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Engelse samenvatting/Summary

“Turmoil …!”
Trade-unionism in the Northern Netherlands, 1960-1992

 
I. Introduction
In 1995, the final report of the EURES research project was published, which involved the influence 
of trade unionism on the development of regions in Europe. The project, which had been conducted by 
German political scientist Detlev Albers, had been facilitated by the Directorate General for Regional 
Policy of the European Commission. (ALBERS, 1995)
Research in question is based on seventeen partial studies in five large Western European countries. 
Each country involved a selection of three regions: a region with a weak structure, a traditional industrial 
region, and an economically thriving region. In Germany, two more regions were added to the three 
previously selected regions. This was based on the intended entry of the ‘neue Bundeslaender’ into the 
Federal Republic of Germany and therefore the European Union.

In Albers’ view, the socio-economic developments largely take place in the regions. He states that the 
European Union can largely influence these developments, which it already does. This is not only 
because it involves a relatively new policy area, (the European regional policy, but also because it 
almost covers a quarter of the entire European budget, in terms of size. Moreover, this European policy 
needs direct involvement of both national and regional governments. Both the latter are challenged 
by the European Commission to formulate a regional development policy for their own regions. This 
particularly goes for the regions with a weak structure and the traditional industrial regions. 
Albers finds, however, that it is in fact the contexts of the national states that define the scope for and the 
competences of the regions and therefore the scope for and of regional, social and political ‘actors’.
In the course of time, however, the context of the national state can change, either or not related to socio-
economic developments of the national state in question or any of its regions. Moreover, organizations 
of the various social ‘actors’ can also change in the course of time, for instance related to a country or 
a region’s political developments. 

An important new policy area
Albers surveys trade unionism activities, in particular regional trade unionism activities. He states that 
up to the nineties, trade unionism in Western European countries had mainly engaged in employment 
policy of separate companies, incomes policy, and policy involving staff training. That is, only in a 
national context. It was not until the past few decades that trade unionism in several Western European 
countries started defining regional structural and development policy as an independent policy area that 
is prominent to trade unionism. 
On the one hand, it is made clear in Albers’ research that in the long run, regional policy can only be 
effective for that region if it relates to the own existing production structure and its reinforcement (the 
so-called endogenous development strategy).
On the other hand, it is expressed that, particularly when it comes to such an approach, chances of 
success largely depend on the degree of involvement in such a development strategy by regional 
‘actors’. Albers states that regions with a strong, own identity and a large degree of autonomy are 
characterized by a larger degree of involvement in regional development by the various social ‘actors’ 
than purely administrative (planning) regions.
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Preliminary questions
Albers’ EURES study also raises questions for the situation in the Netherlands. What about the situation 
in the Netherlands? Do regions play a role at all? If so, is Dutch trade unionism actually involved in the 
regional socio-economic development policy, for instance? 
These types of questions are the starting point of this study.

This study’s preliminary questions are the following:
4. from 1960-1992, was there any notion of a joint problem in the North of the Netherlands, which 

called for specific regional (northern-based) policy? If so, 
5. during the same period, was there any ‘social conflict’ between the north of the Netherlands and 

the region of The Hague? If so,  
6. did regional trade unionism manage to play a central role and/or become an important ‘actor’?

II. Economic geography
The study conducted by Albers also called for theoretical deepening. For this reason, it included 
research into the relationship between economic geography and regional developments. It aimed to 
find clues that (regional) trade unionism could be an important ‘actor’ in socio-economic development 
(of regions). 
Economic geography focuses on the choice of location by companies, the growth of regions and the role 
of governments to influence development processes. The question is, whether there is any mentioning 
of an important role for trade unionism in that respect. This is discussed in chapter II. It appears that 
trade unionism is mentioned as a regional actor every now and then, but it does not concern a key theme 
of economic geography. An encouraging fact, however, is that some empirical research has been done 
into trade unionism in the economic-geographical field over the past few years. The study’s first theme 
complex involves the relationship between the power of trade unionism and the degree to which it has 
managed to force a central incomes policy in a certain country. The second theme complex involves 
research into the intensity of the ‘battle of the classes’ in relation to production geography. The third 
theme complex involves research into the organizational issue: why do people join a trade union? Is 
trade union participation higher in employment situations where large groups of people work together? 
Finally, the forth theme complex involves research into weakening of trade unionism in the current 
anti-unionist era. 
Not much of a theoretical foundation can be found for the relationship between trade unionism and 
region. The role of trade unionism in the development of regions has gained more interest in economic 
geography, however. It has been the foundation of both this research and Albers’ research.

III. The research project
The objective of this research project is to  

gain further insight into the region, regional trade unionism and their mutual relationships in 
economic development of regions.  

