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Understanding public money flows

An invitation to debate the issue of public accountability

This paper is an invitation to political parties, the government, members of parliament, 
academics, journalists and other interested parties and experts to engage in a debate on 
the following question: what do we need to do today to ensure that tomorrow’s members 
of parliament know whether future governments are spending public money sensibly, 
economically and prudently?

The original title Inzicht in publiek geld was adopted on 7 July 2016 and presented to the 
Dutch House of Representatives on 13 July 2016.
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Why publish this paper?

A tremendous amount of work has been done in recent years to restore government 
finances and accounting procedures to a healthy footing. The regularity rating of govern-
ment financial transactions has been high, at over 99%, for many years now. Nonetheless, 
the way in which public services are structured and funded is diffuse and complex, which 
means it is often difficult to track each euro from the taxpayer to the point of public service 
delivery. In some cases, it is not even clear ‘who’ is responsible for providing the service in 
question, let alone what its social effects are. Taxpayers deserve greater clarity.

Ministers are not solely responsible for executing government policy and spending public 
money. This is often done by networks in which the government is just one of many actors. 
At the same time, both society and technology are changing at rapid speed. For this reason, 
we feel that the time has come to stop and think about the question of public accountability.

This paper seeks to bring together a number of issues, based on the audit reports and 
letters we have published in recent years. In other words, it is not a typical audit report. 
Rather, it is an appeal to political parties, the government, members of parliament, acade-
mics, journalists and other interested parties and experts. We are inviting them to engage 
in a debate on the following question: what do we need to do today to ensure that tomor-
row’s members of parliament know whether future governments are spending public 
money sensibly, economically and prudently?

This is by no means a simple matter. There is no quick fix and any solution is likely to throw 
up fresh challenges. At the end of the day, the process of weighing up the pros and cons 
culminates in a political decision. And that takes time. This is why we are publishing this 
paper now – in the run-up to the general elections and the formation of a new Dutch 
government.

The reason why we wish to highlight this problem is related to the basic principle underly-
ing all our work, i.e. that the spending of public funds should always be subject to public, 
democratic scrutiny, however much the world around us is changing.

As the first step towards a debate on a form of public accountability that shows whether 
the government is spending public money sensibly, economically and prudently, we would 
like to table the following three points:
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	 Clarity about who reports on what to whom

Effective democratic control and accountability cannot be exercised without a clear picture 
of the degree of influence the central government wishes to exert. The duties, powers, 
responsibilities and roles allocated to ministers, local and regional authorities, and execu-
tive agencies need to reflect the degree of central government control. These aspects 
should be arranged in the form of agreements on control, funding, accountability and 
supervision, so that members of parliament know who is responsible for what.

	 Adapting information systems and adopting new technologies

The changing role and position of central government in all sorts of policy fields require 
appropriate methods of reporting and accounting. The way in which financial flows are 
recorded and reported could be brought more closely into line with the accounting and 
reporting procedures used by local and regional authorities, non-profit organisations and 
private-sector companies. Arm’s-length organisations could be encouraged to include in 
their reports information on aspects such as customer satisfaction. The enormous increase 
in the volume of data available on service delivery could help organisations to adopt 
smarter, leaner and quicker forms of reporting. New information systems could assist in 
this respect.

	 Understanding the results of policy

More information is needed on the results achieved with public funds and those areas in 
which improvements are needed. One of the reasons why this information is needed is the 
ever greater distance between central government and the point of service delivery, as well 
as the ever increasing speed of public communication. The lack of sufficient, timely and 
clear policy information is proving to be a persistent problem in public reporting to parlia-
ment. The intractability of the problem seems to be a question of culture. This suggests 
that a culture change is needed to ensure that the government and parliament take, and 
retain, an interest in the results of government policy.

Bijlagen4	 Understanding systems3	 Information systems2	 Accountability1	 The challengeContents



66

1	 The challenge: reflect on public accountability

One of the principles underlying parliament’s right to amend and adopt the central govern-
ment budget and exercise democratic control is that, given that citizens pay taxes, their 
elected representatives are entitled to decide in advance how the money is to be spent and 
subsequently to ascertain whether the money has indeed been spent as agreed. In other 
words, parliament needs to know whether public money has been spent sensibly, econo-
mically and prudently. In order to satisfy this need, the government needs to report to 
parliament at regular intervals. Reporting means both giving account and providing the 
information that is needed in order to make any necessary adjustments. This is something 
that cannot be done without reliable, relevant information. The fact that information of 
this nature is not always available undermines both parliament’s right to amend and adopt 
the budget and its powers of democratic control – and hence erodes public confidence and 
citizens’ willingness to pay tax in the long term.

1.1	 How much public money is actually involved?

Public funds consist of money that the central government, provincial councils, local 
authorities and the social security and healthcare funds raise and spend. Together, they 
accounted for a figure of over A 306 billion in 2014 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 Public-sector revenue, distribution and expenditure in 2014, EMU basis (in A bn)

Source: Statistics Netherlands data processed by Netherlands Court of Audit. The final figures for 2015 

will be available in around September 2016.

Aggregate revenue in 2014 was A 290 bn, i.e. total revenue of A 306 bn less A 16 bn in 
loans. Households and firms paid a total of approximately A 147 bn in taxes in that year, i.e. 
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central government tax revenue of A 138 bn plus A 9 bn in taxes raised by provincial and 
local authorities. The same taxpayers also paid A 98 bn in national insurance contributions. 
Expenditure totalled A 306 bn. The Minister of Finance needed to raise A 16 bn in loans in 
2014 in order to balance the budget. The expenditure figure includes A 9 bn worth of 
transfer payments to the European Union (EU). The figure for receipts from the EU is not 
included, as these funds are paid directly to grant recipients and do not pass through the 
government budget.

The figure quoted in the figure for national insurance contributions also includes health 
insurance premiums collected by the Tax and Customs Administration. It does not include 
the statutory levies (public funds) charged by arm’s-length organisations, e.g. the charges 
made by the Land Registry for maps and excerpts from the register, the fees charged by the 
National Vehicle and Driving Licence Registration Authority for recording vehicle registra-
tion numbers, or the fees charged by the Central Office for Motor Vehicle Driver Testing 
for driving tests.

Statistics Netherlands, the Dutch national statistical office, uses the EU-designated revenue 
and expenditure classification, which is not the same as the system of budget articles used 
for the national budget. In other words, the figures quoted in Figure 1 are not consistent 
with those in the annual accounts published by central government. Although statutory 
levies are regarded as a form of public funds, they are not included in the EMU (European 
Monetary Union) definition of the government financial balance.

