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Photo page 1: The Cultural department of the 
Netherlands in Turkey, together with Istanbul 
Foundation for Arts and Culture (IKSV),  
did an exploration of the cultural field in Turkey.  
A mapping was done in 19 cities from different 
regions in Turkey to form an idea on the local 
cultural field, to widen our network as well as 
introduce ourselves to gain new partners.  

Making connections between different groups  
in society is one of the main objectives of the 
Nether lands cultural policy in Turkey. The 
Embassy and Consulate want to create a cultural 
dialogue with various different new target groups 
and build on sustainable cultural cooperation 
between the Netherlands and Turkey. On 26 and  
27 June 2019 they organized the conference 

Making Connections through Arts and Culture, 
where the role of culture in society was being 
discussed by experts, policy makers, cultural 
organizations and artists from all around Turkey 
and from the Netherlands. By doing this, they 
created a platform where people from all over  
the country came together.  
Photograph: Poyraz Tütüncü
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n this Boekman Extra, five articles mark  
the five decades during which the Dutch 

government has made targeted contributions to 
international cultural exchange and cooperation. 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (BZ) has also 
held the position of cultural ambassador for  
40 years. These are two reasons for reflecting on 
the how and why of this policy. 
 International cultural policy (ICB) does  
not only focus on artistically-driven exchange. 
This is evidenced by an interview with cultural 
ambassador Arjen Uijterlinde and some of his 
colleagues working in London, Istanbul and 
Jakarta. In the latest policy paper for inter-
national cultural policy, art, heritage and the 
creative industry are also involved in global 
issues, as expressed in the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).
 This collection of articles also comprises a 
review of international cultural policy in recent 
years by Toine Minnaert. Judith Frederiks and 
Tamara van Kessel then show how, within the 
framework of Leeuwarden as European Capital 
of Culture in 2018, artists linked the local context 
with ecological issues that concern the whole 
world. The local context also appears to be 
important for the international policy of major 
cities, as Toef Jaeger shows in her article on 
cities such as Amsterdam, Rotterdam and 
Maastricht. 

 The countries with which the Netherlands  
has historical ties, occupy a specific place in 
international cultural policy. The policy talks 
about “shared heritage”. However, Esther 
Captain believes that this wording does not do 
sufficient justice to the colonial past, and the 
unequal balance of power within it. She prefers 
to talk about “entangled heritage”. 
 Together, the five articles thus provide a wide 
range of the perspectives with which the Nether
lands approaches international cultural exchange. 
During 50 years of international cultural policy, 
the world has become faster, more complex,  
but also more interconnected. Where we are 
going from here is uncertain, but we can derive 
one lasting certainty from the words of Arjen 
Uijterlinde: “Art and culture, like knowledge and 
science, are not bound by borders”. •

The Boekman Foundation is the Dutch 
knowledge centre for art, culture and policy.  
For this publication we worked together with 
DutchCulture, a network and knowledge 
organisation for international cultural 
cooperation.

The five articles are a selection from Boekman’s Dutchlanguage 
themed issue on international cultural policy (#125, winter 2020).

Art without borders
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Maxime van Haeren, Jack van der Leden and André Nuchelmans
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Editorial 
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International 
cultural policy 
(ICB) in practice

What keeps the world of cultural diplomacy turning and
what opportunities are there in these challenging times? 
Ambassador for International Cultural Cooperation  
Arjen Uijterlinde in The Hague, the respective Heads of 
Culture & Communication of the embassies in Turkey, 
Quirine van der Hoeven, the United Kingdom, Roel van de 
Ven and Indonesia, Yolande Melsert, also the Director of 
the Erasmus Huis in Jakarta, share their views.

4

Mirthe Berentsen
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ongratulations, the position of Ambassador 
for International Cultural Cooperation has 

existed for 40 years. What does the position 
actually entail?
uijterlinde: The position illustrates the high 
degree of importance the Dutch government 
attaches to culture as a pillar of foreign relations. 
Originally, the ambassador’s role related largely 
to interstate traffic and bilateral cultural treaties. 
Since then, the emphasis has shifted to linking 
and integrating cultural and foreign policy.  
The Ministries of Foreign Affairs (BZ) and 
Education, Culture and Science (OCW) have 
joined forces within this context. The ambassador 
advises the respective cabinet ministers within 
their own ministries, and acts as an inter
departmental contact and budget holder for 
international cultural programmes. The cultural 
attachés can approach us with any questions they 
may have – my team and I serve as their home 
base. This sometimes relates to particularly 
practical matters such as state guarantees for 
loaning artworks from abroad.

Covid-19 is having a huge impact on cultural life, 
both nationally and internationally. How does it 
affect your daily activities?
Uijterlinde: Along with most sectors, the 
biggest changes include working from home 
more and making more phone calls. This 
precludes making random contacts and firing up 
new conversations, which cannot easily be 

replaced with digital contact. In terms of content, 
our work now focuses more on helping the 
cultural sector to survive and looking for 
alternatives to continue cooperating worldwide.

van der hoeven: In the beginning, many 
people thought “nothing would be possible 
anymore”. To continue to stimulate cooperation, 
we placed an open call for online art projects, the 
cultural micro support programme, and initiated 
a digital residency with Turkish and Dutch 
designers, so that we can continue to cooperate. 

van de ven: The cultural sector is 
experiencing enormous pain – financially and 
creatively – and its prospects are far from clear. 
Fortunately, the Dutch sector is resilient and 
inventive and we can continue to invest through 
various schemes. We issued a special call for 
remote projects and 30 amazing projects 
emerged, including local radio and live streams.

melsert: The pandemic hit us the day after 
the Dutch state visit and trade mission to 
Indonesia. We had to call off all activities. The 
greatest disappointment was that we had to 
cancel the festive programme we had organised 
at the end of March to celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of the Erasmus Huis.

Does the pandemic today affect policy 
developed previously by ICB?
uijterlinde: It’s having a huge impact on 
exchange and cooperation as we knew it. We 
continue to invest in our international profiling 
and networking through schemes established by 
the national culture funds, special open calls 
from our embassies and alternative working 
methods for conferences and training. During 
the recent (online) feedback days, experiences 
were exchanged about best practices over the 
past months and new coronaproof plans for the 
network of posts are under development. It’s 
clear that we cannot go back to the “old normal”, 
but that in the future – bearing in mind the 
effects on sustainability and climate – we will see 
more hybrid projects and different working 
methods.

van der hoeven: The Netherlands has 
maintained diplomatic relations with Turkey for 
more than 400 years and despite the difficult 
times we’ve had, such as the diplomatic crisis  
in 2017, the relationship will always remain 
important. When I started working here in 2017, 

