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The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated ex-
isting inequalities and magnified the effects of the mismanage-
ment of public funds. In the Netherlands, trust in politics and
government has declined over the past year, particularly due to
the toeslagenaffaire childcare allowance scandal. Some policy
and legal initiatives to counter inequalities and mitigate the so-
cio-economic impact of Covid-19 are currently being prepared,
but they are still in their initial stages, and their effects cannot
yet be felt or measured. Precariousness still affects too many
people in the country, and there was a sharp increase in the
number of flexible and self-employed workers over the last year.
- A deterioration of working conditions is noticeable in higher un-
mlmr employment rates, especially among the young. Gender equal-
ity is far from being a reality, but some measures are being pre-
pared to reduce gender identity discrimination. Decentralisation
‘TOGETHER FOR is increasing mequalltl.es in areas such as access to health-
SOCIAL EUROPE care, housing, and social protection. The shortage of affordable
housing remains a major problem. Civic space in the country is
open, and freedom of assembly and speech have been suffi-
ciently promoted and protected. Nevertheless, freedom of the
press is sometimes at risk and needs to be dealt with by the
competent authorities.
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Equal opportunities and
access to the labour market

In the Netherlands, according to the National
Strategy Group (NSG), the perspective of the
majority of population on the Dutch welfare
system has dramatically changed over the
last year.” The trigger was the allowance af-
fair toeslagenaffaire, in which the government
wrongly accused of fraud tens of thousands
of people who had received allowances legit-
imately but then had to return them. The NSG
denounces the government’s efforts to fight
intentional fraud, as this eventually led to sys-
temic ethnic profiling, the violation of funda-
mental principles of law, and obstruction by
many governmental bodies. These included
the cabinet, as stated in the Ongekend Onrecht

— Unprecedented Injustice — parliamentary re-
port published in April 2021. Ultimately, the
allowance affair exposed years of systemic
injustice and mismanagement of funds, lead-
ing to a strong decline in approval of the gov-
ernment and reduced trust in politics in gen-
eral. The NSG believes that the new cabinet’s
priority should be to establish credibility and
trustworthiness.

Another cornerstone of the Dutch welfare sys-
tem — the 2015 Participatiewet (Participation
Act) — has also recently fuelled further dissat-
isfaction with the country’s welfare system. The
law — which sets the eligibility requirements
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for receiving social unemployment benefits
— instructs beneficiaries to communicate any
circumstances that may affect their income.
Therefore, any material support received on top
of social benefits may alter beneficiaries’ eligi-
bility, and a failure to communicate such sup-
port could even be considered fraud. In some
cases, this rule has been interpreted strict-
ly by public authorities, hurting many people
who were found guilty of receiving just small
amounts of support from family and friends.
Although no formal changes have yet been ap-
proved, the Dutch parliament has already pro-
posed an amendment to the law, which would
allow beneficiaries to receive additional kinds of
grants. These episodes, too, were not beneficial
for trust in politics during 2020. To counter these
trends, Dutch municipalities are increasingly
preparing to act autonomously. Nevertheless,
the NSG expresses its concerns, as further de-
centralisation of the Dutch welfare system often
reinforces inequalities across the country.

Precariousness endures as a widespread is-
sue across the Netherlands. As reported al-
ready in the Social Rights Monitor 2019 and
2020, vulnerable and minority groups re-
main overrepresented in sectors where
precarious work is more common. Youth,
migrants, LGBTQI+ people, and women are
frequently on flexible work contracts or self-em-
ployed, meaning they have less social protec-
tion and security. Recently published research?®
investigating the main labour market obstacles
for transgender people finds different bottle-
necks in medical leave schemes. It therefore

proposes the introduction of ‘transition leave’
to reduce disadvantages and take the first step
towards broader action needed to strengthen
transgender people’s roles in the labour mar-
ket. Moreover, migrant seasonal workers have
repeatedly been reported to be working in ap-
palling conditions and suffering maltreatment
and intimidating behaviour.®

Precariousness affects both workers on flex-
ible contracts and the lone self-employed
(ZZPers), which reached a combined peak
of 1.166 million (more than one-eighth of the
working population) in the final quarter of

2020." In January 2020, the Wet Arbeidsmarkt
in Balans (WAB - Balanced Labour Market
Act) entered into force, with the primary ob-
jective of reducing the differences in costs and
risks between permanent and flexible employ-
ment contracts. The Dutch Ministry of Social
Affairs and Employment was charged with as-
sessing the act,! but it could not properly mea-
sure the effects on the labour market due to
the consequences of the pandemic. However,
the gap between the two types of employment
contracts was confirmed by the government’s
response to pandemic: workers on flexible
contracts, and ZZPers were not prioritised for
receiving financial support. Consequently, the
NSG reports that the WAB had limited effects,
as major gaps persist between the contracts.

