thus more 

variation in party preference, on the other hand the one aspect of voting which has not 

changed is the high amount of candidate preferences (in 2002, 84% of Turkish voters, 75% of 

Moroccan voters, and 55% of Surinamese voters casted a vote with candidate preference, 

mostly to a candidate of the own ethnic group). In the Amsterdam districts where Turkish 

candidates had a specific campaign, the turnout among Turkish voters was strikingly high, 

over 50 percent (thus going against the tide of lower turnout among Turkish in Amsterdam 

overall).  

 

Social capital and degree of civic community 
Studies using systematic quantitative research methods based at IMES have investigated the 

degree of social capital available among migrants as an indicator of the extent to which they 

may engage in collective action. Social capital is conceptualised in this framework as the 

intensity of the relations and networks between members of a group and their organisations, 

and also with institutions.  

 

Fennema and Tillie (1999) have used the notion of ‘civic culture’ (Putnam, 1993) to address 

the issue of different voter turnout in different ethnic groups. The civicness of communities is 

measured on the basis of ethnic organisations: the hypothesis of Fennema and Tillie is that the 

more self-organisations a community has and the more these organisations are horizontally 

related (via ‘interconnecting directorates’), the higher the probability that individuals in this 

community will be interested in (local) politics. Civicness also increases trust in political 

institutions, which again is likely to increase voter turnout. Fennema and Tillie use the notion 

of ‘social capital’ to refer to communities that have many networks in which there is mutual 

trust. If in addition community leaders are integrated in the (local) political system, social 

trust can be transformed into political trust (Fennema, Tillie, van Heelsum, Berger and Wolff, 

2000: 19).  

 

The network analysis by Fennema and Tillie (1999: 716) is based on the organisational 

density of communities (the number of people within a community divided by the number of 

self-organisations within that group), as well as the number of isolated self-organisations 

compared to the total number of self-organisations, and the number of interconnecting 

directorates. This analysis showed that in Amsterdam, in 1998, the Turkish community was 

the most ‘civic’, followed by the Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean community (the 

analysis compromised only those four groups). This is summarised in table 7 below. The 

numbers in the cells indicate the ranking of the ethnic group for each of the criteria. For 

example, 1 stands for the highest civic culture, 4 for the lowest.  

The index for civic culture, the last column in table 16 below, is constructed as follows: the 

network indicators referring to the relative number of self-organisations (the first two 

indicators) are weighed once, while the other two indicators are weighed twice. To these 

indicators were added by Fennema and Tillie as indicators the reading of ethnic newspapers 

or watching local ethnically-related television news. The figures for the latter two reflected 

those of the level of civic community, and the turnout at local elections. In other words, the 

differences in degree of ethnic civic community had explanatory value for the differences in 

voter turnout among different ethnic groups. The authors summarise this as follows: ‘the more 
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an ethnic group is engaged in the own community’s affairs, the more it participates in local 

politics’ (1999: 721).  

 
Table 16. Summary of network indicators for ethnic civic communities, 1998 
Group Relative Nr. Self-

organisations 
Number Self-
organisations in 
network analysis 

Number isolated 
self-organisations 

Number 
interconnecting 
directorates 

Index of civic 
community 

Turkish 2 1 2 1 9 

Moroccan 3 3 1 2 12 

Surinamese 4 3 3 3 19 

Antillean 1 2 4 4 19 

 

Political participation of these groups was measured using a five-point scale, using five 

survey questions: attended neighbourhood-issue related meetings; lobbying for issues 

concerning the neighbourhood or city; participation in district councils; probability of 

participation in local elections; likelihood to attend a public meeting regarding the 

neighbourhood if one is invited. Political trust was measured on a distrust scale of three 

points, and interest in local politics and (potential) knowledge thereof. The results showed 

that “the degree of political participation and trust cannot be explained (or only partially so) 

by income, education, age or levels of unemployment” (ibid, p. 722). The differences among 

ethnic groups further confirmed this causal claim, in the sense that Turks in the capital had a 

denser network of associations than Moroccans, while at the same time Turks had more 

political trust and a larger participation in the political field than Moroccans. Similar results, 

linking associational networks and political participation, were found for Surinamese and 

Antilleans (see also part III). Similar research has been done for other Dutch cities (Berger et 

al, 2001). 

 

The 2002 Amsterdam elections 
The study conducted by Fennema and Tillie (1999) was based on the Amsterdam local 

elections of 1998. However in 2002, the voter turnout in Amsterdam has dropped 

considerably, whereas in Rotterdam it increased (see tables 5 and 6 above). In the absence of 

research into abstention patterns among migrants, the question how to explain this difference 

cannot be answered with certainty. However, according to Michon and Tillie (2003b), it is in 

particular the policy context in the two cities that shows large divergences. In their words, 

Amsterdam has conducted since 1998 a so-called diversity policy and on the basis of this 

policy ethnic self-organisations have been stimulated less (see also van Heelsum and Penninx, 

1999). This situation would confirm the hypothesis of Fennema and Tillie, since when 

financial and/or dialogic/cooperation investment in self-organisations is stopped, civicness of 

the communities is broken, and voter turnout reduced (Michon and Tillie, 2003b: 156). In 

Rotterdam, conversely, self-organisations of migrants have been stimulated, a specific policy 

has been conducted and turnout has been improved via the self-organisations, who, at least 

until 2002, were seen as an instrument of emancipation. This would explain the higher turnout 

in 2002.33  

 Also in another publication, Fennema and Tillie (2004: 100) hold the Amsterdam council 

policy, its discontinuation of the minorities policy in 1999, responsible for the decline in 

ethnic civic community and hence, in their argumentation, in political participation among 