Ô

 ‘By opting for specific
focus countries, 
special calls and 
thematic programmes, 
cultural cooperation 
also acquires political 
significance’
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A question for the ambassador: the independent 
policy area of ICB lies between two ministries. 
What are ICB’s own concrete objectives? What 
makes interdepartmental policy necessary? 
uijterlinde: ICB is shaped by the objectives of 
cultural and foreign policy, trade and develop
ment. Facilitating the international exchange of 
culture makers not only contributes towards the 
quality of the cultural offerings but also makes 
the Netherlands more attractive to tourism and 
foreign investors. It also contributes towards the 
international prestige and market share of our 
cultural industry abroad. By opting for specific 
focus countries, special calls and thematic 
programmes, cultural cooperation also acquires 
political significance. This can be done through 
contacts with other authorities or by awarding 
the power of art, design and heritage a role in 
intercultural dialogue on social issues. ICB is an 
essential part of the soft power of the Nether
lands as a mediumsized country. Inter
departmental policy is needed in order to align 
numerous players and different instruments.  

our network was still very much focused  
on the internationally oriented art world in 
Istanbul. We travelled around the country 
extensively then and worked intensively to build 
up new networks in other cities. We can now fall 
back on that.

melsert: When it became clear the pandemic 
was not going to blow over quickly, we started 
thinking about how we could continue our work 
in the best possible way, giving Dutch artists a 
platform and connecting Dutch and Indonesian 
art, culture and their respective creative 
industries. We are now doing this by means of 
our virtual “erasmus huis” platform. Here, 
we’ve invited performing artists to give online 
concerts and performances of about 30 to 45 
minutes. We also have a “Family Film Festival” 
on that platform: every third Sunday of the 
month we show a Dutch children’s film with 
subtitles in Indonesian (Bahasa Indonesia) and 
around 300 to 400 accounts log in. There couldn’t 
really be a better way to get Dutch culture into 
Indonesian living rooms.

Ô

From left to right, 
Arjen Uijterlinde 
(Ambassador for 
International 
Cultural Coopera-
tion), Stef Blok 
(Minister of 
Foreign Affairs) 
and Cees de Graaff 
(Director of
DutchCulture). 
Photograph:  
Aad Meijer
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van der hoeven: As an attaché, I’m not 
directly involved in censorship. We do not select 
the creators or their work, the curator or 
programmer does. We finance projects but are 
not involved substantively in the selection 
process. Freedom of expression is under pressure 
here – in the media and in relation to science – 
and many journalists are behind bars. We 
sometimes notice that artists are becoming more 
cautious, while art is allowed to be abrasive and 
questioning; we will always defend freedom of 
expression.

melsert: We are committed to openness and 
transparency in the Netherlands. This includes 
open dialogue, genuinely addressing our 
relations. Relations are often – but certainly not 
always – charged. In my experience, if you don’t 
shy away from painful topics, but instead listen 
to what the other person has to say, indicate that 
you have heard them and that you want to do 
something about it, you really make progress. In 
our case, for example, the discussion the advisory 
committee of the Council for Culture had with 
the Indonesian delegation on the return of 
objects from colonial collections in the Nether
lands was an open discussion of this order. I 
think that maintaining such dialogue in the years 
ahead will contribute towards the next step to be 
taken by the Netherlands and Indonesia. This 
includes Indonesia wanting to do things in its 
own way. Even if it’s not always our way, but 
having respect for this, not always knowing 
better, now that’s the right attitude.

Congratulations on the 50th anniversary of the 
Erasmus Huis, the cultural centre of the 
Netherlands in Jakarta. What role does the 
Erasmus Huis play in relation to ICB?
melsert: The Erasmus Huis is a blessing for 
diplomacy in Indonesia, because we have our 
own place, even online! Ninetyfive per cent of 
the audience are Indonesian, the majority of 
whom are between the ages of 18 and 35. We 
want to expand this in the coming years with a 
children’s programme which, in addition to 
building the audience of the future, will also 
bring in the parents. The beauty of art and 
culture is that it is a good “lubricant” for bilateral 
relations, but not only that: we connect with art 
rather more readily than having to get down to 
business directly. The results are less demonstrable 

The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 
(OCW) is primarily responsible for the basic 
infrastructure of the cultural sector in the 
Netherlands and the mandating of the national 
culture funds and government services. The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (BZ) is responsible 
for the network of diplomatic posts and 
earmarked ICB budgets.

You are all at posts that are facing exciting times: 
an upcoming Brexit, increasing tensions and 
censorship in Turkey, and a new chapter in the 
history of the Netherlands and Indonesia with 
the likelihood of a major return of objects from 
colonial collections. How do you deal with this as 
an attaché?
van de ven: The consequences of Brexit are not 
culturespecific. The EU has the Creative Europe 
incentive programme, but has no cultural policy 
of its own; according to the EU Treaty, the 
member states themselves are responsible for 
this. The cultural sector will mainly feel the 
generic effects of Brexit: free movement, 
transport of works of art, customs tariffs and 
residence and work permits. Things that took 
care of themselves and could be taken for granted 
will become very different after 1 January; many 
of the questions arising from this will be 
answered by the government through the Brexit 
portal. But despite Brexit, the UK will remain a 
cultural superpower. So even after Brexit we 
have a lot to offer one another.

 ‘We sometimes notice
that artists are becoming 
more cautious, while art 
is allowed to be abrasive 
and questioning; we will 
always defend freedom 
of expression’

Ô
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How do you see the future of ICB and your 
country?
van der hoeven: The coming years will be 
decisive. In 2023, the Republic of Turkey will 
have existed for one hundred years. What’s more, 
we’re in the midst of economically challenging 
times. I previously worked at the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Science (OCW) on a 
policy document about ICB and it contained 
assertions like “culture can contribute towards 
strengthening bilateral relations”. While that was 
always an abstract phrase, I have now experienced 
for myself that culture can build bridges, 
especially if relations become strained. Cultural 
cooperation continued throughout the 
diplomatic crisis in 2017. Take loaning the “View 
of Ankara” from the Rijksmuseum to the Rahmi 
Koç Museum in Ankara. It was incredible to see 
how a painting could generate so much positivity 
and media attention. This helped enormously 
towards maintaining dialogue between the two 
countries.
 melsert: Indonesia is steeped in art and 
culture and it really is the way to establish 
contact and build relations. The year 2021 has 
been dubbed the Year of the Creative Industry, 
and there’s a great need to build and share skills. 
We’re committed to sustainability on all fronts. 
This will present enormous opportunities for the 
Netherlands, not only for the creative sector, but 
also for the economy and politics.
 van de ven: The years ahead are going to be 
exciting; the UK’s economic contraction is 
heading towards 20% and many British people 
feel let down by the EU – those who voted in 
favour of and those who voted against Brexit. 
For this reason, we now need the unifying power 
of the autonomous arts. The arts are free, but this 
does not preclude culture from serving the 
relationship. Clearly, this can be a doubleedged 
sword. •

than for my colleagues in the political or 
economic arena, because I can never claim that a 
deal was struck thanks to a visit to the Erasmus 
Huis or through our other external cultural 
programme. However, the audience reached by 
the Erasmus Huis is attractive to the 
Netherlands: we are in direct contact with more 
than 50,000 followers from the better educated 
middle class, the young professionals and 
(future) leaders. 