Gender equality remains a major challenge
for the labour market in the Netherlands. The
gender gap — measured in terms (among
others) of salary, employment conditions,
and working time, has been shrinking in re-
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cent years, but at 74.1 it still remains higher
than the European average of 67.9.2 The
participation rate of women is particular-
ly worrying: the rate of full-time equivalent
(FTE) employment corresponds to 38% for
women, and this figure is expected to de-
crease as a consequence of the Covid-19
pandemic. In addition, women’s participation
remains extremely low in high-level and deci-
sion-making positions.’™ The NSG finds that,
although gender inequalities are covered by
media and researchers, a silent acceptance
is spreading across the country. This feeling
may be fuelled by ineffective and inadequate
legislation. A 30% target for the participation
of women on private businesses’ boards was
introduced in 2013, but without proper bind-
ing targets the increase in such participation is
slowing down or even coming to a standstill.™
As reported in 2020 research on the topic,'®
too few companies feel the need adapt to a
more inclusive approach: 90% fail to meet the
target, while in 43% no woman is part of the su-
pervisory board. This data may also reflect the
fact that women in the Netherlands continue
to have the main responsibility for family care,
from daily housework to assistance for the el-
derly, people with disabilities, and children.®

Nevertheless, in 2020 some positive steps
were taken in the context of work-life balance.
Paid parental leave is still one week, but addi-
tional leave has been extended to five weeks.
The parent on additional leave will not receive
a full salary but instead a benefit not high-
er than 70% of their daily wage.'” Moreover,
more-flexible working times and the possibility

of working from home are being implemented
in national legislation and collective agree-
ments, meaning that an increasing number of
people will soon be able to benefit. Finally, the
Netherlands will from 2024 pioneer the remov-
al of gender registration (‘°X’, ‘F’, ‘M’) from iden-
tity cards. This will help to promote equality and
respect for all gender identities.

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic contin-
ued to dramatically affect the Dutch economy,
which experienced a contraction due to declin-
ing household and public consumption.'® The
pandemic exacerbated existing inequali-
ties in the labour market and beyond, high-
lighting the need to strengthen the social
security system. Indeed, according to the
Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS),'® the pan-
demic provoked exceptional consequences for
labour and income: during 2020, unemploy-
ment increased, reaching 309,000 people in
May 2021, or 3.3% of the labour force. In 2020,
labour participation declined, touching 67.7%
in the first quarter of the year, when 250,000
job losses were recorded. Research shows
that the number of people living with social as-
sistance benefits is increasing each year, par-
ticularly among the young: there has been a
9% increase among people aged less than 27.
This is also true for municipal social benefits
(bijstand), for which the majority of recipients
are less than 30 years old.?°
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This figure reflects the decline in labour mar-
ket participation of this age group. However,
the NSG reports that the government did not
undertake any specific measure to prevent or
tackle growing youth unemployment (aged
15 to 29), which increased more than 1 per-
centage point from 2019 to 6.6% in 2020.%'
This data is alarming, as youth unemployment
had been decreasing over the previous seven
years. As a consequence, the NSG expects an
increase in demand for youth care, and there-
fore calls for the development of new patters
of participation and work in the years to come.
Long-term support will likely be needed for the
young generation, even after they enter the la-
bour market.