Turkish migrants in the capital. The authors argue that the change in policy (from a group-

oriented to a problem-oriented policy) has affected the political opportunity structure and the 

density and cohesiveness of civic ethnic networks within the Turkish community. Their 
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 Michon and Tillie (2003b: 157) also observe that the new city council installed in March 2002, composed of Leefbaar 

Rotterdam (set up by Pim Fortuyn), Christian Democrats (CDA) and Liberal Right (VVD), is more focused on efficiency and 

integration. Self-organisations as such are no longer stimulated. It is too early to establish the effects of this change. 
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analysis of the network of Turkish organisations in 1996, 2000 and 2002 confirms that the 

two largest components in the network of established Turkish organisations from 1996 had 

disintegrated in 2000, and the structure had also partly fragmented in 2002, leaving several 

previously connected organisations isolated. At the same time, new organisations became part 

of the network, notably the Amsterdam section of Milli Görüs (see above). Fennema and 

Tillie qualify this organisation as ‘fundamentalist’ and ‘anti-Western’ and see its introduction 

in the network as a sign of a reaction by the Turkish community to the changed attitude of the 

local council. To summarise Fennema and Tillie’s position: “hostility is met with hostility, 

neglect is met with neglect”.  

In my view, this is more a (rather far-fetched) interpretation than a factual statement, 

because we know from the literature that MG has different faces, and its character has not 

been clearly established. Also, we do not know enough yet about the specific interactions of 

MG with the Dutch authorities and ‘opportunity structure’, and recent developments in this 

sense (see also above, Turkish organisations). For example, compared to other countries, 

(parts of) the MG in the Netherlands seems to be more open to negotiation and gradual 

adaptation to Dutch society.34 Also there may well be other, homeland-oriented political 

reasons for the emergence of MG as a (central) element in the network. The authors do not 

apply such qualifications of political orientation to the disappearance of other organisations, 

such as the exiting of a right-wing religious organisation-linking organisation from the 

network connected to consultative structure organisation TMD. In addition, there may well be 

other reasons for the transformation of the organisational networks which the authors do not 

consider.  

 The municipality of Amsterdam did not accept the explanation provided in the studies 

cited just here, as reported in a study by the Institute for Public and Politics (Galesloot, 2004: 

21). In its policy note Nota Integratie in Amsterdam from 2003, the council writes that 

subsidy possibilities have only increased between 1994 and 2002. The number of applications 

for funding increased, as well as those granted, and the total budget increased as well. The 

subsidy criteria admittedly did change, where the council more explicitly than in the past has 

the right to discontinue subsidies and instead support new organisations. The financial support 

is therefore less structural than in the past, in parallel with national developments (see above). 

But the council denies that there is a general destruction of migrant organisations. Besides, the 

policy changed after 1998, so that the decrease of 1998 can in any case not be explained by 

this factor. In its policy note, the council finds an alternative explanation, also using the 

comparison with Rotterdam. According to the council, the stronger force of the Pim Fortuyn 

party (that obtained a smashing victory in the Rotterdam municipal elections) and the harsher 

climate towards migrants in that city, have led to the higher turnout among migrants. In 

Amsterdam the ethnic relations would be less polarised, and this could be why, according to 

the council, migrants felt less pushed to go and cast their vote.  

 According to the Institute for Public and Politics, also this explanation seems weak, 

because in 1998 the difference in migrant voter turnout was greatest, and then the Fortuyn 

movement did not exist yet (Galesloot, 2004: 21). Instead, the higher turnout in Rotterdam is 

to be attributed, according to their report, to the intensive campaigns that were organised there 

to increase voter participation (ibid, p. 31; ISEO, 2002: 126). The alternative explanation 

launched by Galesloot for the drop in voter turnout in Amsterdam, is that old politicised 

organisation structures among in particular the Turkish community, but also among Moroccan 

and Surinamese communities, have crumbled. This fragmentation went together with a 

decreasing orientation on the political situation in the countries of origin. In Galesloot’s view, 

the character of the self-organisations has changed, in terms of an Islamisation and 
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 ISIM Newsletter June 2004, with a report on a workshop about MG with scholars from various Western-European 

countries by Martin van Bruinissen, Utrecht University (http://www.isim.nl). 
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culturalisation. Before, the political orientations of the organisations guided also voting 

behaviour, as Galesloot argues, because migrant candidates during the first decade of migrant 

voting rights were connected to politics in the countries of origin and had often been already 

politically active in their countries of origin – they were also frequently recruited from within 

the migrant self-organisations, which now is no longer the case. She quotes a Labour Party 

politician from the study « Councillors with a double antenna » : « Before the politicians from 

Surinam saw politics in Amsterdam-South-East as a continuation of politics in Surinam. 

Often they were people with roots in Surinamese politics. » (Galesloot, 2004 : 24). Citing 

Berger et al (2001), Galesloot also concludes that migrant councillors come less and less 

come from the migrant organisations, and are instead asked – due to increasing 

individualisation and integration - via personal channels such as on the job, or by majority 

organisations. These explanations however contradict the determinants of voting behaviour in 

terms of candidates and parties found by Michon and Tillie (2003b), see above; and also do 

not seem to match with the emergence of MG reported by Fennema and Tillie (2004) which is 

an organisation clearly influenced by the political situation in Turkey. Furthermore, turnout 

among Surinamese, of which she argues also the homeland orientation disappeared, did not 

drop in 2002. 