The most recent policy document states that ICB 
has contributed towards the “internationali sation 
of Dutch culture” and that it “serves as a 
connecting link between political, economic  
and social issues in cultural and foreign policy”. 
But what exactly is the internationalisation of 
culture?
uijterlinde: Similar to knowledge and science, 
art and culture are not constricted by borders. 
The art institutions and culture makers 
themselves determine the arenas and audiences 
they wish to target. Internationalisation is in fact 
an autonomous trend, driven by the intrinsic 
quality of art, which is also acknowledged and 
valued in national policy (for example, in the 
advice of the Council for Culture and subsidies 
granted by the national culture funds). Leading 
on from this, ICB caters to the demands and 
requirements of artists and cultural institutions, 
while at the same time offering a geographical 
and thematic framework. The focus countries 
draw up longterm plans together with funding 
agencies and supporting institutions. The plans 
establish a link between the objective of 
internationalisation and the other two 
objectives: how can art in a country contribute 
towards bilateral, cultural and political relations, 
and how can art, heritage and the creative 
industry be involved in the dialogue on major 
social issues and in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals? A good example here is 
the Inclusive Cities & Societies programme of 
the Creative Industries Fund, through which, 
with ICB’s support, 26 projects have emerged in 
recent years in the field of sustainable urban 
development and social inclusion.

Mirthe Berentsen 
works as a journalist, 
writer and policy 
advisor for national 
and international 
organisations, 
magazines and 
newspapers
Photograph: Jiri 
Büller
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Fifty years of  
ICB policy
The current situation

Now, half a century after publication of the first policy
document on international cultural policy (ICB) (Luns et al. 
1970), it is a good time to take stock. What has ICB meant 
as a separate policy and as a supplement to the regular 
policy pursued by the ministries involved? 

9

Toine Minnaert
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eriodisation helps to identify policy shifts 
and the ideological tensions surrounding it. 

For this reason, developments in policy in 
general as well as in ICB1 are examined, with the 
periods being based on the mutual relations 
between the ministries involved – Education, 
Culture and Science (OCW) and Foreign Affairs 
(BZ)2 – and the dominant policy ideology is 
examined for each period (see also Minnaert 
2009, 2013, 2014 and 2016).

Cultural nationalism
The first ICB period (19701986) was one of 
interministerial exploration andcharacterised 
by strong cultural nationalism. In the joint policy, 
art and culture were used to introduce foreign 
countries to the Netherlands, because culture 
was seen as a characteristic of the nation. Art 
policy focused on the setup of the national 
policy system. International activities were 
limited and incidental by nature; as was their 
subsidisation. After an initial change in direction 
under the Den Uyl government, foreign policy 
entered a period of consolidation and 
conservatism (Hellema 2014, 270). There was 
little room for idiosyncratic art; maintaining 
stable relations was paramount. Inter
departmental policy, shaped by the Coordinating 
Committee on International Cultural Relations 
(Coördinatiecommissie Internationale Culturele 
Betrekkingen, CICB), consisted mainly of 
informing one another about relevant activities. 
During parliamentary debates on successive 
government documents, the coalition and 

opposition were highly critical of the lack of 
progress in terms of policy (Minnaert 2016). This 
was illustrated when member of parliament Aad 
Nuis sneeringly remarked in 1986 that the main 
source of coherence was the staple holding the 
joint policy document together (Ibid. 2016).

Multiculturalism
The second period of ICB (19871996) showed a 
transition towards cultural policy playing a 
stronger leadership role and was characterised 
by growing multiculturalism. The notion that 
cultural and national identities are convergent 
became less tenable in a world where migration 
and globalisation were leading to growing 
cultural diversity within national borders. 
Spurred on by the 1987 Culture without Borders 
report published by the Scientific Council for 
Government Policy (WRR), the Ministry of 
Welfare, Public Health and Culture (WVC) took 
the lead. The growing attention for cultural 
diversity in national cultural policy was at odds 
with foreign policy. Cultural autonomy was high 
on the agenda in the runup to establishing the 
European Union (EU). Introducing the cultural 
memorandum system in 1993 made it possible 
for cultural institutions to plan for a longer 
period of time, which benefited international 
cooperation. An additional advantage was that 
the cultural memorandum cycle provided a 
framework for ICB – and consequently, themes 
such as diversity and internationalisation. 
However, insufficient financial resources made it 
impossible to achieve the ambitions.

Cultural relativism
In the third period of ICB (19972007), the 
departments concerned cooperated more closely 
and cultural relativism emerged. The 
relationship between culture and the nation was 
almost entirely abandoned within the context of 
international exchange. Additional financial 
resources from the Homogeneous Group for 
International Cooperation (HGIS Cultural 
Resources) significantly boosted international 
activities during this period. In ICB, culture and 
foreign policy were able to coexist and often 
strengthened each other. Cosmopolitan thinking 
reigned supreme in national cultural policy and 
its defence. However, this was at odds with 
growing nationalism that became visible during 

Ô
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for cultural diversity in 
national cultural policy 
was at odds with foreign 
policy
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different roads lead there and that institutes play 
a dominant role in implementing policy. 
Although it was emphasised that this policy was 
shared by both ministries and that “several 
perspectives and policy agendas converged” 
(Blok et al. 2019, 3) to generate added value, 
convergence did not lead to cohesion. 
Consequently, the added value of ICB as an 
independent policy area came under pressure,  
all the more so because the objectives were so 
generic that they led to the erosion of ICB. 

Departmental cross-section
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ policy is by 
nature directed at Dutch interests around the 
world. In the early days of ICB, the Cold War was 
still in full swing and culture was used as a 
diplomatic instrument in the dialogue with 
Eastern Bloc countries, among other things. In 
the 1990s, the end of the Cold War and European 
integration prompted the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs to reconsider this policy. This resulted in 
an integrated approach within HGIS, where the 
interdependence of mutual relations (economic, 
medical, social security, employment, 
environmental policy, etc.) played a key role. 
Culture played a subordinate role in cultural and 
public diplomacy, which was reflected in the 
most recent policy plans in connecting ICB to 
the SDGs.3 As a result, the specific role of art and 
culture shifted more into the background.

Cultural policy only reacted sparingly to this 
change. When, at the end of the 1980s, the ICB 

this period, exemplified by the rise of Pim 
Fortuyn. Unfortunately, it was not cultural policy 
but integration policy that became the context 
for discussions on cultural identity and the 
nation. These developments were reflected in 
foreign policy. The lack of a clear cultural 
identity made it more difficult to present a clear 
picture of the Netherlands in the changing global 
balance of power. 

Instrumental attitude
During the fourth period of ICB (20072015),  
the departments followed different directions 
and an instrumental attitude towards culture 
prevailed. The growing economic crisis led to  
a more pragmatic attitude in terms of foreign 
policy, where commercial spirit dominated. ICB 
mainly identified foreign countries as markets 
and appeared to serve the topsector policy of 
the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Innovation 
(EZI). A major intervention in the national 
cultural system, introducing the Basic 
Infrastructure (BIS) in 2009, resulted in the 
disappearance of sector institutes and expertise 
in the field of internationalisation. This was 
partly absorbed by DutchCulture, the driving 
crosssector force behind policy implementation. 
The cultural cutbacks in 2012 narrowed the basis 
of the subsidised system and limited the scope 
for international ambitions. This increased the 
role of – and pressure on – the national funds in 
subsidising international ambitions. In the 
second period of BIS (20132016), a little more 
room was created, but the emphasis remained on 
the national facilities.