1.2	 What’s the problem?

For many years now, our auditors have awarded the government’s expenditure a regularity 
rating of over 99%. This means that the money is collected, distributed and spent in accor-
dance with the relevant statutory rules and regulations. However, in the case of over half of 
government expenditure, assessing the regularity of spending involves nothing more than 
simply checking whether the right amount has been transferred to the right account held 
by the right organisation. It is not always clear what results have been achieved with the aid 
of the funds in question. It is difficult to track public money flows from the taxpayer to the 
point of service delivery. This also makes it harder to know exactly who is accountable for 
what, let alone to measure the results achieved with the aid of public money. One of the 
reasons for this is the changing nature of government, which has to adapt constantly in 
response to the changes in the society around it.
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A changing society
The changes we are witnessing in society at large are those triggered, for example, by the 
financial crisis, international security issues, the ageing population, the problems of climate 
change and technological advances as in information and communication technology. 
Dramatic enough as these changes are in themselves, the gathering pace of change is only 
serving to make the situation even more complex.
These are not simply Dutch problems. The world has become smaller. The same applies to 
the current shift towards a society based more and more on networks and in which peop-
le’s views are more diverse and more liable to change: these changes, too, are not restric-
ted to the Netherlands.

A changing government sector
We are also witnessing a trend towards closer international cooperation, for example in 
the EU. Thus, the EU has acted to tackle the financial crisis and is seeking to harmonise 
financial reporting in its member states. There are very few areas of Dutch policy that are 
not touched by the long arm of the EU.
Moreover, the way in which public administration in the Netherlands itself is organised is 
also subject to constant change. While the government has in recent years delegated 
responsibility for the implementation of certain policies to local authorities and arm’s-
length organisations, there are other policy fields over which it has also re-established 
central control. The reorganisation of social security services in the early 1990s is a good 
example of the latter trend. Ministers are also experimenting with widely differing forms of 
cooperation with arm’s-length organisations.

1.3	 What does this mean for our understanding of public money flows?

In short, recent decades have seen a rich and constantly shifting variation in the way in 
which government policy is planned and executed. This has been illustrated by the transfer 
of more and more responsibility for social services to the local authorities and by the 
reorganisation of the police force, to quote just two examples. There is a recurring element 
common to all these situations, which is that responsibility for policy implementation 
– and sometimes also for planning or funding – has been taken away from central govern-
ment, which is just one of many players. Not only is central government changing roles, it is 
sometimes acquiring new roles. It is not always clear what exactly these roles imply and 
this affects our understanding of public money flows.
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Not always clear who is accountable for what
This type of variation leads to complex and frequently diffuse relationships. The different 
layers of public administration are closely interlinked, some of the boundaries between 
government and society are blurred and there are occasional overlaps.
This makes it difficult to know in advance who is accountable for what, thus making it 
equally hard to say who is expected to report on what. For example, our 2015 regularity 
audit uncovered certain problems concerning the division of roles at the Housing Associa-
tions Authority. The Housing Associations Authority is part of the Human Environment 
and Transport Inspectorate at the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment. The 
Minister for Housing and the Central Government Sector acts as the commissioning 
authority and bears political responsibility for the way in which the Housing Associations 
Authority supervises the Dutch housing associations. The Inspector-General at the Human 
Environment and Transport Inspectorate has delegated his duties as the authority’s con-
tractor to the authority’s director. Like the Inspector-General, the latter is in direct contact 
with the Minister for Housing and the Central Government Sector. This situation has 
complicated the situation in terms of the roles played by the contracting authority, con-
tractor and owner.

Information systems have not been properly adapted to suit the changing roles of 
central government
As policy planning and implementation move further away from the centre of government, 
so information follows a longer and longer journey on its way to parliament. Apart from 
being in contact with ministers and local authorities, arm’s-length organisations also need 
to deal with clients and other stakeholders, some of whom pay them directly for services 
provided. These parties all have differing information requirements. Moreover, different 
parties collect information in different ways. For the time being, the figures quoted in the 
central government budget are not readily compatible with those published by other 
government bodies and executive agencies. New information technologies can help to 
improve transparency and hence advance understanding.

Not enough attention given to results
The government wishes to achieve certain aims with the money it spends. If more and 
more government policies are planned, implemented and funded beyond the control of 
central government, it is even more important to be able to demonstrate what results have 
been achieved and whether the money in question has been spent economically. It is also 
important to know how much added value new arrangements and partnerships generate. 
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Despite this, we found that both government and parliament take only a moderate degree 
of interest in the delivery of public services and that, in many cases, either no information 
is made available about results or the information that is available is inadequate.

1.4	 Who is involved?

The revenue and expenditure of central government, local and regional authorities, and the 
social security funds affect all Dutch citizens and businesses. They are the ones who pay tax 
and national insurance contributions, and they are also the ones on whom the money is 
spent, whether in the form of public services such as education, healthcare, infrastructure, 
police and investment and innovation grants, or in the form of other grants and tax relief 
(see Figure 2).

Figure 2 Examples of revenue sources and public services provided by central government and the 

social security and healthcare funds

1.5	 What issues do we need to debate?

The situation described above is a fact. However, where public money is involved, and 
where the context is one in which speed is of the essence, a changing government sector 
requires an appropriate system of budgeting, policy implementation, reporting and policy 
adjustment (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3 Cycle of budgeting, implementation, reporting and adjustment

There is a need to reflect on all the stages of the budget cycle, and not just on the reporting 
stage. For example, we need to think about the budget as a tool for ironing out the peaks 
and troughs of the economic cycle, in which the case the budget has a beneficial effect on 
prosperity. However, various social trends, such as an ageing population and the financial 
crisis, have prompted successive governments also to use the budget for other purposes. 
As a result, budgetary policy has been more procyclical than anticyclical in nature. The 
Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis has proposed four ‘potential options’ to 
ensure that the budget can nevertheless help counter the ups and downs of the business 
cycle. These are: achieving consistency with EU budgetary rules; forming a budget reserve; 
continuing with the current trend-based policy centred on sustainability; and pursuing an 
expansionary budgetary policy. Each of these options has its own pros and cons (Nether-
lands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis 2016).

The focus in this paper is on reporting, i.e. public accountability (in other words, the 
process of reporting to a democratically elected body). From the perspective of our role as 
a national audit office, that body is the Dutch parliament.

Wherever possible, and in addition to producing this paper, we will seek to use our audit 
work to foster this debate. During the coming years, apart from conducting our annual 
regularity audits, we will also seek to find out how the money from the central government 
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budget is used outside the central government accounts. Thus, we will try and provide 
more information about results in terms of their impact on public life and businesses, 
about problems with service delivery and about the social impact of government policy. 
We will continue to closely monitor the way in which IT is managed and used. We will also 
perform in-depth audits of the public finances, of public revenues and of the contribution-
based funding of social security and healthcare services. We will try to produce more 
information on the effectiveness of government policy. These are the key elements of our 
strategy document for 2016-2020, entitled ‘Trust based on understanding’.