 

Limitations of current research 
Limitations of the research by Fennema and Tillie (1999) have been addressed, among others, 

by Jacobs and Tillie (2004) and Tillie (2004). They argue that the research has not taken into 

account cross-cultural social capital, differences between organisation types, and forms of 

social-cultural capital such as language proficiency, educational participation, 

entrepreneurship and their differential distribution. In addition, Jacobs and Tillie (2004) 

maintain that the link of participation with social capital needs to be spelled out more, if this 

is a causal link, what determines it, including considering different types of networks. Finally, 

differential effects of political opportunity structures at the national and local level are not 

accounted for in Fennema and Tillie (1999)’s model. Most importantly, the claims made by 

Fennema and Tillie have been tested only at the aggregate (group) level and not at the 

individual level (Jacobs and Tillie, 2004: 423). Tests for correlations at the individual level 

should rule out spurious (direct and indirect) effects of individual factors, such as gender, 

education, language proficiency and employment status. This is addressed in a recent article 

by Jean Tillie.  

Tillie (2004: 532) investigates the interaction between individual social capital and social 

capital at the group level and its explanatory value for the various degrees of political 

participation of ethnic groups. The following determinants at the individual level were tested: 

gender, employment, and ethnic membership, ‘cross-ethnic membership’ (i.e. membership in 

non-ethnic, general society, organisations35), trade union membership and social activities in 

the network. Political integration was measured along three dimensions: political trust, 

adherence to democratic values such as freedom of speech or the separation between church 

and state, and political participation (p. 530). These dimensions are not mutually exclusive: 

one can be distrustful and not adhering, but participate politically, then one is still politically 

integrated on that one dimension. Finally, social capital at the group level was defined, as 

before, in function of 1) the number of organisations, 2) the variety in the activities of the 

organisations and 3) the density of the organisational network (p. 531).  
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 For these figures, Tillie refers to a 1999 survey conducted by the municipality of Amsterdam concerning political 

participation (without title reference). The description of this indicator is rather vague in the context of the article, described 

at one point as ‘non-ethnic membership’ and ‘membership of non-ethnic organisations’ (p. 532), and furtheron as « ‘cross-

ethnic organisations’ », without specifying what is precisely meant (p. 534-35). Probably what is meant here are general 

voluntary organisations without a specific ethnic signature/background, that are cross-ethnic in the sense that both native 

Dutch and migrants participate in these (as opposed to self-organisations of one or more ethnic minority groups). 
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Tillie’s conclusion (p. 537) is that five variables explain political participation on an 

individual level: gender, ethnic membership, cross-ethnic membership, trade union 

membership and social activities in a social network (the latter two also when comparing 

among groups). More precisely, gender had a direct significant effect on participation (e.g. 

Moroccan women participated less), which however disappeared when controlling for 

differences between ethnic groups (p. 536). The direct effect of employment was significant 

but small (unemployed participate more) but the effect was lost when controlled for other 

variables (ethnic group). Trade union membership, ethnic membership and cross-ethnic 

membership, showed a direct effect on political participation, which remained significant after 

controlling for ethnic groups. Social activities effects were even higher than the other 

membership factors, for both Turks and Moroccans.  

The membership figures showed that the most politically participating groups had the 

lowest membership figures and vice versa (p. 535). The overall conclusion: there is an 

interaction effect between individual social capital and group social capital, i.e. the degree of 

civic community and a clear (significant?) difference between connected vs. isolated 

organisations (p. 538-39). However, “organisational membership as such is only a partial 

indicator of individual social capital. At least two additional indicators should be taken into 

account: the social network of the (ethnic) citizen, and the social capital of the organisation.” 

(p. 540). 

 

The limitations of the social capital approach applied to ethnic groups and organisations have 

also been shown from a different perspective, concerning the explanations for the variation in 

degree of civic community among different communities of Surinamese, Antilleans, 

Moroccans and Turks. Anja van Heelsum (2002) argues that more factors than those 

identified by Fennema and Tillie (1999) may be needed to account for these differences and 

the differences between the data for Amsterdam and those at the national level. Apart from 

political opportunity structures, the first factor she mentions is community size: “a small 

community like the Antillean in the Netherlands needs to look for alliances outside its own 

group to build social capital. For the largest minority community, the Turkish one, it is easier 

to establish many internal organisations and federations.” (p. 197) The second factor is “the 

set of cultural and historical characteristics of the ethnic group” (ibid). This may lead to a 

different degree of organisational density for example for the Surinamese community: 

 
“The Surinamese community consists of several ethnic sub-groups, the Afro- and Indo-Surinamese and several 

smaller groups like Javanese, Amerindian, and Jewish-Surinamese. Networks in the Indo-Surinamese sub-

group are stronger than between subgroups, and they dominate the network of Surinamese organisations. The 

common language of Dutch and Surinamese and the high rate of intermarriage (50% of the Surinamese second 

generation have one Dutch parent) may indicate that a section of the Surinamese community is opting for 

mainstream Dutch civic organisation.” (van Heelsum, 2002: 197). 