According to the NSG, some of the changes
imposed by the pandemic on working con-
ditions are here to stay. Despite initial hesita-
tion, the possibility of creating a hybrid way of
working — some days at the office, others from
home - is gaining support among both em-
ployees and employers.? It will allow people to

21 Eurostat (2021) Youth unemployment rate: https:

move further away from cities into rural areas
where housing prices are more sustainable,
while reducing office sizes. The NSG moreover
reports that another consequence of the pan-
demic has been a change in the perceived so-
cietal status of some professions. Sectors that
proved essential during the lockdowns to hold
societies together — for instance education per-
sonnel and healthcare employees — have expe-
rienced growing public recognition and salary
increases. On the other hand, workers in other
sectors have faced decreases in income: 10%
of workers may not receive their vakantiegeld
(holiday pay) benefit in 2021,2° twice as many
as in 2020.

In 2021, the Dutch government has extended
some support measures that were planned to
end in 2020, by amending them for the lon-
ger term. New support packages are being
prepared by the government, with an eye on
the socio-economic situation over the coming
year, which is still unclear.
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Social protection

and inclusion

Aside from the impact of Covid-19, the NSG re-
ports unequal access to healthcare and social
protection across the country. Constraints are
partially geographical, as general practitioners
tend to work in the most populated areas. But
they are also financial, as people living on
social benefits often cannot afford to pay for
necessary medical care and treatment. This is
more common among migrant workers, who
usually depend on their employer and work
contract for housing support and healthcare.
Losing a job therefore means losing access to
social protection. This is also the case with the
Covid-19 vaccination scheme, for which only
registered inhabitants of the Netherlands are
considered eligible.?*

GOOD PRACTICE
Diversity Day

In October 2020, more than 300 organ-
isations, governmental institutions, and
companies took part in ‘Diversity Day’,
which aims to create a public space to
share good practices for inclusion at
work and beyond. The starting point was
the question, “Are you yourself at work?”
The main message was that talent de-
velopment only happens if people have
a free and safe space in which to express
themselves. The initiative will be repeat-
ed in October 2021 as well.

Despite the economic downturn caused by the
Covid-19 pandemic, housing prices continued
to rise at a steady pace. Growth of 11.5% was
registered from April 2020 to April 2021, the
sharpest increase in the last two decades. The
NSG reports that in the Netherlands, housing
is often not accessible or affordable, pointing
out that it takes twice the average household
income to afford average housing prices. Thus,
young people and vulnerable groups — who
normally have the lowest incomes — are often
not able to buy. In the rental market, inequal-
ities and an unfair taxation system put
tenants at a huge disadvantage compared
to owners. Put simply, house owners benefit
from tax reductions — in the form of mortgage
interest deductions, or hypotheekrente aftrek?®
— that tenants cannot profit from.?” This caus-
es an unfair and growing gap between owners
and tenants, as tenants deal with living costs
that increase every year. Social housing is
available through a system of waiting lists, but
it is reported?® that it takes an average of seven
years to reach the top of a list and be eligible
for social housing. The municipality of Lands-
meer has the record of a 22-year waiting list.
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Schools, universities, and providers of non-for-
mal education were temporarily closed due
to the Covid-19 pandemic, and classes and
study activities were held online. Studying
from home is possible when students have
access to a computer and an adequate physi-
cal space. In the Netherlands, according to an
OECD country note published in 2020, these
two conditions were met by a high percentage
of students: 95% reported having a computer,
while 97% had access to an appropriate study
space at home. Therefore, the NSG reports, the
number of early school leavers has dropped
over the last year. Nevertheless, these condi-
tions may have deteriorated over the course of
the year, as cases were registered where both
space and tools had to be shared with other
members of a household. For those students
without access to adequate tools, online
learning exacerbated existing inequali-
ties. This was particularly true for people
in disadvantaged socio-economic situa-
tions and for migrants in need of learning
and practicing the Dutch language. Indeed,
10% of the surveyed students declared that
the language spoken at home was different
from the one used for education, resulting in
less support from other members of the house-
hold. Learners whose educational efforts could
be assisted by parents and other household
members speaking the same language as the
one used in education were at an advantage.
Though the long-term effects are not yet vis-
ible, increasing inequalities among students
will likely have a strong impact on both person-
al growth and career development.

The NSG reports that the decentralisation of
the Dutch public sector has been a catalyst for
inequalities across the country. Public and so-
cial policies are managed by 12 provinces and
almost 400 municipalities. Local government
is responsible for youth and long-term care,
mental healthcare, income support, and social
assistance. The NSG denounces the way in
which decentralisation creates fragmen-
tation and an imbalance in the treatment®
of people in different areas of the country:
municipal services are better in areas where
demand for support is lower and where munic-
ipalities are simply better organised.