In order to arrive at a form of public accountability that shows whether the government 
spends public money sensibly, economically and prudently, we will be examining the 
following issues in the following chapters:

Clarity about who reports on what to whom

Adapting information systems and adopting new technologies

Generating information on the results of government policy
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2	 Clarity about who reports on what to whom

Effective democratic control and accountability cannot be exercised without a 
clear picture of the degree of influence the central government wishes to exert. 
The duties, powers, responsibilities and roles allocated to ministers, local and 
regional authorities, and executive agencies need to reflect the degree of central 
government control. These aspects should be arranged in the form of agreements 
on control, funding, accountability and supervision, so that members of parlia-
ment know who is responsible for what.

This chapter describes a number of examples of shifts in policy planning and implementa-
tion, as well as the resultant lack of clarity in terms of reporting procedures. These 
examples involve the decentralisation of social services, where certain responsibilities have 
been transferred from central government to local authorities (see section 2.1), and the 
performance of certain public services by organisations operating at arm’s length from the 
government (see section 2.2). After giving these examples, we will go on to examine 
various issues that have a bearing on these transfers of responsibility and which we believe 
should form part of the debate. The issues in question are the restriction of parliament’s 
right to approve and amend the government’s budgetary policy (see section 2.3) and the 
confluence of measures and situations involving more than one minister or state secretary 
(see section 2.4).

The underlying question throughout this chapter is how the ‘traditional’ principle of public 
accountability can be adapted to modern dynamics, i.e. the new ways in which policy is 
planned and executed. How much still remains within a minister’s scope of control? How 
much influence can he or she still exert? And what are the issues on which he or she is 
required to report to parliament?

2.1	 Decentralisation: the transfer of tasks from central government to 
local authorities

The central government has transferred a number of tasks to local authorities during the 
past few decades. The most recent decentralisations have involved young people’s welfare 
services, social support and labour participation (referred to collectively as ‘the social 
domain’).
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Decentralised unitary state: autonomy and co-government
The Netherlands has been a decentralised unitary state since 1848. In the 19th century, tax 
collection and policy planning and execution were predominantly local responsibilities. 
Over the years, however, the bulk of responsibility for both tax collection and policy 
planning and execution has shifted to central government. Recent years have seen certain 
tasks and responsibilities revert to local and provincial authorities. The responsibilities 
transferred as part of the recent decentralisations in the social domain relate to the enfor-
cement of the Youth Act, the Participation Act and the Social Support Act 2015. A decen-
tralised unitary state means that, while local authorities and provincial councils have certain 
powers of their own, they are also obliged to perform certain statutory duties and tasks 
imposed under central government rules and regulations. This situation is referred to as 
‘co-government’.

Distinction between general and specific-purpose grants
Local authority funding comprises both locally raised revenue and financial contributions 
from the central government budget. The latter consist of payments from the Municipali-
ties Fund and a number of specific-purpose grants (totalling A 34 billion in 2014, plus an 
extra A 10.3 billion as from 2015). Local authorities are free to spend general grants from 
the Municipalities Fund as they think fit and are required to account for their expenditure 
only to the local council and not to the ministers. Where specific-purpose grants are 
concerned, however, local authorities are obliged to comply with the relevant statutory 
spending requirements. Local authorities are not required to report to the local council on 
how they have spent specific-purpose grants, but must instead report to the minister who 
has awarded the grant. The latter is in turn obliged to report to parliament.

Hybrid funding: mixture of general and specific-purpose grants
In other words, in theory it is clear who is supposed to report about what and to whom. 
However, we found in 2009 that the distinction between general grants and specific-pur-
pose grants had gradually become blurred. The emergence of new types of grants (some of 
which were hybrids) made it difficult in practice to work out who was responsible for what, 
who could be held to account and who was supposed to submit the relevant report. The 
same applies to the period between 2009 and 2014: the grant landscape was full of hybrids. 
These ranged from grants from the Municipalities Fund that were subject to strict require-
ments on how they should be spent, to specific-purpose grants the spending of which was 
highly discretionary. We said that the development of such hybrid forms of funding had 
turn the system of municipal funding into a mess (Netherlands Court of Audit 2014e).
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Example of hybrid funding: ‘Temporary act on sub-fund for social domain’

Just how complex such hybrids can become is illustrated by the events surrounding the bill for a 
temporary act on the creation of a special sub-fund for the social domain. The aim of this act was 
to create a new type of grant in the Municipalities Fund, viz. a special sub-fund for the social 
domain. However, the sub-fund was subject to a spending requirement that was contrary to the 
principle of decentralisation, i.e. that local authorities should be free to set their own policies and 
spend their own money. As a result, it was not clear whether the government wished to fully 
decentralise control of the sub-fund. Moreover, it was technically not practicable to monitor 
whether or not local authorities had complied with the spending requirement, which would have 
imposed unnecessary reporting and compliance costs on the local authorities. The bill was 
subsequently withdrawn.

Blurred boundaries 
Ministers are required to report to parliament about the results achieved at national level. 
Where policy is decentralised, local authorities acquire responsibility for the performance 
of tasks relating to specific aspects of a given policy field, even though the minister retains 
overall responsibility for the same field. In other words, the minister has a general responsi-
bility for the entire policy field, whereas a local authority is accountable only for that 
particular part of the field that falls within the geographical boundaries of the municipality 
in question. However, it is not always easy to demarcate the limits of individual parts of a 
policy field in relation to the field as a whole. There is an overlap: it is not readily clear 
which party bears most responsibility in specific cases (Van der Steen et al. 2016).

This was a problem in connection with the Participation Act, for example. We asked the 
Minister of Social Affairs and Employment to explain the precise nature of his responsibili-
ties, tasks and power in relation to the labour market. The decentralisation operation 
requires a clear delineation of the minister’s powers relative to those of the local authori-
ties. It is up to parliament to decide whether it is clear where the minister’s political 
accountability ends and that of the local council begins.

2.2	 Executive tasks transferred from central government to arm’s-length 
organisations (and back again)

Bodies known as ‘arm’s-length organisations’ are independent entities that are responsible 
for performing certain government policies and/or safeguarding certain public interests. 
Examples of arm’s-length organisations include ‘autonomous administrative authorities’ 
(i.e. autonomous government agencies) such as the Land Registry and the Employee 
Insurance Agency (UWV), ‘legal persons with a statutory task’ such as schools and universi-
ties, and state-owned corporations such as the Dutch Railways, Schiphol Airport and 
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TenneT. These organisations are all funded, either largely or in part, from public funds, i.e. 
the central government budget, statutory national insurance contributions and tariffs. The 
responsible minister reports to parliament about the way in which public funds have been 
spent and public services have been performed. It is vital in this respect that the parties 
concerned should sign a comprehensive agreement regulating all aspects of management, 
accountability and supervision. However, such an agreement is not always drawn up. For 
example, when we audited the state-owned corporations, we found that the ministers do 
not have the powers they need in order to actively discharge their roles as shareholders.