 

The Institute for Public and Politics had during 2000-2004 and information and service desk 

for political participation of migrants in Amsterdam. The results of their efforts and research 

are reported in Galesloot (2004). The limited degree of political participation of migrants in 

Amsterdam is identified here in the educational level and socio-economic disadvantage of 

many migrants (see also ISEO, 2002: 125). However while Moroccans and Turks are rather 

similar in educational level and age composition, in Rotterdam the turnout among Turks is 

consistently higher than for Moroccans. In addition, in some elections the level of 

participation among Turks and native Dutch are similar, whereas the educational levels and 

age composition of these two groups differ considerably (ISEO, 2002: 125). Therefore, ISEO 

argues, at least educational level and age do not explain everything. 
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 The Amsterdam Citizens Monitor showed that although migrants are more distant from 

local politics and civil society, they do have an intention to participate. The cause for lacking 

participation is here sought more in a lack of knowledge and political self-confidence 

(Galesloot, 2004: 11), which could be overcome by targeted information and mobilisation 

campaigns. In this view, not only migrants, also youth and lower educated in general showed 

a disaffection with politics. Migrants in particular do not believe that their voice will be heard, 

they have a limited knowledge of modern forms of civic participation, and have no great 

tendency to vote. Nevertheless using the data from the Citizens Monitor, Galesloot argues this 

is not due to homeland directed orientations: the connectedness to the own ethnic group has 

increased in particular for the native Dutch and Surinamese, while it has decreased for 

Turkish and Moroccans. Migrants felt a connectedness to the city and the Netherlands in 

respectively 80 and 73 percent of cases, and 78% felt at home in the city (against 67% who 

felt a bond with the country of origin). 

 

 

2.5 People of migrant background active in public life 

 

The five immigrants described below represent people with different ethnicities (Hindustani, 

Berber, Somali, Iranian), different migratory backgrounds (post-colonial, asylum, family 

reunification of labour migrants), different religious backgrounds (practising Muslim vs. non-

religious) and different roles in the Dutch public sphere. Some are integrated in Dutch 

mainstream politics (Aboutaleb, Hirshi Ali), umbrella organisations for migrants based in the 

Dutch consultative structure (Harchaiou), others contribute to public debate from their 

functions in the cultural and/or academic field (Ramdas, Ellian). They are selected because of 

their extremely visible active civic participation as individuals in public life, their contribution 

to debates on the most prominent issues regarding the position (and civic participation) of 

migrants in Dutch society, and because of the different political and ideological perspectives 

they represent there. 

 

Anil Ramdas was born in Surinam in 1958 in a family of Indian (Hindustani) origin. He 

came to the Netherlands aged 18, to study Social Geography in Amsterdam; prepared a PhD 

on the role of the flight story in the asylum application procedure. He consequently worked as 

a literary essay writer (inspired by the work of V.S. Naipaul, Salman Rushdie and Stuart 

Hall), and during the 1990s as a columnist and journalist, and a programme maker and 

presenter for the multicultural TV programme “Het blauwe licht” (the blue light). Without 

making the ethnicity component its explicit aim, this programme commented the role of 

ethnic boundary-marking in the news and programmes shown on Dutch television. His work 

has consistently revolved around issues of cultural and ethnic identity, and the identity of the 

immigrant. His critics call him ironically an “allochtoon by profession” and see him as 

someone who is too readily accusing others of essentialism and racism. In 2000 Ramdas 

migrated to India to work as a correspondent for the quality newspaper NRC Handelsblad. 

Since his return to the Netherlands in 2004 he is director of the Amsterdam political and 

cultural debate centre “De Balie” and continues to write columns in the NRC about identity 

issues with a personal edge, based on stories and experiences of individuals rather than 

abstract general viewpoints, with an increasing focus on the ‘positive’ and similarities 

between cultures.  

 

Ayaan Hirshi Ali (Born 1969 in Somalia), as a child fled with her family to several other 

African countries (her father being an opponent of Siad Barre), and in 1992 fled alone from 

Kenia to the Netherlands to escape an arranged marriage. In 1997 she obtained Dutch 



 44 

citizenship. As she had obtained asylum in 1995 she started her studies and obtained a 

diploma in Political Science of Leiden University in 2000. Between 2001-2002 she worked at 

the scientific bureau of the Labour Party, to enter in 2002 the fraction of the liberal right-wing 

VVD, where she became an MP in 2003. Prior to her move to the VVD Hirshi Ali described 

the Islam as a backward culture, which led to outrage in the Muslim community. She has 

published several essays about the position of women in Islam: in 2002, De Zoontjesfabriek 

[The factory for little sons] and, in 2004, De Maagdenkooi [The Virgin’s Cage]. In the public 

debate she has profiled herself with a personal battle against the suppression of women’s 

rights in Islam and the Koran. As an MP she has made several proposals against women-

degrading practices related to religious and ethnic minority groups, such as female 

circumcision, the proposal to introduce a stay permit for women victims of violence who 

cannot return to their home countries, registration of crimes of “honour vengeance” by 

ethnicity, a proposal to change the constitution in order to restrict Islamic primary and 

secondary schools in the Netherlands, etc.. In 2004, Hirshi Ali wrote the script for a film 

produced by director Theo van Gogh entitled “Submission”, showing the mutilating effects of 

fundamentalist Koran interpretations on the lives of Muslim women who search a more 

personal and authentic experience of their faith. Due to constant threats to her life from the 

part of Muslim radicals, she has been living with personal protection since 2002 and has been 

in hiding for several times, last after the threats left for her by the murderer on the body of his 

victim Theo van Gogh in November 2004. Hirshi Ali has taken up her office in parliament 

again in January 2005 and under intense media scrutiny declared she will continue her battle. 