Idealism
The fifth period of ICB began in 2016. In 
response to the strong focus on using 
instruments, a new wave of idealism seemed to 
permeate ICB policy throughout the 20172020 
period. The contribution of culture “towards a 
safe, just and futureproof world” (Koenders et 
al. 2016, 7) and the link to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in the plans for 
20212024 (Blok et al. 2019, 11) are typical of the 
broad ambitions. These words echoed through 
the first government document of 1970, which 
also referenced the ambition of contributing 
towards a better world (Luns et al. 1970). The 
ministries describe a shared horizon, albeit that 

Ô

Concert hall  
and stage during 
the International 
Chamber Music 
Festival 2016. 
Photograph: Eric 
de Redelijkheid
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primacy shifted to cultural policy, one of the 
arguments was that global developments 
demanded a review of the role of (national) 
culture. Initially, this even took place; Armour  
or Backbone (Nuis 1995) and Culture as 
Confrontation (Ploeg 2000) cultural memoranda 
in particular emphasised the dualistic character 
of culture as an indication of what people share 
and where they differ from one another. 
However, when the debate about national 
identity flared up, the focus within cultural policy 
was on redesigning the system. The diversity 
debate was reduced to an integration debate. 
Only in the last policy period did a broader 
concept of culture return to the agenda, along 
with renewed attention for cultural heritage in 
relation to national identity. Establishment of 
the Diversity & Inclusion Code4 exemplifies the 
reactive and introspective manner in which the 
theme is explored. Cultural policy does not play 
an active role in current national debate on 
cultural diversity and inclusion: a missed 
opportunity for ICB’s policy area, which relates 
perfectly to the changed relationship between 
culture and the nation. After all, if policy does 
not address the elephant in the room, the debate 
does not have to address it either, and the 
integration debate will be dominated by the 
discussion of cultural diversity.

The shifting role of policy
The first government document of 1970 
highlighted the need to arrive at a coherent 
policy aimed at “a concept of culture that 
encompasses civilization as a whole” (Luns et al. 
1970, 3). Now, fifty years later, ICB is linked to 
different social objectives including the SDGs. In 
this sense, the circle is complete. However, as we 
have seen more often in history, the policy lacks 
a clearly defined position with concrete plans, 
along with the associated responsibilities.

In this article, I have tried to present a picture 
of the history of policy by highlighting the most 
important hurdles. ICB as an independent policy 
area remains a thorny issue, because it implies 
that there are objectives that can only be 
achieved through cooperation between the two 
ministries (OCW and BZ). However, the 
connection between the wide range of topics 
leads to objectives that run along departmental 
lines. ICB has shifted from being policy as a 
means to achieve objectives to a normative and 
constructivist policy, in which it is an instrument 
to legitimise administrative action, the outcome 
of a reasonable debate. 

The balance between the interests of 
diplomacy (BZ) and cultural exchange (OCW) is 
not typically Dutch, and just as in, for example, 
Finland and France, foreign affairs had the upper 
hand in this period. All countries have an 
extensive network of posts within which cultural 
attachés operate, and there is generally a central 
institute. In Denmark and the United Kingdom, 
for example, policy implementation and the 
associated funding are in the hands of central 
institutes. In France and Germany respectively, 
the Institut Français and the GoetheInstitut 
play an important role, coupled with an 
international network of local institutes. What is 
typically Dutch, however, is the “poldering” of 
the executive structure in a DutchCulture – 
cultural representation – rural funds triangle. 
The latter accounts for the lion’s share of the 
financial (HGIS) resources. This structure and 
the division between strategy and practice have 
made management from a policy perspective 
vulnerable, because internationalisation has 
become an implementation issue within the 
context of ICB. The debate on ICB is therefore 
far removed from the culturalpolitical and 
fundamental debate it wants to have. The corona 

Ô

Balancing the interests 
of diplomacy (Foreign 
Affairs – BZ) and cultural 
exchange (Education, 
Culture and Science – 
OCW)
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crisis makes it all the more clear how intertwined 
we have become as a global society but, at the 
same time, operating strongly nationally in terms 
of approach. There is a great need for inter
departmental policy in order to build the bridge 
between these apparently contrasting move
ments. However, policy must then give rise to 
debate and the courage to take a stand in the 
identity debate. A bridge connects, but leaves 
both banks intact. Stop poldering, start building 
bridges.. •

 

Toine Minnaert  
is a university 
lecturer at Utrecht 
University, where 
his tasks include 
coordinating the 
Arts & Society 
master’s 
programme
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Culture and 
sustainable 
development at 
grass roots level
European Capital of Culture
Leeuwarden-Fryslân 2018

International cultural policy played no significant role 
in achieving the sustainable development goals set by  
the United Nations in 2015. Why not? And was it any better 
at local level, for example in Leeuwarden when that city 
was Capital of Culture? 
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he seventeen Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) signed by the 193 member 

states of the United Nations (United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
2020) can be briefly summarised as: to achieve a 
world in which the climate issue, inequality and 
poverty are things of the past by 2030. These 
challenges require a joint approach, both 
globally and locally. The question is how 
governments can achieve these goals, and 
especially how cultural policy can contribute to 
this “sustainability” that is so difficult to define. 
Is it primarily about ecological management, 
about works of art that bring about a change in 
mentality, or about the sustainability of culture 
itself, as a treasure trove of inspiration and ideas 
for future generations? 

Festivals often show how you can implement the 
role of culture in sustainable development at a 
local level (Perry et al. 2020, 614). It is striking, 
for example, how Leeuwarden, as European 
Capital of Culture in 2018 (LF2018), chose to 
promote the relationship between culture and 
sustainability both locally and internationally, 
something that is only slowly taking shape in 
Dutch international cultural policy.

International 
The relationship between culture and sustain
able development was not a priority in global, 
European and Dutch policy for a long time. 
None of the seventeen SDGs are directly about 
culture, although UNESCO has advocated this 

on several occasions. However, safeguarding and 
protecting cultural heritage is part of “making 
cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable” (SDG 11.4) and local 
culture is part of sustainable tourism (objectives 
8.9 and 12b). Since the Brundtland Report 
(WCED 1987) – which concluded that global 
environmental problems are the result of 
massive poverty in the South and unsustainable 
patterns of consumption and production in the 
North – the focus has been on the three pillars of 
sustainable development: economic develop
ment, social equality and environmental 
protection (Isar 2017, 152). However, under the 
leadership of UNESCO, a great deal of work has 
been done on recognising culture as the fourth 
pillar.