Parliament first delegates responsibility for policy execution before reclaiming it
In the 1980s, parliament launched a process of hiving off and privatising institutions that 
had previously formed part of central government. How this worked gradually changed 
over the years. Moreover, there has been a trend since the mid-1990s for parliament to 
return responsibility for certain public services to central government. The social security 
system is a case in point. A recent example is the reform of the system of autonomous 
government agencies, on which the government took a series of decisions in 2014. The 
basic principle underlying the reform was that, unless there were good reasons for not 
doing so, these authorities should either be converted into agencies or be privatised. In 
practice, the operation has resulted only in a modest repositioning of the autonomous 
government agencies.

The question as to how far responsibility for public service delivery should be removed 
from the minister is a recurring topic of political debate. The recent debate on the positio-
ning of ProRail is illustrative of this.

In 2014, we compared the process of first delegating and then reclaiming responsibility for 
public service delivery with the swing a pendulum between two sets of values and (in 
some cases the same) objectives (see Figure 4). At one end are values and objectives such 
as independence, efficiency, standard of service, and a desire to reduce the size of the civil 
service, liberalise the market and strengthen the private sector. At the other end are 
aspects such as government interference, a desire to restore the primacy of politics, 
efficiency and clarity.
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Figure 4 Swing of the pendulum in the positioning of public services: changing arguments

Arm’s-length organisations are tremendously disparate
The domain of arm’s-length organisations is highly disparate; they cannot be categorised 
along a single set of clear lines. Apart from autonomous government agencies, legal 
persons with a statutory task, and state-owned corporations, they also comprise instituti-
ons such as housing associations performing a statutory task. There are organisations 
funded by a grant, guarantee or loan (such as the Healthcare Sector Guarantee Fund) and 
there are concession-holders and contractors (such as Infraspeed BV), as well as organisati-
ons whose status overlaps between these. For example, certain autonomous government 
agencies are also legal persons with a statutory task, e.g. UWV. Certain state-owned 
corporations are also legal persons with a statutory task in relation to either some or all of 
their activities (e.g. TenneT and ProRail). And certain organisations are also eligible for 
grants in addition to other types of funding. Some organisations have both public and 
private sources of revenue. Although no clear information is available on the total amount 
of public money received and spent by arm’s-length organisations, summaries are publis-
hed on certain types of organisation. For example, the Ministry of Finance has compiled 
information on the public money flows affecting autonomous government agencies that 
are funded from the central government budget (see Figure 5). Central government 

• What is the public interest?
• How can we best safeguard the public interest?

Market/Private sector Government/Public sector

Independence
Efficiency
Standard of service
Reducing the size of the civil service
Liberalisation (EU policy)
Strengthening the private sector

Government interference
Restoration of political primacy
Efficiency
Clarity

The changing arguments cited for positioning
arm’s-length organisations are like the swing of a pendulum

Core questions
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contributed approximately €11.8 billion in funding to these autonomous government 
agencies in 2014.

Figure 5a Turnover per autonomous government agency, in A million, with names of the seven 

biggest autonomous government agencies: Social Insurance Bank, Employee Insurance Agency, 

Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers, Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 

Research, Netherlands Organisation for Applied Scientific Research, Council for the Judiciary, and 

the Replacement Fund.

A number of autonomous government agencies are not big enough in relative terms to be included 

in the figure.

There are big turnover differences between the various autonomous government agencies. The 

two autonomous government agencies for which the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment is 

responsible manage social security funds, so their turnover is relatively high.

Source: Ministry of Finance (2016). Further information on the autonomous government agencies listed in 

the figure is available from: zbo.rijksacademie.nl or http://opendata.rijksbegrotinq.ni/#dataset_9.
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Figure 5b Size of workforce (in FTEs) per autonomous government agency, with names of the 

seven biggest autonomous government agencies: Employee Insurance Agency, Netherlands 

Organisation for Applied Scientific Research, Social Insurance Bank, Statistics Netherlands, Land 

Registry, Dutch Police Academy and the Chambers of Commerce.

A number of autonomous government agencies are not big enough in relative terms to be included 

in the figure.

Source: Ministry of Finance (2016). Further information on the autonomous government agencies listed in 

the figure is available from: zbo.rijksacademie.nl or http://opendata.rijksbegrotinq.ni/#dataset_9.
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There is a conflict between the independence of executive agencies and the need 
for political management and accountability
In practice, there is a conflict between the autonomy and responsibility of the arm’s-length 
organisations, and the opportunities available to the minister for exercising political 
control and accountability, together with the relevant powers. Also, the arrangements 
made for management, accountability and supervision are not always consistent with the 
division of roles and tasks. Similarly, individual sections of a given arrangement may not be 
fully consistent with each other.

Example of lack of clarity about roles, tasks and powers: Police Act 2012

To give an example, we encountered confusion about roles, tasks and powers in the bill for the 
Police Act 2012. On the one hand, the idea was to create a national police force at arm’s length 
from central government; this was to be an independent organisation with a legal status of its 
own. At the same time, the Minister of Security and Justice was given explicit authority to take 
direct control of the management and performance of the police force as if it were a ministry 
department.

Frameworks may offer some guidance on paper, but the situation is complex in 
practice
Since the 1990s, the government has taken all sorts of measures to clarify the reporting 
procedures on, and the supervision of, arm’s-length organisations. These include the 
enactment of the Non-Departmental Public Bodies Framework Act and, more recently, the 
publication of:
•	 guidelines on financial management and external financial supervision;
•	 a policy document on central government policy on state-owned corporations;
•	 a circular on the governance of autonomous government agencies. 

The aim of these documents is to harmonise the different types of organisation operating 
at arm’s length from the government and to improve and clarify the supervisory and 
reporting relationships between the relevant ministers and the organisations in question.

These guidelines and framework agreements offer some guidance on paper about the 
structure of supervision and reporting applying to conventional arm’s-length organisati-
ons. However, it remains to be seen what effect they will have in practice, partly in the light 
of the disparities described above. Moreover, we are also seeing the emergence of new 
types of executive agencies at the same time.
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Other types of executive agencies
Writing in 2009, we described the emergence of new types of executive agencies as 
leading to ‘complex relationships between public and private money flows, complex 
relationships between actors and complex legal vehicles’ (Netherlands Court of Audit 
2009a).
The diversity of management and funding arrangements continues to grow. For example, 
there is a growing tendency for collaboration between central government and private-
sector businesses and organisations, and between central government and provincial or 
local authorities. In these cases, the central government body involved may act either as a 
coordinator or a partner. The aims of such partnerships are laid down in accords, covenants 
or agreements on public-private partnerships. This applies, for example, to the ‘green 
deals’ that the Minister of Economic Affairs signs with private-sector companies.

Another variant involves ministers subcontract ring public services to private contractors. 
This may involve the management of a grant scheme, for example.
Finally, we are also seeing local authorities delegating responsibility for certain services to 
partners. For examples, certain tasks in the social domain are now performed by partner-
ships described as ‘extensions of local government’.
These developments raise questions about the degree of democratic control that local 
councils and the national parliament are actually able to exercise.