 

Ashfin Ellian is a refugee, who fled in 1983 the Iranian regime of Khomeini and arrived, 

after a stay in Pakistan, in the Netherlands in 1989, where he studied Law and Philosophy at 

the University of Tilburg. In 2003 he finalised a doctorate about the South-African 

Commission for Truth and Reconciliation. Since 2003, he works as an assistant professor at 

Leiden University Philosophy of Law Department. Since the late 1990s he has become visible 

as a regular columnist and frequent guest in television shows and debates about Islam and 

multicultural society, representing the right-wing liberal perspective. He holds very strong 

opinions about the separation of state and religion and against forms of Muslim radicalism 

and fundamentalism, also as expressed in his opposition to forms of state protection of 

separateness of Muslim culture (such as in Islamic schools, acceptance of veils in public 

offices), and his defence of the freedom of opinion to which in his view part of the Dutch 

Muslim community does not subscribe. In his view Islam and criticism do not go well 

together, and he personally is not adhering to the Muslim faith.  

 

Ahmed Aboutaleb (born 1961 in Morocco, migrated to the Netherlands age 15 as part of 

family reunification) is since 2004 councillor for Social Affairs (portfolios of Work and 

Income, Education, Youth and Diversity, and Large City Policies) in the municipality of 

Amsterdam for the Labour Party. He reportedly has also received threats to his life from 

Muslim radicals and lives with personal protection. Prior to his work with the Amsterdam city 

council, he has been for four years the director of the migrant organisations’ support Institute 

FORUM for Multicultural Development. Before that he has worked in the field of television 

and media communication and – for a rather short period – as director information 

management with the Social Economic Council (SER) and the Central Bureau of Statistics 

and information officer for ministers of the Labour Party. He represents a different stream of 

thought compared to Hirshi Ali and is more moderate. He is characterised as the “bridge-

builder” in the current debate about ethnic relations in the Netherlands. Is a practising (though 

not strict) Muslim and has appealed the Moroccan community to show that not all are 

fanatics, to choose more explicitly for a life within the Dutch society, and to accept their 
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minority position within Dutch society (hence not to dictate their religion). He does not shy 

away from harsh measures against extremism and crime among migrant youth. In a speech in 

an Amsterdam mosque in reaction to the murder on Theo van Gogh, he declared that “people 

who do not respect the constitutional principles of freedom of religion, opinion and non-

discrimination, do not have a place in Dutch society”.  

 

Sadik Harchaoui, born in 1973 in Morocco (in a village of the Rif mountains). Came with 

his parents to the Netherlands in 1980. He studied Law at Utrecht University and wrote a 

doctoral thesis about conflict resolution in the Amazigh (Berber) culture, which refutes the 

common perception in the Netherlands that the Amazigh culture of the Rif mountain people 

would be the cause of the Moroccan “problems” in the Netherlands. Followed the curriculum 

to become a judge and in 2000 was installed as Officer of Justice at the court of Zwolle-

Lelystad (North-East Netherlands), working in the field of human trafficking. He has 

presented (since approximately 2000) very precise opinions in the public debate on 

multicultural society, criticising local and national integration policies, and, among other 

things, recommending local politicians to pay more attention to the positions and opinions of 

native Dutch. In an interview in 2003, he declared that one of his main concerns is that 

disaffection and lack of identity will lead to young people of Moroccan origin being an easy 

prey for recruiters of the Jihad. He also stressed that negative (criminal) role models within 

the migrant (Moroccan) community should be severely punished. At the same time, 

Harchaoui has repeatedly pronounced himself against the stigmatization of Moroccans and 

migrants in general in Dutch society, and against explanations of deviance in terms of cultural 

difference (which have been commonplace in anthropological studies of esp. the Moroccan 

community). Since 2003, Harchaoui is director of Foundation FORUM Institute for 

Multicultural Development, a national organisation (“independent expertise centre”) that 

gathers and supports migrant self-organisations and develops initiatives for the emancipation 

of migrants and the improvement of inter-ethnic relations in the Netherlands.  



 46 

Part III. Expert Assesment 

 

Immigrants in the Netherlands, especially the largest and most researched ethnic minority 

populations, but also more recent refugee populations, mainly engage in own religious 

associations. These are also the type of activities that have been most structurally and 

continuously stimulated by the Dutch state until today: through the educational system, the 

broadcasting system, and the representative/advisory bodies.  

 

In the religious domain the participation of ethnic minorities is found to be much stronger 

than that of native Dutch. In all other domains (politics, trade unions, sports and recreation, 

hobby’s, the environment) native Dutch have a (much) higher participation. In trade unions, 

ethnicity/migrant background is not (or no longer) a main form of organisation or 

membership affiliation, this unlike other countries with more recent immigration histories as 

for example Italy. Immigrants do participate politically, but not to the extent of native Dutch, 

except when forms of mobilisation around international politics are concerned (e.g. 

demonstrations against the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, or against the war in Iraq).  

 

The pattern of active civic participation by migrant communities in the Netherlands reflects 

not only the effects of changing subsidy and policy conditions, but also the highly segregated 

position of immigrants in Dutch society (in housing, employment and education), as 

documented by the official monitors and as also reflected in the public debate.  

 

The most active groups, religiously, are the Muslims. Turkish groups are more active in 

institutional representation. In research done during the 1990s the Turks (in Amsterdam) 

emerged as the most densely organised, and having most federations. The Turkish 

organisations are more visibly engaged in discussions about institutional emancipation and 

political participation than are Moroccans, who are also less organised. Hierarchies and links 

to the country of origin continue to be more important in the organisations of the Turkish 

community. Moroccans are more often individually (i.e. not as representatives of their 

organisation) represented among mainstream Dutch organisations, both at the political level, 

and in the public institutions and debate. In these functions, they also profile themselves less 

along religious organisational lines.  