It was decided to survey the relationship between regional trade unionism and socio-economic 
developments for a specific region, in a specific period. 
The central question, which is the starting point of this study, is:

“from 1960-1992, what influence did regional trade unionism in the north of the Netherlands 
have on the drastic restructuring processes that took place there at the time, and what is the 
maximum influence of future regional trade unionism on similar restructuring processes in the 
region?

In order to be able to make some broader statements one needs to be able to abstract from the findings 
in the northern region of the Netherlands that was surveyed. Albers’ research can be used in this respect. 
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Based on his comparative research, he offers a region typology. This typology is used here. It involves 
regions with a weak structure, traditional industrial regions and thriving regions. 

Research questions
Both against the background of Albers’ findings and the background of theoretical deepening from an 
economic geography point of view, the preliminary questions of chapter 1 can now be reformulated. 
Now, the questions are as follows:
7. Is there such a thing as a northern Dutch identity and it is related to a longing for more regional 

autonomy?
8. From 1960-1992, was there a ‘social conflict’ between a ‘movement against the disfavoured 

position of the north of the Netherlands’ and the region of The Hague?
9. Has trade unionism in the north of the Netherlands managed to transform its fairly weak structures 

into relatively strong regional trade unionism, which manifested itself as an important ‘actor’ at 
several moments in the respective period? 

10. From 1960-1992, what was the role of trade unionism (unions and federations) during several 
much talked-about restructuring processes in the north of the Netherlands?

11. What is considered the role and importance of regional trade unionism in the north of the 
Netherlands?

12. From 1960-1992, did the approach of trade unionism in the north of the Netherlands (trade unions 
and trade federations) lead to a concentration of strengths of the various regional actors? If so, have 
those led to any successes?

From chapter IV onwards, each chapter involves a specific part of the survey, matching the formulated 
research questions.  

IV The north of the Netherlands
The question that is addressed here is to what degree the north of the Netherlands can be considered 
a region. Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, at least cultural integration has taken place 
within the new kingdom. The second half of the nineteenth century is also characterized by economic 
integration, although at first this appeared to be an own industrial take-off by the province of Groningen. 
From 1875 onward, a process of ‘peripherization’ slowly evolves, involving superfluous population 
migrating to the west of the Netherlands, to the developing Ruhr Area in Germany, and to the new world 
in North America. 
Together, a common peat cutting past of a large part of the population, mechanization of agriculture and 
therefore a loss of agricultural workers – who made up the largest part of the agricultural provinces – , 
and structurally high unemployment – which stayed until the Second World War was over and caused 
another emigration flow - caused the three northern provinces – including parts of Overijssel – to have 
experienced the same developments, on the one hand, and become increasingly dependent on the region 
of The Hague or, better said, of the rapidly developing Randstad region, on the other hand.
From 1957 onwards, the foundation of the Dutch commission ‘Bestuurscommissie Noorden des Lands 
(BCN)’, which involved a joint governing commission for the north of the Netherlands, the latter region 
became increasingly connected from a political point of view. This was a deliberate attempt to get more 
control of the own region or, put differently, to positively influence the consequences of ‘national’ 
politics in The Hague for the north of the Netherlands. In the western regions of the Netherlands, 
circumstances were such that it was decided to formulate some sort of a regional development policy. 
Its first period ran from 1945 to 1950 (the post-war reconstruction).
The second period ran from 1950 to 1969 (industrialization, core policy, and wage explosion).
The third period ran from 1969 to 1982 (intensive growth, decentralization policy, sector policy, and the 
idea of an integral development policy).
The forth period ran from 1982 to 1992 (Dutch ISP, the northern polder, and finally – in 1992- the 
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foundation of the Northern Netherlands Provinces (Dutch SNN, Samenwerkingsverband Noord-
Nederland)).

V. A social conflict?
In the north of the Netherlands, among other regions, disappointment involving regional development 
increasingly led to tension between the region and the national government in The Hague. This calls for 
further explanation. Several existing ideas about the subject are discussed briefly. It is made clear what 
collective protest, as a forerunner of a social movement, exactly means in this study:90

Collective protest is a socio-political mobilization of a combination of actors with the aim 
of bringing about (or preventing) a certain social change, where people find themselves in a 
situation of inequality, in particular a power distance, compared to another combination of 
actors – often the government – whom the party in question has come into conflict with, an 
action, based on a performed action, which is often considered divergent behaviour by the 
other party. 

A movement can only be called a social movement if the collective protest is or becomes organized. 
Turner and Killian state that social movements can best be seen as movements where all participating 
organizations share the same value orientation. 
Smelser distinguishes various determinants that need to be considered before collective behaviour can 
take place. This ranges from structural tension being present, via mobilizing people to participate in 
action, to the functioning of social control. 
Moreover, Turner and Killian add prevention of a fast growing and fast spreading common belief as 
a sort of basic condition for the inception of a social movement. Fast social changes cause tension 
and conflict. In special circumstances, this can lead to social movements. If this is the case, such a 
social movement easily clashes with the established order. From that point on, the protest can also be 
interpreted as a ‘social conflict’.
Webter and Oberschall share the view that it mostly involves a battle of values and/or claims to a certain 
status, power (and, sometimes, scarce raw materials).
Tilly, Olson and Oberschall go into the chances of social conflicts arising. 
After that, they discuss the factors that determine the degree of success of the revolting party. 