Should existing guidelines be revised or new ones devised?
The existing guidelines on management, supervision and reporting are not always readily 
transferable to these new types of organisations. The question is, therefore, whether to 
revise the existing guidelines or to devise new guidelines to take their place.

2.3	 Restriction of parliament’s right to approve and amend budgetary 
policy, and definition of regularity

Financial reporting sometimes involves no more than statements of money 
transfers
Some of the revenue collection by the government is spent not by ministers, but by 
provincial councils, local authorities, social security funds and arm’s-length organisations. 
This restricts parliament’s right to approve and amend the government’s budgetary policy, 
given that ministers report in their annual reports only on the payment of the money in 
question and not, or only to a limited extent, on the way in which it has been spent. In 
2015, funds for which the minister was responsible only for arranging for payment 
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accounted for over half of the central government budget. The introduction of lump-sum 
funding in education and the recent decentralisation in the social domain are both examples 
of fairly big changes that have contributed to this development. Similarly, parliament has 
decided that the social security funds should be fed directly from the national budget.

The local authorities depend on government funding of new tasks in the social domain. In 
order to enable them to perform these tasks, the local authorities have been allotted an 
extra A 10.3 billion per annum from the Municipalities Fund since 2015. Any irregularities 
in the annual accounts prepared by the local authorities do not have any effect on the 
central government accounts.

Public money not always collected, distributed and spent at the same level of 
government
Another, related issue is the way in which public money is collected, distributed and spent. 
Ideally, the parliament or representative body at each level of government, i.e. central, 
provincial or local, should be involved in both the collection and spending of public money, 
and also in its distribution. If this is concentrated within a single level of government, all the 
various aspects of regularity, efficiency and effectiveness can be assessed in conjunction 
with each other. In this way, citizens build up a picture of the relationship between services 
and costs and can express an opinion on this through their elected representatives. In 
theory, this should help foster efficiency (Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis 
2014 and OECD 2014). In a situation in which tasks are transferred to local or provincial 
authorities without the same authorities being given responsibility for funding, a ‘democra-
tic deficit’ may arise. The problem is that policy-making, the collection and spending of 
public funds, and the supervision of and reporting on public money flows, all take place at 
different levels of government.
The debate should therefore also include the following question: is it desirable, in situati-
ons in which local authorities assume responsibility for the planning and execution of 
central government services, for the authority in question also to be responsible for 
funding, i.e. taxation?

2.4	 Accumulation of measures and involvement of more than one 
minister

Series of measures for improving efficiency, effectiveness and governance
The above developments show that the structure of Dutch public administration has 
undergone dramatic change in recent decades. This has not been the result of a single, 
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sweeping reform. Rather, it has taken the form of a series of small-scale alterations that 
have generally affected different facets of the structure and have been undertaken at 
different times. Some of these minor refurbishments have consistently affected the same 
bodies. In 2014, for example, autonomous government agencies were the subjects of nine 
government projects and measures for improving the standard of service, raising efficiency 
and (especially) enhancing governance (see Figure 6).

Figure 6 A single arm’s-length organisation affected by a series of government projects and 

measures

Spending cuts on top of measures
In addition to taking the measures listed in Figure 6, the government also sought to impose 
a number of spending cuts. These affected certain agencies and organisations with statu-
tory tasks. Taken together with spending cuts, the accumulation of measures can pose a 
threat to the ability to enforce the measures in question and the quality of their enforce-
ment. Who is accountable is things go wrong? And who is required to report on the results 
of the measures?

We also noted an accumulation of measures and spending cuts in other areas, as in the 
decentralisation operation in the social domain and within central government itself. 
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Spending was cut and policy planning and implementation were reorganised, all at short 
notice, with ‘normal service’ expected to be delivered at the same time.

More than one minister involved
There have also been situations involving more than one minister. This is the case, for 
example, with the shared service centres that have been set up to take care of the govern-
ment’s operational management. The same applies to certain government policies that do 
not fall within the scope of a single ministry, such as the security policy or government 
policy in the social domain. It also applies to situations in which non-governmental organi-
sations such as the Social Insurance Bank perform certain tasks for a number of ministers. 
Obviously, there are good reasons for this, such as the need for policy coherence and 
efficient operational management, but it does make it difficult to know which minister is 
responsible for what.

Coordination by a single minister
The government has sought to deal with this problem by making certain ministers respon-
sible for coordination in certain instances. This was the case, for example, with the now-
defunct programme for the rationalisation of the civil service. Alongside the Minister of 
Finance and the Minister of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, it is mainly the Minister for 
Housing and the Central Government Sector who plays a coordinating role in many cases: 
he is required to draw up guidelines for other ministers, make sure that they carry out 
agreements as intended, hold them to account if they fail to do so and intervene in relation 
to third parties wherever this is necessary. We found in 2014 that ministers often failed to 
properly discharge their coordinating role. We also found that ministers were reluctant to 
call their colleagues, and other government bodies, to account.

Distinguishing between the roles of owner and client
Another line adopted by the government involves distinguishing between two roles: that 
of an owner and that of a client. This is also relevant in situations in which executive agen-
cies work on behalf of more than one minister. For example, as the owner of the Social 
Insurance Bank, the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment is responsible for supervi-
sing both the Bank’s operational management and the continuity of its operations. The 
Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport and the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment 
are both clients of the Bank’s in that the Bank performs a number of specific tasks on their 
behalf. A set of principles for the tasks and responsibilities pertaining to these two roles 
had already been formulated in relation to executive agencies, and these have now been 
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refined to also cover autonomous government agencies (as set out in a circular on the 
governance of autonomous government agencies). We reported in our 2015 regularity 
audit that there is not always a clear delineation in practice between these roles and 
responsibilities. The example of the Housing Associations Authority quoted in section 1.3 
is a good illustration of this.

The issue of how coordinating tasks should be distributed and how different roles should 
be distinguished does not diminish the fact that a more fundamental problem is involved 
here. The powers of individual ministers are set out in both general and specific laws. The 
ministers’ resultant individual responsibility may be incompatible with a situation in which 
a number of ministers are involved either in operational management or in policy planning 
and/or execution.
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3	 Adapting information systems and adopting new 
technologies

The changing role and position of central government in all sorts of policy fields 
require appropriate methods of reporting and accounting. The way in which 
financial flows are recorded and reported could be brought more closely into line 
with the accounting and reporting procedures used by local and regional authori-
ties, non-profit organisations and private-sector companies. Arm’s-length organi-
sations could be encouraged to include in their reports information on aspects 
such as customer satisfaction. The enormous increase in the volume of data 
available on service delivery could help organisations to adopt smarter, leaner 
and quicker forms of reporting. New information systems could assist in this 
respect.

On the one hand, new trends such as the use of executive agencies operating at arm’s 
length from the government, forms of co-government and collaborative ventures require 
new methods of collecting, processing and distributing information alongside the conven-
tional systems and procedures. At the same time, new information systems and technolo-
gies may offer an alternative to these conventional systems and procedures and hence also 
require new reporting methods.