 

The fragmentation and internal division of religious organisations in general has made it 

difficult to establish effective consultation mechanism. These mechanisms have also been 

abandoned in part by the local authorities under a philosophy similar to that of colour 

blindness or republicanism (not to treat ethnic minorities as different). This has had the 

reverse effect, probably in part because such philosophies are not deeply rooted in Dutch 

society: it has reinforced separateness, segregations, and disputes on moral issues to take 

centre stage.  

 

Nevertheless the level of institutionalisation of civic activities overall is (or has been) high 

(for example in advisory boards and consultative structures). A result of this 

institutionalisation is that today, subsidised national umbrella organisations, and ‘expertise’ 

and ‘knowledge centres’ channel most of the engagement of ethnic/migrant organisations. 

These mediating organisations, which are concerted rather than spontaneous, and active 

political participation do indicate the increasing possibility (and stimulation) of overlaps with 

mainstream organisations. These emerge for example spontaneously in the field of 

communication, an initiative such as “Ben je bang voor mij” is linked to mainstream political 

parties. 
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The degree of active civic participation of immigrants is low in all areas except religion when 

compared to native Dutch. For example, participation in mainstream society organisations, 

e.g. in environmental organisations and hobby clubs that are instead popular forms of civic 

participation of the native Dutch population, is very low among migrants. On the other hand, 

not only traditional channels of community identification and cohesion, such as religion, but 

for youth also new forms of cultural expression and political mobilisation, such as through 

music and the internet, appear popular.  

 

As for participation in mainstream society organisation, this is extremely limited. Only in the 

field of political representation participation seems quite effective, though it has certainly not 

reached levels of proportional representation and participation. Segregation is observed in 

sports, and where mixed sports clubs do exist, the direction of the club is more often than not 

made up of native Dutch only. On the issue of whether this is due to a lack of interest or to 

discrimination the opinions are divided. Some ethnic organisations, especially the Turkish, 

where the directions sports clubs tend to be linked to that of other ethnic federations (e.g. 

Turkiyemspor to Milli Görüs), do claim they prefer to practice sports in their own ethnic clubs 

because of different religious habits (no alcohol and no group showering) that are not 

accepted, and sometimes ridiculed, in the mainstream clubs. The separateness of ethnic sport 

clubs is seen by some as a necessary mechanism of emancipation, and not necessarily as 

negative. 

 

Issues of particular interest in the Dutch context concern the way in which the discussion 

about integration, and the alleged failure of previous integration policies, are related to 

(support to) initiatives for active civic participation. Another issue connected to this concerns 

that of identity, and ethnic religious diversity, as expressed in forms of active civic 

participation.  

 

Until recently, the leading research in the area of active civic participation concerned the 

largest ethnic groups in areas where they are well represented, with a special focus on 

Amsterdam, and, somewhat less, Rotterdam, and in particular questions surrounding political 

participation. This is understandable, but smaller cities and communities may tell a different 

story, esp. in terms of other forms of civic participation that are not strictly political. 

Moreover less established ethnic groups, such as refugees, and first generation immigrants in 

general, have been researched far less for their levels of civic participation.  

 

It is striking that while from the research by IMES the Turkish community emerges as that 

with the greatest social capital, political participation and civicness, when it comes to 

identifying leading figures in the current public debate, it is very hard to find a prominent 

Turkish figure. This will most likely be a spokesperson of a Turkish organisation such as 

Milli Görüs, intervening on very specific issues, such as the position and education of imams 

in the Netherlands. Such a spokesperson is present in the media, but it will be predominantly 

always that one person or another person of the elite within that organisation, that may have 

even received specific media training. Although Turkish people are present in Dutch political 

institutions, e.g. as councillors or MPs, their presence in the public eye is less prominent than 

that of for example Moroccan politicians. The reasons for this may be various but have not 

been researched extensively. We see also less independent youth organisations in the Turkish 

community, like we see instead for the Moroccan community. This somehow more closed 

character of the Turkish community, and the implications of spontaneous participation in 

public and media debate and its indications for a grasp on different modes of civic 
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participation, has been investigated less. Also the role of internet, though clearly emerging 

from the signalling of new forms of youth organisations, has not been investigated yet in 

full.36 

 

Though it is generally accepted that the public debate has both affected (limited) and shaped 

opportunities for active civic participation of migrants, there have been only a few systematic 

studies of these effects, and of the modalities and extent of involvement of migrants in public 

debate. This is an area that would deserve further exploration. 

 

The generalisability of the research findings produced by Fennema and Tillie, and their use of 

the notion of social capital from Putnam, and the method of identifying interconnecting 

directorates can be questioned. There is not much research yet investigating other factors than 

political trust and Putman theory to account for differences in civic participation. Interviewing 

and other forms of qualitative research have been used by some, but mainly for exploratory 

reasons, and data gathered with these methods have been less prominently and systematically 

theorised than the core studies on social capital. In addition, use of for example ethnographic 

research methods, which are obviously more time-consuming, have been taken on only on a 

small scale. 

 

Other gaps in research concern the attention to the gender dimension within the topic of active 

civic participation (except for general observations about existence of women’s organisations 

and the use of gender as an indicator in the quantitative mainstream studies on social capital). 