Since the UNESCO report Our creative diversity 
was published in 1995, crucial steps have been 
taken to deploy culture as an essential part of 
sustainable development (WiktorMach 2019). 
Although culture is not at the forefront of the 
SDGs, the cultural policy of UNESCO has 
indirectly been reflected in them. We can also see 
that in The European Agenda on Culture in 2007, 
the European Commission stressed “the strong 
link between culture and development”: cultural 
diversity and stimulating the cultural dialogue 
were among its strategic objectives (Commission 
of the European Communities 2007). Sustain
abil ity in cultural heritage and the promotion of 
social cohesion, equality and wellbeing are now 
priorities in current European cultural policy 
(Council of the European Union 2018).

The value of culture in sustainable development 
seems to be recognised only slowly in the inter
national cultural policy of the Dutch govern
ment. In the period 20102016, the emphasis was 
on market expansion (Minnaert 2016, 192195). 
The policy framework for inter national cultural 
policy 2017-2020 (Koenders et al. 2016) states as 
its second main objective the contribution “to a 
safe, just and futureproof world”. Reference 
was made to the Universal Rights of Man but 
not to the SDGs, although there is a clear echo of 
SDG 11 in the emphasis on futureproofing and 
the pursuit of a “creative and inclusive approach 
to urban problems in the field of sustainability 
and liveability” (Ibid. 2016, 8). 
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The policy framework for international cultural 
policy 2021-2024 (Blok et al. 2019) does contain 
explicit references to the SDGs, namely to 11 
and 16. The ministers concerned are “together 
with the EU and UNESCO, [...] convinced  
that the cultural and creative sectors offer 
opportunities to make an innovative contribution 
to the agenda and promotion of the SDGs” 
(Ibid. 2019, 11). It is noteworthy that this 
objective is mainly linked to the Foreign Trade 
and Cooperative Development agenda. With a 
discourse on “excellence” to help others across 
the border and “Dutch branding” that has to be 
reinforced (Ibid. 2019, 8) there is a threat that 
the focus will be on sending, not receiving: on the 
Netherlands as a guide to help others on their 
way to the SDGs. This is at odds with the 
distancing of the classic Western modernisation 
theories that would be buried with the SDGs. 
Unlike the Millennium Development Goals,  
the SDGs also demand a sustainability transition 
in the North, which is something to which 
UNESCO’s quest to decolonise the concept of 
“development” and protect cultural individuality 
has contributed. In addition, in this policy 

framework it is striking that the SDGs are 
mainly associated with the creative industry 
(Ibid. 2019, 8 et seq.), while cultural heritage can 
also play an important role in sustainable 
development. 

Iepen mienskip
The link between culture and global sustainable 
development goals is only marginally 
incorporated into cultural policy. It is therefore 
striking that the local practice of LF2018 actually 
embraces this link. In the bid book that led to 
Leeuwarden being named European Capital  
of Culture 2018, the city described its willingness 
to respond to the cultural, social, economic  
and ecological challenges that are visible not 
only in Leeuwarden, but throughout Europe 
((LeeuwardenLjouwert candidate for 
European Capital of Culture 2018, 2013).  
This bid book, which was submitted in 2013, 
already forged a link with what was to be called 
sustainable development goals in 2015: 
threatened biodiversity, awareness of the climate 
issue, the importance of water, and cultural 
diversity in society. Through LF2018, the city 

Ô
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hoped to find sustainable solutions in the areas 
of ecology, diversity and the relationship 
between city and countryside. Great importance 
was attached to the active participation of 
citizens and the development of futureproof 
solutions. Culture as a catalyst for 
transformation was one of the central principles. 

The motto iepen mienskip – Frisian for “open 
community” – which recurred in the bid book, 
referred to mutual cooperation in order to tackle 
challenges from different perspectives. For 
example, through collaboration between an 
artist and a farmer, or a Polish seasonal worker 
and a local resident. An example of this is the 
LF2018 project Poetic Potatoes, which brought 
poetry and agriculture together, and 
Leeuwarden and Valetta, the Maltese city that 
was European Capital of Culture at the same 
time as Leeuwarden.1 With Embassy for Water, 
an artistsinresidence project that talked about 
water thematically, culture was given the role of 
animator and catalyst in raising the awareness of 
society (Duxbury et al. 2017, 223).2 The Sense of 
Place project used De streken – a tidal 
installation by Marc van Vliet – to convey the 
experience of and respect for nature, but also to 
create greater awareness of life in and on the 
Wadden Sea: an educational function alongside 
the aesthetic that fits in with what Soini and 
Dessein (2016) call culture for sustainability. 
Here, culture mediates in achieving economic, 
social and ecological sustainability.3 We see here 
the role of animator and catalyst for LF2018, but 
also that of educator and promoter, leading to 
the “ecological citizenship” that implies a greater 
sense of responsibility for nature (Duxbury et al. 
2017, 224). 

The Welcome to the Village festival, part of 
LF2018, also reflects this aspiration, as well as 
the role of culture as a driver.4 In collaboration 
with Innofest, which uses eleven festivals 
throughout the Netherlands as living labs for 
sustainable innovation, Welcome to the Village is 
making other festivals aware of the possibilities 
of becoming more sustainable through Innofest. 

Greater awareness
These examples show that culture has been used 
differently in the LF2018 programme: to create 
ecological citizenship and raise public awareness, 
to make culture itself sustainable, and to raise 
awareness among other cultural organisers. This 
illustrates once again how complex sustainable 
development is and how culture can frequently 
give substance to it. In the evaluation of LF2018 
(Municipality of Leeuwarden et al. 2018) we see 
that the results can mainly be linked to high
quality education, affordable and sustainable 
energy, decent work and economic growth, 
innovation and infrastructure and partnership in 
order to achieve these objectives. This corresponds 
to numbers 4, 7, 8, 9 and 17 of the SDGs. Many 
projects also contributed to cultural participation. 
Although this is not an end in itself in the SDGs, 
it is an important means of creating awareness. 
No hunger, clean drinking water, healthcare and 
combatting poverty had less priority. The goals 
were to improve the city’s image. The European 
Commission’s evaluation notes that LF2018 
mainly focused on locallyoriented projects. 700 
of the 800 projects focused on the iepen mien-
skip, in which the European dimension was not 
always visible.  