This chapter contains a number of suggestions for ways of adapting conventional informa-
tion systems by incorporating new technologies: the subjects addressed in this chapter are 
financial accounting and reporting (in section 3.1), horizontal reporting (section 3.2), open 
data and open spending (section 3.3), and data analytics and continuous auditing (section 
3.4). It is not our intention to produce an exhaustive list of all the options. There may be 
other, or better, alternatives. After all, the pace of change is incredibly fast. Our intention is 
rather to spark a debate. These new trends are primarily connected with the use of infor-
mation technology, and – as we have noted time and time again in our audit reports 
– problems involving the technical aspects of information systems have proved persistent, 
at both ministries and arm’s-length organisations.

3.1	 Financial accounting and reporting

A ministerial report consists of two parts: firstly, information on the spending of public 
money and, secondly, information on the results achieved with the money in question. 
Information on expenditure is recorded in the financial accounts. This forms the basis for 
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the budget and the annual report. The ministries’ accounts are prepared in accordance 
with the system of obligation-cash accounting. So it is possible to add information genera-
ted from accrual-basis accounting to that obtained from obligation-cash accounting?

A comparison of cash and accrual accounting
Cash accounting and accrual accounting are two systems of accounting that are used for 
recording and reporting on financial transactions. Under the cash system of accounting, 
transactions are recorded at the points where money enters the system and is spent. The 
obligation-cash system of accounting also records the point at which a payment obligation 
arises.

The accrual basis system of accounting records, and also generates information on, the use 
that is made of goods and services. ‘Costs’ are defined as items of expenditure that are 
allocated to a given period. Costs arise only after a given asset is taken into use. In other 
words, cash accounting (including the obligation-cash system of accounting) records and 
reports on expenditure, whereas accrual accounting records and reports on costs. Simi-
larly, cash accounting (including the obligation-cash system of accounting) records and 
reports income, whereas accrual accounting records and reports on revenue. This means 
that accrual accounting also generates information on the origins of and changes in the 
related financial values and obligations.

Let’s take the replacement of a bridge as an example. The new bridge is supposed to last 80 
years. Under the obligation-cash system of accounting, the purchase of a bridge is recor-
ded and reported as a single transaction, at the time when the Directorate-General for 
Public Works and Water Management pays the draughtsman and the contractor. The 
transaction does not reappear in the accounts at any stage during the next 80 years. Under 
the accrual system of accounting, however, one eightieth part of the purchase price of the 
bridge is recorded as a cost item every year. This is the principle of depreciation. The 
difference between the two systems is summarised in Figure 7.
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Figure 7 Reporting an investment under the cash basis system of accounting and the accrual basis 

system of accounting. The method of depreciation used in Figure 7 is linear. No account is taken of 

funding costs, inflation, management and maintenance, and technical developments.

Adding elements of accrual accounting to cash accounting has both advantages 
and disadvantages
Certain drawbacks are inherent to the use of an accrual system of accounting and repor-
ting. Where accrual accounting is used, a financial value must be assigned to infrastructure, 
property, defence equipment and IT systems. This is by no means an easy matter and 
involves making subjective judgements, thus complicating the process of assessing the 
regularity of transactions. Another disadvantage lies in the cost associated with the adop-
tion of a new system. And what is the added value of accrual accounting for those mini-
stries that do not make investments or form provisions?

The public sector uses different systems and rules for recording and reporting on 
financial transactions
Figure 8 is a diagram showing the accounting and reporting systems and rules in use in the 
Netherlands. The figure shows that, even where organisations use the same accounting 
system, they may nonetheless be subject to different reporting rules. The figure calls into 
question the precise differences between all the various systems used in practice.
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Figure 8 Reporting requirements in the Netherlands
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The use of different reporting systems makes it impossible to compare financial 
information
The greater the differences between accounting and reporting systems, the more difficult 
it is to compare financial figures with each other. This applies, for example, to the way in 
which the EMU balance is calculated. It represents a consolidation of the financial position 
of all public funds flowing through government budgets and funds (see Figure 1) and has 
become more important since the financial crisis. The EMU balance is calculated by the 
Dutch national statistical office, Statistics Netherlands. The figures published by Statistics 
Netherlands are unaudited figures. While the figures in the ministry annual reports are 
audited, they are not consistent with each other. One possible means of producing reliable 
data would be by harmonising the reporting procedures.

In the wake of the financial crisis, the issue of the comparability of accounting and repor-
ting figures now also figures prominently on the EU agenda. The European Commission 
would like to see all EU member states adopt a uniform and comprehensive system of 
government accounting. In order to bring this about, the Commission is planning to 
prepare legislation compelling the member states to adopt a uniform system of accrual 
accounting. The central governments of most member states either have already adjusted 
their accounting systems in recent years or are now taking action to do so. The Nether-
lands could make use of the experiences gained by other member states, and the lessons 
they have learned, in improving its own accounting and reporting systems.

Joint Ministry of Finance–Court of Audit study group to analyse the pros and 
cons of incorporating elements of accrual accounting in current model
In order to conduct a proper study of the pros and cons of incorporating elements of the 
accrual accounting system into the current model, which is based on cash accounting, the 
Minister of Finance has formed a joint study group with the Netherlands Court of Audit. 
The group is expected to report at the end of 2016.

3.2	 Horizontal reporting

When a local authority or an arm’s-length organisation reports to a minister, or when a 
minister reports to parliament, this is referred to as ‘hierarchic’ or ‘vertical’ reporting. It is 
based on the principle that the minister is responsible for managing and supervising the 
planning, funding and execution of policy. ‘Horizontal reporting’ is the name given to a 
situation in which the management of an arm’s-length organisation reports to clients, 
suppliers and other interested parties.
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Horizontal reporting information may comprise, for example, information on complaints 
or customer satisfaction surveys. Organisations may decide to inform their stakeholders by 
producing a public version of their annual report, or a journal, or by publishing open data. 
To a certain extent, horizontal reporting to the general public is more direct than the 
vertical information that ministers supply to the public’s elected representatives.

Horizontal reporting information can play an important role in promoting checks and 
balances, by providing information on organisational performance and operation. In other 
words, horizontal reporting can help to ensure that organisational performance comes 
under the scrutiny of more than just one pair of eyes. The government could encourage 
this type of reporting. After all, it could also pave the way towards a new type of vertical 
reporting. Could vertical reporting by arm’s-length organisations be supplemented by 
horizontal reporting? And if so, how could this be achieved?

Other examples of checks and balances are:
•	 supervision (as exercised, for example, by a supervisory board, advisory council, 

supervisory council, works council or audit committee);
•	 dialogue (for example, with customers, members or users);
•	 quality assurance (with the aid of benchmarking, peer reviews, certification or charters, 

for example).