Probably as a result of the influence of policy preferences on the type of research that is 

(funded and) undertaken, studies of forms of participation in the social-cultural realm are 

minimal (except for some research on sports). Nor has there been any systematic attention to 

the interaction between integration/segregation indices, a field of research which is instead 

strongly stimulated by the government, on the one hand, and the degrees of active civic 

participation of different ethnic communities, on the other, which could produce interesting 

results and avenues for further research.  

 

                                                 
36

 For a study on the role of internet communication on migrant youth see d’Haenens (2004).  
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Annex I. Mapping of Research Competences in the Netherlands 

 

1. Active civic participation of immigrants – leading institutions 

 

As mentioned above, the research on active civic participation of immigrants in the 

Netherlands is concentrated at IMES. Other important research centres in the Netherlands 

mainly report what has been done by this group. Besides, there are several non-academic 

research or knowledge centres that play an important role in the accumulation of knowledge 

on this topic (positioned under heading 2). 

 

1.1 IMES (Institute of Migration and Ethnic Studies) University of Amsterdam 
 

Visiting address:  

University of Amsterdam, Social and Political Sciences 

Oudezijds Achterburgwal 237  

1012 DL Amsterdam  

Tel +31-20-5253627  

Fax +31-20-5253628 

Web: http://www2.fmg.uva.nl/imes/ 

 

Director: Rinus Penninx 
Since 1993 professor of 'Migration and Ethnic Studies' at the University of Amsterdam, and director of IMES. 

Most of his present research work relates to two topics: migration and integration policies at the EU-level, and 

the functions immigrant organisations. Since April 1st 2004 Rinus Penninx is coordinator of the IMISCOE-

Network of Excellence:International Migration, Integration and Social Cohesion in Europe 

 

Relevant researchers: 

• Meindert Fennema Currently involved in IMES projects “A long-term analysis of the development 

of migrant organisations and the 'political opportunity structure' in two European cities, Amsterdam 

and Berlin” and “Multicultural Policies and Modes of Citizenship in European Cities (MPMC)”. 

Involved in the coordination of the Citizenship in Multicultural Democracies programme (see below).  

• Jean Tillie. Jean Tillie studied political science and wrote his PhD on determinants and measurement 

of party preference and voting behaviour. At present he is preparing together with Meindert Fennema a 

book entitled "Multicultural Democracy". This monographic study will focus on the relationship 

between ethnic civic communities and the political integration of immigrants in European cities (voting 

turnout, political trust and interest in local politics). Ethnic communities are defined in terms of the 

number of ethnic organisations, their membership numbers and the structure of the interorganizational 

network. More info on Citizenship in Multicultural Democracies, 

http://users.fmg.uva.nl/jtillie/presentation.html 
 

• Anja van Heelsum MA social psychology, PhD social-cultural sciences at the Vrije Universiteit 

Amsterdam) wrote her PhD on `The ethno-cultural position of the second- generation Surinamese'. 

Since 1996 involved in IMES-projects in the field of migrant organisations and political participation. 

See also reference list  

 

One of the five research clusters at IMES is “Citizenship in multicultural societies”. In this 

cluster the focus is on the working of democracy in a multicultural society. This theme is 

primarily addressed by studying the political participation and the political trust of migrants in 

various European cities. The most important variables used to study participation and trust are 

the civic communities of migrants and the political opportunity structures at the city level. 

Civic communities are defined in terms of (inter)ethnic organisations that create horizontal 
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and vertical ties among their members, the relation between these organisations and the 

group's identity that is embedded in this community structure. A strong migrant community is 

characterised by a high number of voluntary associations, by a high degree of membership of 

these associations and by many ties between these organisations. Such voluntary 

organisations do not need to be oriented towards the political system, but may well have their 

own goals. These network studies of ethnic communities are embedded in an international 

comparative project entitled 'Multicultural Policies and Modes of Citizenship' (MPMC), in 

which the practice of political participation in more than 15 European cities is compared. A 

second research topic is the study of mobilisation against migrants with special emphasis on 

the study of extreme right voting behaviour in Europe. One of the projects is related to an 

international project entitled Mobilisation on Ethnic Relations, Citizenship and Immigration 

(MERCI), which allows us to study ethnic mobilisation in a comparative perspective with 

Germany, France, Italy, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. 

 

 

1.2 International Institute for Study of Islam in the Modern World 
 

P.O. Box 11089 

2301 EB Leiden 

The Netherlands 

Tel:+ 31 71 5277905 

Fax:+ 31 71 5277906 

http://www.isim.nl 

 

Academic Director: Asef Bayat  

 

The International Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World (ISIM) conducts 

and promotes interdisciplinary research on social, political, cultural, and intellectual trends 

and movements in contemporary Muslim societies and communities. The ISIM was 

established in 1998 by the University of Amsterdam, Leiden University, Utrecht 

University, and the Radboud University (Nijmegen) in response to a need for further 

research on contemporary developments of great social, political and cultural importance in 

the Muslim world from social science and humanities perspectives. The ISIM's research 

approaches are expressly interdisciplinary and comparative, covering a large geographic 

range, which includes North Africa, the Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa, Central Asia, South 

and Southeast Asia, and Muslim communities in the West. Broad in scope, the ISIM brings 

together all areas of disciplinary expertise in anthropology, sociology, religious studies, 

political science, and cultural studies.  

 

 

2. Expertise centres on multicultural society and civic participation 

 

2.1 E-Quality 
 

Postbus 85808 

2508 CM Den Haag 

Tel.: +31-70-3659777 

Fax: +31-70-3469047 

Web: http://www.e-quality.nl 
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E-Quality is an independent knowledge and expertise centre for female emancipation in a 

multicultural society, subsidised by the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. E-

Quality supports the process of gender mainstreaming, and its activities focus on providing 

information and expertise about (intersectional aspects of) emancipation and mainstreaming 

to policy makers at various levels. The expertise that has been developed is characterised by 

analysis based on gender and ethnicity: How does a policy affect women and men from 

different ethnicities?  