Section 5.2 describes whether there was a ‘social conflict’ in the north of the Netherlands in the surveyed 
period (1960-1992). The conclusion is that there was indeed a social conflict, namely the ‘social 
conflict’ between the north of the Netherlands and The Hague. After that, it is indicated who exactly 
were involved in this ‘social conflict’, what their mutual relationships were, and how the movement/the 
conflict developed. 

Research by Van Schuur and Zanen
Research has been done into the breeding ground for a ‘social conflict’ between the north and the 
Netherlands and The Hague, by Van Schuur and Zanen. It involved several questions about the 
relationship between the north of the Netherlands and ‘The Hague’, which were asked to a representative 
selection of inhabitants of the northern region. 
The view is broadly shared, based on the answers to the questions, that the north of the Netherlands is in 
a disadvantaged position, that the three northern provinces should collaborate more to receive sufficient 
attention from central government, and that people in the north should benefit more from natural gas 
revenues in their areas. These issues are considered important by the respondents. It is a matter of debate, 
whether northern representatives of national parties have done enough for the northern region, but the 

90 L.Rademaker, Benaderingen van collectief protest, 1993, pag. 13
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idea that the north of the Netherlands should become more independent of the central government in 
The Hague is rejected by a majority (33% of the people interviewed share this opinion). 
Further research into the dates shows, among other things, that two types of criticism towards ‘The 
Hague’ can be distinguished. These are indicated as the conflict critical and the cooperative critical 
types of approach in the book.  
A new variable can be distinguished: regional pride. It appears that the more there is regional pride, the 
more respondents have a conflict critical attitude towards The Hague. Both basic attitudes, cooperative 
critical and conflict critical, appear to be related to the concept of regional pride, however. The latter 
concept was measured based on a number of attitudinal and behavioural indicators, namely the use of 
regional language, listening to or reading regional media. In this respect, compared to Frisians, people 
from Groningen and Drenthe are a little different, especially when it comes to appreciating the own 
province and/or the northern region of the Netherlands, for that matter. Finding these two attitudes 
towards the central government is highly relevant and interesting for the research project ‘trade 
unionism in the north of the Netherlands, 1960-1992’. The conflict critical attitude can be considered 
a permanent breeding ground for a social conflict. The cooperative critical attitude is shared by those 
who do not support a developing regional, social movement just like that. In particular, they will not 
do that if the social movement in question manifests itself as a collective action. This group of northern 
inhabitants is not easily encouraged to participate in collective action, with chances to a new social 
conflict. Circumstances define, however, whether parts of this group will join action if a social conflict 
with ‘The Hague’ arises. 

Section 5.4 describes the course of the conflict between the north of the Netherlands and The Hague in 
more detail. As far as the northern ‘movement’ and undertaking action is concerned, it appears to involve 
a unity of disparity and reviving a conflict every now and then. The question is, of course, whether the 
protesting party is able to develop sufficient strength to form a real threat to the established order. 
Mobilizing a movement’s people is a long-term process. Successively, it involves forming crowds, 
groups, associations, and organizations, which all have the purpose of realizing collective goals. 

VI. Regional trade unionism as part of national trade unionism. 
In order to be considered a social movement again, post-war trade unionism in the Netherlands needed 
to free itself from the limits of the centrally directed incomes policy. This centrally directed incomes 
policy had proven successful as a political concept, however. For a very long time, the Netherlands 
were a ‘cheap place’. As a result, export took place on a large scale. Consequently, from 1947 to 1963, 
the country managed to recover from war damage in a spectacular way. After the reconstruction period, 
a start could be made with the foundation of a welfare state. 
This post-war interim period had caused an internal problem for trade unionism, however: the issue of 
‘management and members’ growing apart. Trade unionism professionalized and since there was hardly 
any conflict on a socio-economic level, it meant falling apart of local and regional trade unionism. 
Centralism was the order of the day. 
In the course of the sixties, things started to move again (think of the national building strike in 1960, 
dismissing of the centrally directed incomes policy, the discussion about undivided trade unionism 
(proposal by A. Kloos), abandoning of the communist clause and interference with several regions that 
were coping with large unemployment problems). 
At the end of the sixties, this active interference (deploying Mr Adri de Boon, vice-chairman of the 
Dutch Federation of Trade Unions (NVV), in the north of the Netherlands) appeared a necessity, 
especially in the north of the Netherlands, where the Dutch Communist Party (CPN) still had quite a 
following.
At the end of the sixties, there was a growing idea within trade unionism to come to strengthening of 
regional trade unionism. Influenced by a general democratization movement, the idea came to extend 
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regional (and local) activities. On an increasing scale, trade unionism also started to interfere in a 
variety of issues. Local and regional mobilization of active executives started.