The majority of organisations have their own quality assurance policy and their own 
internal supervisory body, and adjust their policies to take account of the wishes expressed 
by their stakeholders.

3.3	 Open data and open spending

The term ‘open data’ means that public data are freely accessible, available and reusable, 
without any restrictions. The term ‘open spending data’ refers to open data on the spen-
ding of public funds such as government grants.

Society is digitising at a dizzying speed. The government and arm’s-length organisations 
are also producing larger and larger quantities of digital information and digital databases, 
for example on traffic or land use. In addition to this descriptive information, the govern-
ment also produces (either intentionally or unintentionally) data on government activities, 
such as on grant and licence awards. Much of this data has a bearing on citizens and busi
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nesses, and on other actors involved in the implementation of government policy, such as 
provincial councils, local authorities and arm’s-length organisations.

For a number of reasons, the process of opening up this data is vital to the formation of a 
modern system of public reporting. First of all, like horizontal reporting information, open 
data is a valuable addition to current forms of vertical reporting information. It is also 
commensurate with an open, transparent and digital government. It enables citizens, 
businesses and organisations to be actively involved in devising solutions to social pro-
blems and to act as ‘armchair auditors’.

Secondly, open data gives central government itself a better opportunity to keep an 
efficient track of the results of policies implemented by provincial councils, local authori-
ties and arm’s-length organisations. As central government moves away from centre stage, 
so it is tending more and more to take on the role of an information coordinator. However, 
it can perform this role only if the cabinet takes firm action to ensure that open data 
standards are developed and used. Data must be exchangeable, particularly in a situation in 
which government policy is implemented by a range of non-ministerial parties.

One of the reasons for opening up data is that organisations are not always aware of the 
nature of the data they have in their possession. Another is that it helps to improve the 
quality of data. We believe that, in order to structure this process, the Netherlands needs 
to develop a ‘national information infrastructure’. The presence of this infrastructure 
would enable the government to make a systematic analysis of the type of data that repre-
sents the greatest added value to society at large and which therefore should in any event 
be open.

3.4	 Data analytics and continuous auditing

Data analytics: methods of analysing large sets of data (‘big data’)
Data analytics may be used for discovering new patterns in data sets or for using data sets 
to assess the validity of certain assumptions. Thanks to qualitative analytical techniques, we 
can make pronouncements about sets of non-numerical data such as words, photographs 
or video films.

These techniques may also prove of value for ministries, due to the enormous increase in 
the volume of data that has a bearing on government policy. This data offers ministries an 
opportunity to improve their services, for example by enabling taxpayers to submit digital 

Bijlagen4	 Understanding systems3	 Information systems2	 Accountability1	 The challengeContents Bijlagen4	 Understanding systems3	 Information systems2	 Accountability1	 The challengeContents



3333

tax returns that are part-completed in advance. This does not apply solely to open data: 
closed data may also be of use to ministries. Data that can be used to trace instances of 
fraud or misuse of public money is a good example. And data analytics can also be used, of 
course, to generate policy information, for example as part of a policy review.

Continuous auditing: computerised audits
The spread of digitisation and the use of big data can engender big changes in our under-
standing of the way in which public money is spent and of the regularity of government 
spending. What is the potential of block chain technology, for example? This technology, 
which forms the core of the Bitcoin system, involves adding new ‘blocks’ of information to 
a ‘chain’ of transactions every time a new financial translation takes place, thus guarantee-
ing the reliability of the transaction in question. Block chains can be used to boost confi-
dence in the regularity of transactions, thus reducing the need for independent audits 
performed by a notary or an accountant, for example. Given that block chains help create 
intrinsic, permanent confidence in the regularity of transactions, the ‘time’ aspect will 
eventually disappear from this type of process. Continuous, real-time audits will become a 
practical reality in the future, leading to a dramatic change in the nature of the audits 
currently performed by auditors.

It goes without saying that the government should meet high standards of prudence and 
ethical conduct in using these new techniques based on the use of data sets. This is where 
the challenge lies in the years ahead.
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4	 Understanding the results of policy

More information is needed on the results achieved with public funds and those 
areas in which improvements are needed. One of the reasons why this informa-
tion is needed is the ever greater distance between central government and the 
point of service delivery, as well as the ever increasing speed of public communi-
cation. The lack of sufficient, timely and clear policy information is proving to be 
a persistent problem in public reporting to parliament. The intractability of the 
problem seems to be a question of culture. This suggests that a culture change is 
needed to ensure that the government and parliament take, and retain, an inte-
rest in the results of government policy.

Reporting is not just about rendering account. It is also about learning where improve-
ments can be made. That means that information also needs to be provided about what 
has been done with the money (see section 4.1). In addition to information on results, 
information also needs to be provided on risks – and more particularly on the specific risks 
associated with the public finances (section 4.2). Because one of our recurring audit fin-
dings, year in, year out, is that there is a lack of good policy information, we believe that the 
cause of the problem lies not so much in a lack of knowledge of and skills in evaluation 
techniques, as in the need for both the government and parliament to take greater interest 
in policy results. Is this perhaps a matter of culture, of the way in which ministers, members 
of parliaments and government officials behave towards one another (section 4.3)?

4.1	 The quality of policy reviews

Good policy information is a precondition for a transparent, learning government
A lack of policy information may result in the government and parliament taking policy 
decisions that do not generate adequate results and also prove to be unnecessarily expen-
sive. A lack of good information may also prevent ministers from being able to report 
properly on the results achieved with the aid of the policy and the money in question. This 
is an area in which policy reviews are indispensable. Policy reviews can also help to reveal 
why a particular policy does not produce the expected results and where improvements 
are needed.

Shortage of effective policy reviews
Policy reviews are a means of generating policy information. Even though reviews can help 
to bring about improvements, we have for many years drawn attention to the dearth of 
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effective policy reviews. In 2011, for example, we concluded that there was not a sufficien-
tly clear picture of the state of healthcare spending as measures designed to improve the 
management of spending had not been evaluated. In other words, no one knew whether 
the policies in question worked. In the meantime, expenditure continued to rise. Another 
example involves the policy pursued in 2015 to stimulate the economy and create jobs. 
Again, no information was available on whether or not the policy had been successful in 
practice.

Spending reviews often not of adequate quality
Another recurrent finding is that those reviews that are performed do not generate 
enough information. The Minister of Finance stipulated in the Regulations on Regular 
Evaluations that all government policy should be reviewed at least once every seven years. 
We examined five such policy reviews in 2014: although these contained plenty of infor-
mation on spending, they contained virtually no information on efficiency and very little on 
effectiveness. This was despite the fact that they were designed for this very purpose. In 
the case of four of the five policy reviews, the letters in which the minister concerned 
presented the review findings to the Dutch House of Representatives were not consistent 
with the review findings themselves. The upbeat statements made by the ministers in 
these letters were not based on the actual review findings.