As of January 2022, a new law on the integra-
tion of newcomers (inburgering®') will come
into effect, changing the integration system.
While newcomers have been personally re-
sponsible for the fulfilment of ‘integration obli-
gations’ (mainly concerning language learning)
since 2013, Dutch municipalities will now play
a greater role in guiding newcomers through
the integration process. They will help them to
find schools, with the aim of faster integration
and participation in society. This move towards
a more decentralised system is likely to give
newcomers better opportunities and ad-hoc
solutions, but the NSG says this will lead to
different treatment and chances for different
newcomers.

29 OECD (2020) School education during Covid-19: were teachers and students ready? https://www.oecd.org/education/Nether-
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Civic space

In the Netherlands, freedom of assembly and
speech are constitutionally guaranteed, and
the NSG reports that despite Covid-19 mea-
sures, they have generally been respected
and protected by local authorities. During
2020, the government supported the right
to peacefully assemble so long as Covid-19
measures were respected. It was difficult and
controversial, sometimes resulting in police
violence against demonstrators, as happened
in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and The Hague
during the large demonstrations for the Black
Lives Matter movement. Other tensions de-
veloped at demonstrations against Covid-19
measures and at farmers’ demonstrations
against new nitrogen rules. The Dutch Coun-
cil on Human Rights (College voor de Recht-
en van de Mens) therefore intervened and
clarified the boundaries for demonstrations
during the pandemic. It stated that the gov-
ernment must guarantee and even facilitate
demonstrations, so that they are visible and
audible to the targets of their protest. But the

Council also said that demonstrations that
use violence or promote hatred and discrim-
inatory messages do not fall under the free-
dom of demonstration and should therefore
be stopped by authorities. Moreover, it made
clear that Article 9 of the Dutch Constitution
allows the restriction of demonstrations if this
is necessary to protect public health — for ex-
ample, when participants would not be able
to maintain sufficient distance between each
other.

On freedom of the press, the NSG expresses
its concern over the frequent violence against
journalists and press workers. As indicated in
the 2021 World Press Index,*® press freedom
in the country has deteriorated from 2020:
physical attacks on journalists increased, and
the government has not improved the me-
dia’s access to state-held information. (The
allowances affair is one example.) In addition,
mass data collection often violates journal-
ists’ privacy.
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Civil dialogue on national
recovery and resilience plans

The European Commission’s 2020 Country
Specific Recommendations touched upon two
vital issues for the NSG. They recommended
that the country strengthen social protection for
self-employed workers and increase public in-
vestment in housing. One year later, SOLIDAR
and the NSG recognise that there is still a long
way to go, and that further legislative support is
needed to make improvements in these areas.

After the pandemic disrupted the usual Eu-
ropean Semester cycle, European countries
were asked this year to prepare national Re-
covery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs), in or-
der to benefit from the financial support of the

European Recovery and Resilience Facility. To
develop fair and effective plans, the support of
civil society and social partners is necessary
at all stages. Member states must therefore
plan consultations with stakeholders to en-
sure that their national plans reflect society’s
diverse demands and priorities. However, the
NSG judged the involvement of civil soci-
ety in the development of the NRRP to be
extremely limited, if not non-existent. As
the Netherlands has decided to wait until 2022
to present its NRRP, the NSG and SOLIDAR
strongly call for a change of trajectory, in order
immediately to include civil society in the plan’s
development.
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SOLIDAR’s Social Rights Monitor 2021 has been developed in the framework of the Together
for Social Europe programme co-funded by the EU Programme for Employment and Social
Innovation (EaSl). It provides an insight into the state of social rights in 16 European countries.
The Monitor assesses the state of social Europe in terms of equality of opportunities, fair
working conditions, social protection, inclusion and civic space based on the observations
of Civil Society Organisations working on the ground in combination with statistical data and
scientific findings. This information is provided by National Strategy Groups that are set up in
each of the 16 countries by a SOLIDAR member or partner. The 2021 Monitor also analyses to
which extent civil society and social partners have been involved in the design of the national
Recovery and Resilience Plans, integrated in the 2021 European Semester cycle.
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