In thinking about culture and sustainable 
development, Leeuwarden anticipates Dutch 
international cultural policy and offers 
inspiration for European cultural programmes. 
Perhaps the focus of the programme has been 
too local and the international character of the 
European Capital of Culture could have been 
exploited to a greater extent, precisely because 
the realisation of the SDGs calls for an increased 
sense of global solidarity. At the same time, 
working on the SDGs starts by raising awareness 
and making people feel responsible. LF2018 
showed that cultural participation and the search 
for connection in it are really key words. •

Ô
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2 The other roles mentioned by Duxbury, 
Kangas and De Beukelaer in this context 
are that of regulator and protector (next 
generations), translator and driver 
(making cultural actors and institutions 
sustainable) and educator and promoter 
of ecological citizenship (Duxbury et al. 
2017, 223).
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sustainability”. Thanks to culture, 
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way of life, leading to an ecocultural 
civilisation. These functions overlap and 
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ups provide a programme that 
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thought. It is about what our world will 
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venture between local farmers, tenants 
and caterers. See: www.
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From shared 
cultural heritage  
to entangled 
heritage
Paradoxes of colonial heritage

Colonial heritage has long been regarded as “shared 
heritage”. That term does not do justice to its history.  
It is time for a reassessment, which can give new impetus  
to the social debate on how to deal with colonial objects  
and collections. 
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ast October, the book Steinharts biecht: 
zielenstrijd op de Batoe-eilanden (Steinhart’s 

Confession: the battle for souls on the Batu 
Islands) was published, in which Karel Weener 
tells about the missionary Willem Steinhart. He 
arrived on the Batu Islands in Indonesia in 1924 
with the assignment of converting the “pagan” 
inhabitants to Christianity. One consequence of 
this was that they renounced their rituals and 
related objects: “...every Christian family to be 
baptised [should] surrender their wooden 
ancestor statues to us. All pagan charms such as 
amulets and talismans also had to be removed” 
(Weener 2020, 54). Steinhart sent a large number 
of these ancestor statues to a collector of ethnic 
artefacts in The Hague. Steinhart wrote to him in 
a letter: “Much has already been lost due to the 
lack of interest and the failure to take notes. (...) 
We have to save what is left” (Ibid. 2020, 55, 59). 
The missionary, who began his mission with high 
ideals, gradually had to face up to the fact that 
the Batu culture he had come to appreciate was 
being destroyed partly by his own actions. 

A sensitive area 
The question is whether we are better able to 
tackle this paradox of colonial heritage in 2020. 
The controversy surrounding the kris of Prince 
Diponegoro (17851855) has previously been 
described in Boekman (Beurden 2020). In March 
this year, the king returned this kris to Indonesia 
on behalf of the Netherlands. It was believed to 
be lost for decades. Diponegoro was a charismatic 

freedom fighter who fought against the colonial 
ruler in the Java War (18251830). The prince  
was captured several times. Legend has it that 
Diponegoro’s kris had magical powers: if he 
pointed it at a wall, holes would be made in it. 
Diponegoro is said to have escaped from Dutch 
captivity several times in this way. 
 The mystical kris pusaka (passed down 
through generations) occupies an important 
place in Indonesian culture. But it is also 
important to our culture: the kris is on 
UNESCO’s List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity.1 Shortly after its return, 
the news came out that Indonesian weapons 
experts doubted whether the object was 
authentic. Indonesia does not want to display it 
until experts have reached a final opinion on it 
(Savitri 2020). This has made the kris the focus of 
a discussion in the still sensitive relations 
between Indonesia and the Netherlands.
 This painful incident for the Netherlands aptly 
illustrates how heritage can be deployed in the 
field of international diplomacy, based on the 
desire to come to terms with sensitive and 
emotionally charged periods in the past. But this 
is a sensitive area. Welcome to the field of inter
national cultural cooperation! The International 
Cultural Policy (ICB) is an integral part of the 
foreign policy of the Netherlands. It has held the 
position of cultural ambassador since 1960; 
countries such as the United States and France 
preceded the Netherlands in this. Part of the ICB 
is the field of “Shared Cultural Heritage” (GCE), 
a special policy field because it is a joint 
responsibility of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs 
(BZ) and Education, Culture and Science 
(OCW), in which OCW is in charge. How does 
this respond to increasingly developed insights 
in the field of GCE? 

Social debate
In this article on “Dutch” heritage in the former 
colonies, I am concentrating on the most recent 
policy period (20172020). I will look back, but 
above all forward: what challenges lie ahead and 
which have already arisen, such as the incident 
involving Prince Diponegoro’s kris?
 The fact that the kris of Diponegoro was used 
as a tool in international and diplomatic relations 
between Indonesia and the Nether lands is 
remark able now that the (post)colonial 
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relationship between these countries lies under a 
magnifying glass. The highly topical social debate 
on how to deal with colonial objects and 
collections calls for further reflection on the way 
in which countries want to profile themselves in 
this regard. The recent recommendations of the 
Raad voor Cultuur (Council for Culture) on 
dealing with colonial collections are crystal clear: 
recognise and redress historical injustice and 
proceed to the unconditional return of objects to 
countries of origin that have lost them 
involuntarily (Raad voor Cultuur 2020). It is 
appropriate for democratic states to be aware of 
sensitive issues in history and to want to be 
answerable for them in the public domain. This 
requires support from the various sections of the 
population, such as those involved from the 
relevant postcolonial communities, and their 
descendants. However, even citizens with no 
direct ties to the colonial past – or none that they 
are aware of – are increasingly coming into 
contact with links between the area where they 
live and, for instance, slavery. For example, 
recent historical research has shown that “the 
administration of the city of Amsterdam was 
involved in the slave trade directly, globally, on a 
large scale, on many fronts and in the longterm, 
and that past has had an impact on today’s 
Amsterdam” (Brandon et al. 2020). Not only 
those affected, but also those directly or 
indirectly involved are faced with the question of 
how to acknowledge the impact of the colonial 
past. This means that “lay experts” are 
increasingly contributing to these debates 
(Knoop 2020). The public discussion on Zwarte 
Piet (Black Peter) shows that this can meet with 
resistance.

Paradox
In the current policy period (20172020), the 
starting point is that there is shared cultural 
heritage: “Globally, the Netherlands has left 
many traces in the course of history and has 
taken back cultural influences, both tangible and 
intangible. Conservation, management and 
access to this ‘shared cultural heritage’ is, in all 
cases, a matter of international cooperation. 
After all, we share a common past” (Koenders et 
al. 2016, 10). But when considering “Dutch” 
heritage in the former colonies, can we really 
speak of “shared cultural heritage”? The 

historical presence of the Netherlands in the 
overseas territories of Southeast Asia and the 
Caribbean, a prerequisite for the creation of this 
heritage, was not at the invitation of the “host” 
countries. This presence in Indonesia, Suriname, 
the Antilles and South Africa was often violently 
enforced by the Netherlands and then 
perpetuated in a colonial system with unequal 
relations between the coloniser and the 
colonised. The latter were made complicit in the 
functioning and enforcement of a system that 
was structurally violent, such as the Indonesians 
who served in the colonial army or 
administration. What the missionary Steinhart 
already experienced in the 1920s is still valid 
today. The “saving of objects”, embedded in a 
structure of power inequality, went (and still 
goes) along with their destruction by literally 
and figuratively taking them from their first 
owner and context. It is the paradox of colonial 
heritage. Van Beurden speaks of “dissonant 
colonial heritage”, a term that does justice to the 
(post)colonial context and the associated 
complexities and potential internal 
contradictions that may surround heritage 
(Beurden 2020).