In order to evaluate the policy in question, the policy aims must be clear. In practice, this 
type of information is often not provided. The new budgetary system introduced in 2013 
(known as ‘accountable budgeting’) in fact gives parliament access to less information than 
before. There are many policy articles in relation to which the ministers simply explain 
what sort of activities they are planning to perform, without saying what specific social 
objectives they thereby wish to attain. Under the new system, ministers are not obliged to 
specify concrete operational objectives. A single policy article can cover more than one 
policy. All in all, policy articles have become more abstract.

One of the reasons for the lack of concrete information is the open nature of the way in 
which the minister’s responsibility is formulated. Under the system of accountable budge-
ting, the information presented must be in line with the minister’s direct responsibility. 
The more limited the minister’s responsibility is, the more concise the output information 
is likely to be and the briefer the information on the intended effects is bound to be. As a 
result, the policy articles sometimes fail to demonstrate much of a relationship between 
the public money that has been spent, the output the money is intended to produce, and 
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the effects this is intended to achieve. Another consequence is that no information is provi-
ded on substantial parts of the budgets, such as transfer payments and lump-sum pay-
ments. The new budgetary system was introduced in order to provide clearer information 
on the scope of a minister’s responsibility, on the policy tools and resources deployed by 
the minister, and the extent of the minister’s accountability.

Opportunities for improving spending reviews lie at the beginning of the process
Policy decisions are the result of a political process. We are aware that, in practice, this 
sometimes means that objectives, targets and indicators are not as clear as they should be. 
At the same time, all those involved in policy planning should wish to ensure that objecti-
ves, targets and indicators are formulated with maximum precision. Failing to do so makes 
it difficult to draw conclusions about results at a later stage, and hard to decide whether 
the money has been spent sensibly, economically and prudently, and whether the policy in 
question should be continued, adjusted or scrapped. So how can this situation be improved?

The first prerequisite is to pay more attention to results, both in formulating policy and in 
examining the alternatives. It is also crucial that policies should be underpinned by a cogent 
theoretical framework, and that objectives should be formulated as clearly as possible. It is 
definitely worth setting out the monitoring and evaluation procedure in advance, i.e. 
explaining how a judgement will be reached on whether the money has been spent sensi-
bly, economically and prudently. Finally, in situations in which more than one government 
body, organisation or business is responsible for planning or implementing government 
policy, results should be expressed in the same terms, to ensure that they are comparable 
with each other. We believe that, if these conditions are met, they will definitely help 
enhance understanding of the results achieved with public money.

4.2	 Understanding the risks posed to public finances

Our 2012 audit showed that the risks posed to public finances had increased in the previ-
ous years. For example, the value of explicit government guarantees doubled in the wake 
of the credit crisis (2008-2011). The government stands surety for financial institutions 
that are so large or so complex that their collapse would pose a threat to the entire finan-
cial system. In addition, both healthcare spending and pension rose faster than had previ-
ously been projected. The audit found that the prospects of economic growth had deterio-
rated since 2008, and public finances had become more susceptible to the ups and downs 
of the economic cycle during the same period. Parliament had not been supplied with 
regular, comprehensive information on these risks, despite the fact that members of 
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parliament needed this information in order to understand the changes in the level of risk 
and the interrelationships between the various types of risk. It should be pointed out that 
the government does now provide this information (in the Budget Memorandum).

In 2015, we identified an opportunity for giving parliament better information on the 
estimated level of tax revenues. We concluded that the explanatory notes in successive 
government memoranda were not always readily compatible, which meant that the basic 
principles underlying the revenue estimates differed in key areas, making it difficult to 
interpret both the figures and the explanatory notes. We urged the government to work 
together with the House of Representatives in examining how to improve the information 
on estimated tax revenues.

4.3	 Taking an interest in policy information: a culture change

The fact that the government often finds it difficult to work out what results its policies 
have had, is not the result of a lack of knowledge of and skills in evaluation techniques. 
Similarly, the government is aware of the value of policy information and policy reviews. 
Thus, the new budgetary system known as ‘accountable budgeting’ has been designed in 
part to identify the policy results for which ministers are responsible; the Regulations on 
Regular Evaluations set out certain requirements for policy reviews; and many ministries 
have inspectorates and research institutes that have all the knowledge and skills that are 
required to undertake effective policy reviews. Despite this, not only are not enough 
effective reviews performed, the ministers also fail to supply the Dutch House of Repre-
sentatives with sufficient information on their findings. Some reports have simply been 
filed away without any further action.

In this light, it is encouraging to see that the House of Representatives wishes to become 
more closely involved in policy reviews. This was made clear by the adoption of a private 
member’s bill in September 2014, introducing a requirement for the House of Represen
tatives to be sent a plan of action before any policy review is undertaken. This gives the 
House an opportunity to decide whether the review satisfies certain criteria for effective 
policy reviews. The question is, though: will this lead to any genuine change?

Admittedly, effective policy reviews are not always easy to perform. For example, it is 
difficult to obtain clear information on the results of education, job creation or develop-
ment cooperation. In many cases, a new government has taken office by the time the 
effects can be measured. Politicians do not take much interest in the implementation of 
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government policies. Moreover, defending a minister’s policy forms part of ministerial 
culture, often preventing ministries from taking a dispassionate view of their own policies 
and the way in which the minister reports on them. The question is: is this simply an 
expression of the dominant culture, i.e. of the way in which politicians are used to dealing 
with each other, and the way in which parliament is used to holding ministers to account?

Culture is a set of attitudes and behaviours displayed by people from a given group (such 
as ministers, government officials and members of parliament). It reflects the lessons that 
the group has learned during the course of time and the reasons for the group’s success. 
These attitudes and behaviours are based on deeply rooted assumptions and values. 
Cultures are not easy to change; and change takes time. Culture gives meaning to life and 
helps make life predictable, which is why people prefer to stick with a particular culture.  
A culture change can be brought about only if the group accepts the urgency of the need 
for change, i.e. that the group’s future is under threat if it does not change its culture 
(Schein). So are we prepared to question the established culture of government and 
parliament?

A study performed by the Netherlands Institute for Social Research shows that, compared 
with the inhabitants of other EU member states, the Dutch are relatively positive about 
their political system. There has been no decline in the level of public confidence in politics 
in the Netherlands, where people accept the value of living in a democracy. Attitudes 
towards politicians themselves are rather cooler, however: around half the population 
claim that politicians do not listen enough to what they want and feel that they do not have 
any influence over the government. At the same time, there are wide differences between 
different population groups, with lower educated people being generally less positive 
– and more sceptical about the EU – than higher educated people. Higher educated people 
continue to support the country’s membership of the EU, a view that has scarcely altered 
in the course of time. In this context, the Netherlands Institute for Social Research points 
to a widening gap between those with a relatively low level of education and those with a 
relatively high level of education.

Compared with other EU member states, the Dutch are relatively positive about the 
current situation. They are more pessimistic about the future than the ‘average’ EU citizen, 
though (Netherlands Institute for Social Research 2015).
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