Two decades long the trade union federations were a broad movement on ther own.
Many relevant issues came along and the membership participated heavely.

In the early nineties, this process started to decline, however. National trade unions had grown so large, 
that they wanted to be active in all socially relevant areas. They no longer needed a trade federation. 
Consequently, the trade federation had to fight to survive (which had already happened on a previous 
occasion, namely at the beginning of the eighties, when the number of members diminished drastically). 
At the beginning of the nineties, local and regional trade union infrastructure was the victim of this fight 
to survive. 

It is remarkable, that in the north of the Netherlands, the degree of organization has always been 
considerably higher than in the rest of the country, except for the province of Zeeland. This was 
hardly noticed by trade union critics. The discussion, which was partly academic, always focused on 
the benefit, the chance and the use of continuation of trade unionism. What was special about trade 
unionism in the north of the Netherlands?

Chapter 6.4 describes the revival of trade unionism after 1960 from the perspective of the northern 
region of the Netherlands. This region is increasingly confronted with problems in several dominant 
business sectors. Restructuring of businesses and business sectors prompts trade unions to maintain 
active contacts with their members in the various companies. Initially, this did not go smoothly, but 
after a while things started to get better. In the early seventies, these activities in companies are even 
worked out as an organizational concept, especially at Dutch industrial union Industriebond. 
Now, trade unionism needs to prove that it can be a social movement again. The question is, in a literal 
and a symbolic sense, whether it will step up and take action or leave things the way they are.    

VII         Business sector analyses 
This chapter goes into the restructuring processes in five industry sectors. How did restructuring take 
place in those sectors? 
The following hypothesis is used:

“From 1960-1992, trade unionism in the north of the Netherlands increasingly managed to 
develop into a binding force in that region due to its direct and indirect interference with several 
highly drastic sectoral restructuring processes”

This has been surveyed. Seven aspects were selected, based on which the role and influence of trade 
unionism are measured. It involves three-point scales: negative, neutral, and positive. A positive score 
to all seven aspects means maximum influence by trade unionism (in the respective sector). This makes 
trade unionism both the central actor and the binding force in that sector. The more neutral or negative 
scores, the less this dominant position is the case.  
Research covers the years from 1960 to 1992. 
The following sectors were selected: strawboard, ready-to-wear garments, potato flour, shipbuilding, 
and dairy products. 
Twenty-nine questions were asked for each sector. It involves collecting information in order to be 
able to make a qualitative description of the restructuring processes in question. What was the general 
situation in the sector, what caused sectoral restructuring to come about, what was the (starting) position 
of the trade unions involved, what was the starting position of employers’ organizations, was there any 
restructuring plan, how did restructuring take place, what was the final result? 
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Based on the questions for each sector, an image was created of the meaning of the sector to the region. 
Furthermore, the role of trade unionism (unions and federation) was studied in the respective sector 
during the restructuring processes, from 1960 to 1992.

VIII, IX, X and XI 
Chapter VIII informs us about the opinions of the members of the forty-one work councils in 41 firms 
with more than 200 employees in the Northern Netherlands.
These work council members are questioned about their opinions of the trade-unions’ activities in the 
Northern Netherlands in the period 1960-1992.
Chapter IX examines the relations between the different participating actors in the conflict with The 
Hague.
Chapter X gives the over-all conclusions about this research project.
And, finally, chapter XI is a retrospective on this whole project as such.

The tentative conclusion of this piece is that trade unionism as a whole did in fact play a binding role 
in the region from 1960 to 1992. Action on the part of trade unions not only saved four sectors, but also 
led to an improvement of those sectors on a technological and a social level. Action on the part of trade 
unions has strongly reinforced the idea of the northern region of the Netherlands being a joint region, 
which has largely contributed to the development of regional policy, tailored to this northern region. 

From the start, trade unionism has been part of a ‘movement against the disadvantaged position of the 
north of the Netherlands’. Moreover, it was an active participant the moments this movement turned 
into a real ‘social conflict’ (on multiple occasions), although in the end there was no room for it to solve 
this ongoing social conflict in a political way with the government in The Hague (due to politics in 
the north and due to national trade unionism). By now, regional and local trade union ‘infrastructure’ 
have more or less been dismantled. Therefore, for the time being, it will have to be the northern region 
of the Netherlands itself, that has to take care. Needed is a strong northern identity. A regional trade 
union movement could come to live again, (in whatever form) to assist the other regional actors in their 
struggles against far away governments. 
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