Ô
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Entangled heritage
Memorandum 20172020 also states that the 
Netherlands bases its cultural policy on equality, 
reciprocity and respect for ownership (Koenders 
et al. 2016, 10). These are important principles, 
which are probably easier to achieve on paper 
than in practice. If we consider the kris of 
Diponegoro, then several contradictory layers of 
meaning can be ascribed to the object: a war 
trophy for the Dutch in colonial times, a stolen 
(art) object for the Indonesian republic, a stolen 
heirloom for descendants of the prince and a 
controversial tool in diplomatic relations 
between the Netherlands and Indonesia. The 
weapon also illustrates that a colonial past can 
influence contemporary principles such as 
equality and reciprocity, and that transferring 
ownership is not easy. The kris cannot simply be 
regarded as “shared cultural heritage”; not 
before, and not now, despite the best of 
diplomatic intentions. It is important to note that 
this insight has been embraced in the new policy 
document. There is no longer any question of an 
unproblematic use of the term “shared” heritage, 
although it has been carefully worded: “Heritage 
contributes to mutual understanding, especially 

when there is a shared history. Cooperation with 
countries with which the Netherlands shares a 
(colonial) past will therefore remain important 
in 20202024” (Blok et al. 2019, 10). It is no 
surprise that Indonesia and Suriname are among 
the 23 countries on which the Netherlands is 
strategically focussed. Another instruction for 
the cultural ambassador is that “...it is desirable 
to link up with current themes and priorities in 
the target countries in order to collaborate on 
the basis of dialogue (...) with room for the 
different perspectives”. I read in this a subtle but 
crucial shift, a further step in a process of 
reflection on the national identity of the 
Netherlands, and on the possible longlasting 
effect of unequal positions of power between 
colonising and colonised countries, including the 
internal contradictions in the societies of the 
time.
 Colonial heritage is confrontational and 
awkward. It is the paradox of the missionary 
Steinhart, who wanted to bring good and in 
doing so brought destruction. But it is also the 
paradox of the Netherlands now. The Nether
lands aims to use “...culture as soft power, (...) to 
make friends and exert influence as a country. In 
a world of increasing international contacts, 
culture can make a positive contribution to 
perception and debate” (Blok et al. 2019, 5). 
Against the background of colonial heritage in 
the current debate, this appears rather too non
committal and naïve. Experiences at diplomatic 
missions in Indonesia, Suriname and South 
Africa in the past policy period have also shown 
that, in daily practice, the term “shared cultural 
heritage” is more likely to arouse resistance than 
create connection. That is why, on the initiative 
of the Ministry of Education, Culture and 
Science, it is no longer being used in the new 
policy period and more appropriate concepts 
have been sought that can underpin the policy.2 
With the designation “dissonant colonial 
heritage”, Van Beurden has given a major 
impetus to a reassessment of terms. It seems to 
me that the concept of “entangled heritage” is 
useful, as a further elaboration of the concept  
of “interwoven heritage” (Werner et al. 2003). 
The latter term indicates that colonial heritage, 
which arose and was significant in the relation
ship between the Netherlands and its colonies, 
was not based on equality. It provides space for 

Ô
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asymmetrical, hybrid and contradictory relation
ships, which are so characteristic of colonial 
relations. Entangled heritage goes one step 
further: apart from an intense inter wovenness, 
this conceptualisation of heritage can indicate a 
stifling relationship, if objects were used to keep 
colonial subjects in a stranglehold. We only have 
to look at the Netherlands’ involvement in 
slavery, and her colonial past, to see that this has 
been the case. This gives us a more complex and 
complete picture of the history of the 
Netherlands. •
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From culture  
for all to culture  
by all

For years, large cities have been using international cultural 
policy to make them more attractive for businesses and 
tourists. But in the new cultural memoranda, art is 
increasingly being used to give municipalities a face.  
How are they doing that? 
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want to get rid of the word subsidies. I much 
prefer to speak of investments. After all, 

every euro that goes to culture pays back twice 
over, literally and figuratively, immediately and 
in the longer term” (Municipality of Rotterdam 
2020, 3). With these words, Rotterdam’s 
councillor for culture Said Kasmi concludes his 
foreword to the memo City in transition, culture 
in change (Stad in transitie, cultuur in 
verandering), which sets out the basic principles 
of cultural policy for 20212024. The idea of 
culture as an investment is not new. For some 
time now, international cultural policy has been 
used to make the big cities more attractive for 
businesses and for tourists. However, a shift can 
be observed in the cultural memoranda for the 
next four years: art is being used more and more 
broadly to give the municipality a face. 

Instructive
What the memoranda presented this summer 
could not yet take into account is the 
coronavirus pandemic. “It is not yet possible to 
say how cultural policy will be implemented. The 
impact of the crisis cannot yet be measured,” 
explained Kasmi’s spokesperson. What is certain 
is that the crippling effect of the pandemic is 
forcing cities to reassess the choices that have 
been made for the next four years with regard to 
cultural policy as a means of boosting tourism 
and attracting businesses. Of course, how that 
will happen is still unclear, but it has been 
instructive, according to the spokesperson of 

Amsterdam’s cultural councillor Touria Meliani: 
“The coronavirus makes our international 
cultural policy even more relevant because we 
can learn a lot from creative ideas from other 
major cities in Europe and the world. How do we 
deal with the local effects of the coronavirus on 
cultural institutions and public gatherings, for 
example? We are sharing knowledge intensively 
through the World Cities Culture Forum and 
ACCESS, a new network of European capitals in 
the field of inclusion and diversity, led by 
Amsterdam.” She also argues that the forced 
adjustments and coronavirus measures are 
useful. Many institutions have started to design 
and implement international connections 
digitally, such as the Holland Festival or De 
Balie, and DutchCulture with its Forum on 
European Culture.

Even without the pandemic, a lot of thought 
had already been given to internationalisation at 
local level in the Netherlands. Cities are 
focussing more on marketing themselves, and 
culture is a key part of this. At the same time, the 
cultural memoranda show that, in large cities, 
more attention is also being paid to 
decentralisation, not in the interests of image, 
but in the interests of cohesion of 
neighbourhoods. It is difficult to say to what 
extent this is a real policy choice and not a 
consequence of austerity. There is no doubt that 
the broad lines of national politics also play a 
role; in recent years, the emphasis has been 
placed on local or national heritage. The fact that 
art is good for the image of a city or country, and 
can also work well as an export product, 
threatens to become increasingly snowed under 
due to the influence of rising populism.

A lot of money
The newspaper NRC showed that Dutch art is 
financially lucrative on the international level 
when a top 100 was made of Dutch artists who 
were highly regarded internationally.1 In 2017, 
for example, the writer Arnon Grunberg was 
ranked first, not only because of his high profile 
internationally, but also because his novels have 
been translated into 450 languages.

The same applies conversely: art and events 
can generate a lot of money in the Netherlands, 
for example through visitors from abroad, which 
benefits the hospitality industry. For example, 

Ô

“I

The fact that art is good
for the image of a city  
or country, and can also 
work well as an export 
product, threatens to 
become increasingly 
snowed under due to  
the influence of rising 
populism



26Boekman Extra 22

this autumn the International Film Festival 
Rotterdam (IFFR) calculated how much the city 
has benefitted from the festival. Annually, it 
receives a total of EUR 1.2 million in subsidies. 
According to PricewaterhouseCoopers 
Advisory, each edition of the festival generates 
between EUR 9.8 million and EUR 16.1 million 
in income for the city, thanks to foreign visitors 
staying in Rotterdam who come specifically for 
the film festival. They also investigated what 
effect the festival had on Rotterdam’s image. 93 
per cent of the visitors felt that the festival has a 
positive impact on the city of Rotterdam (Tezel 
2020).