Director: Joan Ferrier 

2.2 Instituut FORUM voor Multiculturele Ontwikkeling 
 

Postbus 201 

3500 AE Utrecht 

Tel.: +31-30-2974321 

Fax: +31-30-2960050 

Web: http://www.forum.nl/engels/index.html 

FORUM, the Institute of Multicultural Development, is a national centre of expertise in the 

field of multicultural development. FORUM stands for a society in which people from various 

communities live together as fully recognized citizens. To help realize this objective, FORUM 

receives subsidies from the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport. FORUM is active in 

diverse fields, including communication, legislation, housing, employment, education, health 

care, leisure time, sport, political participation, art and culture.  

Director: Sadik Harchaoui 

 

3. Important individual researchers in the field of civic participation of immigrants 

 

Nico Landman (Utrecht University) studied the evolution of mosque and mosque 

communities in the Netherlands;  

 

Thijl Sunier (Free University of Amsterdam, anthropologist) studied Turkish youth and 

Muslim organizations in Rotterdam;  

 

Kadir Canatan (Islamic University of Rotterdam) studied shifts in religious leadership among 

Turkish Muslims in the Netherlands; 

W. Shadid is professor in intercultural communication at Tilburg University, and has 

published, among other things, on the representation of Islam in the Dutch public debate, 

together with P.S. van Koningsveld.  

4. Migration and ethnic relations, leading institutions 

 

4.1 ISEO (Institute for Sociological-Economic Research) 
 

Erasmus University Rotterdam 

Postbus 1738 

3000 DR Rotterdam 

Tel.: +31-10-4082776 
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Fax: +31-10-4089141 

Web: http://www.iseo-eur.com 

 

Director: Justus Veenman 

 

Institute set up in 1986, started a large-scale project commissioned by the Ministry of Interior 

analysing the position of ethnic minorities in education, employment, social security and 

health care. Since ISEO has developed itself as one of the central expertise centres about 

ethnic minorities. The research is focused on social inequality and concentrates on empirical 

(survey and qualitative) often multidisciplinary research. Publishes regular Integration 

Monitor and several other official studies on the position and participation of ethnic 

minorities. The institute was discontinued in 2005 because of funding problems.  

 

4.2 IMES 

 

see above 

 

4.3 European Research Centre on Migration and Ethnic Relations (ERCOMER) 
 

Utrecht University, Faculty of Social Sciences 

Heidelberglaan 2 

3584 CS Utrecht  

Tel.: +31-30-253 4166 

Fax: +31-30-253 4733 

Web: http://www.ercomer.org 

 

Director: Henk Dekker/ Louk Hagendoorn 

 

Relevant researchers: 

 

Dr. Karen Phalet is an associate professor of Cross-Cultural Studies at Utrecht University and 

University College Utrecht and a permanent research fellow at ERCOMER. She holds a Phil. 

Doc. in Psychology from the University of Leuven (Belgium). Two research lines: one is 

based on comparative survey research about group processes, cultural values and political 

opinions in plural societies (projects in Belgium, the Netherlands and Eastern Europe), the 

other consists of migration and minorities studies on intergenerational transmission and 

acculturation in migrant families, and on educational investment and attainment of migrant 

youth in multi-ethnic schools (projects in Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany). Published, 

together with J. ter Wal, Moslim in Nederland: Een onderzoek naar de beleving van de 

godsdienst onder Turken en Marokkanen [Muslims in the Netherlands: a research into the 

experience of religion among Turkish and Moroccans]. The Hague: SCP, 2004. 

 

 

5. Civic Participation, leading institutions 

 

5.1 Instituut voor Publiek en Politiek (Centre for Political Participation) 

 
Prinsengracht 911-915 

1017 KD Amsterdam 
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Tel.: +31-20-5217600 

Fax: +31-20-6383118 

Web: http://www.publiek-politiek.nl 

 

The Centre for Political Participation (IPP) is a national organisation with no party affiliations 

whose object is to promote political and social participation. One of the functions of the IPP’s 

Board is to ensure the organisation’s independence. The IPP’s main functions are information 

dissemination, consultancy and developing and passing on new methodologies. Some of its 

projects are subsidised by Netherlands central government; a substantial part of its revenue is 

generated by commissions from local (provincial and municipal) government, other 

government agencies and non-governmental organisations. The IPP’s partners are organised 

interests in the Netherlands and other countries, government bodies at European, national, 

provincial and local level, and citizens working for a democratic society, either individually 

or in organised groups. It currently employs some 35 permanent and temporary staff. A 

special cluster of activities is organised around “Participation and Diversity”. 

Activities: 

• Promoting and organising debates, meetings and conferences on topical political 

issues  

• Designing and implementing projects to encourage citizens to participate in political 

decision-making, locally and nationally  

• Developing new forms of communication between citizens, politicians and civil 

servants  

• Developing new forms of communication between citizens, politicians and civil 

servants  

• Promoting European citizenship by organising courses and seminars and setting up a 

European political education network  

• Supporting democratisation projects in Central and Eastern Europe and Turkey  

• Producing books, magazines and other information media to foster understanding of 

political and social issues and how our democratic system works  

In its work the IPP devotes particular attention to young people, immigrants and women. 