Friesland also came up with remarkable 
figures after Leeuwarden was a European 
Capital of Culture. In 2018, not only the city but 
the whole province attracted around 5.4 million 
visitors thanks to the events organised in and 
around the Capital of Culture. An estimated 
EUR 230 million to 320 million were earned in 
hospitality and ticket sales, and the city had six 
per cent more international visitors (Mik 2019). 
It was not only a great opportunity for 
Leeuwarden to start cultural projects and to 
once again draw attention to Frisian heritage, 
but a lot of attention was also paid to 
international cooperation. International 
exchange programmes were sought out, but so 
too were a kind of cultural import that involved 
“bringing in distinctive and innovative 
international culture,” explains Wiepkje van 
Dijk, who is responsible for press information 
for the municipality of Leeuwarden. 

Wider impact
“Most cities in the Netherlands realise that if you 
want to stand out internationally, you can also do 
that with culture. Art serves multiple purposes, 
including attracting visitors and talent. It 
contributes to making the city attractive for 
businesses,” says Conrad van Tiggelen, Strategy 
& Branding Director at NBTC Holland 
Marketing. According to Van Tiggelen, the first 
question you have to ask as a city is what impact 
tourism has on the conditions in a city. According 
to him, there has been a change in tourism 
policy: initially, the emphasis was mainly on 
visitor numbers and on the economic side, but 
this has shifted to the broader impact on society. 
So, this is not only about economics, but also 

sociology and ecology. Together with its partners, 
NBTC chooses a theme, which in 2019 was 
Rembrandt Year. This led to 580,000 visitors 
making a special visit to an exhibition in a Dutch 
museum. This represents an economic value of 
EUR 1.3 million. For 2021, the theme “Ode to 
the landscape” was chosen, which not only 
focuses on attracting visits to areas of natural 
beauty, but also draws attention to themes such 
as the disappearance of biodiversity and man’s 
impact on the landscape. According to Van 
Tiggelen, the development is from being 
interesting for tourists to being socially relevant. 

Restricting tourism
One does not exclude the other either, says 
Rimone Dielesen, press officer of the 
municipality of Maastricht: “Depending on the 
nature of the partnership, the emphasis might be 
placed on social or economic importance, but for 
Maastricht they go together. It’s not just our 
location on the border, but also the many 
international institutions that have established 
themselves in Maastricht that contribute to the 
city socially, economically and culturally.”

The coronavirus pandemic has changed the 
type of visitor, not only because hardly any 
tourists have come from outside Europe, but also 
in terms of policy. Amsterdam had been 
groaning under its tourists and many 
Amsterdammers said that the city had never 
been as beautiful as it was in March when the 
country was in an “intelligent lockdown” and the 
city was incredibly quiet. The city council also 
wants to restrict tourism in the future. However, 
there is a risk involved. “If you opt for this, you 
have to look not only at the economic impact, 
but also at what that means for the cultural 
sector,” says Jeroen Kreijkamp, Managing 
Director of Hilversum Marketing. Many 
museums, such as the Rijksmuseum, the Van 
Gogh Museum, the Anne Frank House or the 
Rembrandt House, are financially dependent on 
foreign visitors. The latter two have to manage 
without a national subsidy, so they will get into 
financial problems if you deliberately cut back 
on foreign visitors. 

It is being tried, and the Hilversum area is an 
example. “Hilversum is a city of makers – 
creative people – but that doesn’t go beyond the 
national level,” says Kreijkamp. More attempts 

Ô
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are now being made to attract tourists with 
architecture, heritage (such as the buildings by 
Duiker and Dudok) and the history of broad
casting. Plans to make the Gooi and Vecht 
region attractive to tourists are not moving very 
quickly yet. “There are day trippers, conference 
visitors and people who come for the forests and 
moors, but the inhabitants of those villages are 
not excited by mass tourism.”

Culture by all
The emphasis in cultural policy determines the 
visitors you reach. As a former councillor for 
economic affairs in Utrecht, Kreijkamp was well 
aware of this. An Events Fund was set up in 
Utrecht, which contributes to the image of the 
city. More attention was also paid to heritage 
such as the water defence line, castles and 
Roman heritage in the city. “It’s a trend for 
people to want to know more about them” – 
although this is primarily a national audience. 

Looking at the plans, what strikes you is that 
in the coming period the major cities will also be 
actively pursuing a more local policy. Whereas in 
previous years it was more about culture “for 
all”, it is now shifting to culture “by all”.

In Utrecht, the neighbourhood cultural 
houses are widely praised. While they are 
disappearing or threatening to disappear in 
other cities, they flourish in Utrecht as valuable 
places where work is carried out intersectionally, 
socially inclusively, and across all domains and 
strata of society. “Utrecht has a mature 
infrastructure of wellfunctioning district 
cultural houses, each with its own approach” 
(Comvalius 2020, 34). In Amsterdam, Councillor 
Meliani will devote more attention to – and 
invest in – art and culture in the neighbourhoods, 
experimentation, innovation, “night culture” and 
cultural education in the coming years. 

According to the spokesperson for Councillor 
Kasmi of Rotterdam, the neighbourhood focus is 
not only intended to initiate a shift from 
international to local. On the contrary, he says. 
“By focusing more on culture in the 
neighbourhood, we spread tourism and make 
more neighbourhoods attractive to investors.” In 
Maastricht, they are also focussing on the region 
by taking a broader approach. They are working 
on “a euregional events calendar, so that 
residents can see what is happening in the field 

of art and culture in the entire region,” says 
Dielesen. “Maastricht presents itself as an 
attractive city for makers of culture by 
stimulating and supporting them at all levels, 
professionals and amateurs alike, inside and 
outside the more established and wellknown 
culture.” 

In a way, Maastricht is an exception, because 
the region is already international. And what is 
striking about this tour of the municipalities is 
that, with a few exceptions, the ambitions to 
internationalise cultural policy are greater than 
what is being achieved in practice. 

However, this image is being distorted by the 
coronavirus pandemic, which limits the amount 
of travel and thus the possibilities both for the 
creator and the consumer. The latter is mainly a 
problem for the museums, which need an 
international audience. But things are also 
changing for the makers: international art 
projects become uncertain when they cannot 
move freely.

Combined with the tendency in policy plans to 
devote attention to the region and heritage, this 
inevitably means that the balance will shift 
towards a more local embedding of heritage and 
culture in the period to come. The investments 
referred to by Rotterdam’s Councillor Kasmi 
will not be made far from home. •

Toef Jaeger is an 
editor at NRC 
Handelsblad. Her 
book De jongens 
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be published by 
Querido in May 
2021
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