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The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA) commissioned an independent 
evaluation of the government-wide efforts of 
the Dutch government to prepare for the United 
Kingdom’s departure from the European Union. 
The evaluation focused on the Netherlands’ 
preparations and its contributions to the 
negotiations of the withdrawal agreement with 
the UK, as well as the trade and cooperation 
agreement between the EU and the UK. This 
report presents the findings of this evaluation, 
conducted by RAND Europe in collaboration 
with Berenschot. 

The report has been put together as part of the 
Dutch government’s accountability to the Senate 
and House of Representatives. In addition, the 
findings may be relevant in addressing future 
interdepartmental government dossiers. Finally, 
the report may also be of interest to a wider 
audience of academics, organisations, other 
European governments and citizens with an 
interest in Brexit and lessons for government-
wide challenges. 

In this evaluation we addressed three central 
research questions:

1. How did the government develop its 
stance vis-à-vis the negotiations, and 
were interests adequately represented in 
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the different phases of the negotiations? 
How was this reflected in the outcomes of 
the negotiations for both the Withdrawal 
Agreement and the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement?

2. Was the Netherlands sufficiently prepared, 
and were the intended outcomes achieved 
in terms of contingency planning and 
preparedness/readiness for all Brexit 
scenarios in various phases?

3. What were the costs of the Dutch 
coordination of Brexit engagement and 
domestic preparations, what was that 
money spent on and was this expenditure 
effective?

RAND Europe is an independent not-for-
profit policy analysis research firm with 
the aim of improving policy and decision 
making. Berenschot is an independent Dutch 
management consulting firm that has been 
closely following social developments for more 
than 80 years, working towards a progressive 
society. 

The full description of the methodology, 
results, conclusions and recommendations 
can be found in the Dutch-language report.1 
This report has been peer reviewed in 
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accordance with RAND’s standards for high 
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Summary

On 23 June 2016, a narrow majority of British 
voters voted to leave the European Union (EU). 
Under the slogan of ‘Brexit means Brexit’ Prime 
Minister Theresa May activated Article 50 of 
the Treaty on European Union (TEU) in March 
2017, making the intention of Brexit a reality. 
For the Netherlands, the stakes were high. The 
UK was one of its main trading partners and 
tens of thousands of Dutch citizens resided, 
studied or lived in the UK on the basis of their 
EU citizenship, and vice versa. 

Recognising the potential consequences 
of a Brexit, the Dutch government started 
preparations almost immediately. These 
plans extended to the full breadth of central 
government, as EU regulations affect almost 
all public policy areas. Although the European 
Commission led the negotiations with the UK, 
it was important for the Dutch government 
to ensure that Dutch interests were duly 
represented, that Dutch laws and regulations 
were adapted in preparation for the new EU 
external border, and that other stakeholders, 
such as citizens and businesses, were 
informed and well prepared.

The efforts of the Dutch central government 
to achieve these objectives are the subject of 
this evaluation. We addressed three central 
research questions: 

1. How did the government develop its 
stance vis-à-vis the negotiations, and 
were interests adequately represented in 

the different phases of the negotiations? 
How was this reflected in the outcomes of 
the negotiations for both the Withdrawal 
Agreement and the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement?

2. Was the Netherlands sufficiently prepared, 
and were the intended outcomes achieved 
in terms of contingency planning and 
preparedness/readiness for all Brexit 
scenarios in various phases?

3. What were the costs of the Dutch 
coordination of Brexit engagement and 
domestic preparations, what was that 
money spent on and was this expenditure 
effective? 

To answer these central research questions, 
our approach combined several, mainly 
qualitative methods. These included desk 
research, semi-structured interviews with 
stakeholders, an online survey and validation 
sessions. Finally, we analysed and synthesised 
the information collected. 

How the Dutch organised 
themselves
Because all departments of the national 
government had a direct or indirect interest in 
the outcome of the negotiations, a government-
wide Task Force UK, in which all affected 
departments were represented, was created 
and coordinated by the MFA. After some time, 



6 Preparing for the worst, working towards the best: an evaluation of the Dutch government’s efforts to prepare for Brexit

the tasks and responsibilities for the purpose of 
Brexit preparations were placed in a separate 
Coordination Unit Contingency Planning & 
Preparedness. The  Task Force UK coordinated 
interests with the various ministries and liaised 
with the Permanent Representation of the 
Netherlands to the EU, which represented the 
Netherlands in the various fora of the Council 
of the European Union.

It was the first time the MFA had to coordinate 
a domestic, interministerial task force, 
with policy officers seconded from other 
ministries. Interviews with internal and external 
stakeholders suggested that the Dutch 
government was very well organised during 
Brexit and that this contributed to effective 
advocacy during the negotiations. 

The Dutch efforts during  
the negotiations
Dutch objectives and activities: a level 
playing field without cherry-picking

The Dutch objectives for the negotiations 
consisted of preserving unity within the EU, 
an orderly exit by the UK, minimising damage 
and risk of disruptions, and creating a good 
new relationship with the UK. The Dutch 
government aimed for close involvement of 
EU member states, but with the European 
Commission as lead negotiator. Core principles 
for the Netherlands were: a phased approach, 
where withdrawal would be negotiated first 
and then establishing the new relationship 
subsequently; and a level economic playing 
field, where the integrity of the single market, 
without cherry-picking, remained guaranteed.

During the withdrawal negotiations, the Dutch 
government mainly focused on (1) the rights of 
the total of more than four million EU citizens 
who resided in the UK or UK citizens who 
resided within the EU27 before withdrawal, 
(2) the settlement of financial eligibilities and 
obligations and (3) border issues, especially 

those between Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
The Dutch commitment during the negotiations 
on the new relationship with the UK included 11 
key issues, drawn up according to key themes 
identified by the various departments. 

Consulting various business sectors in the 
Netherlands was very important, although the 
frequency and intensity of contact varied by 
department. 

Results: well organised and thoroughly 
prepared 

The findings from the desk research, 
interviews, survey and validation sessions 
suggest that it is plausible that the Netherlands 
was influential during the negotiations because 
(1) the Netherlands was well organised and (2) 
the Dutch efforts were clear and consistent. 
The extent to which the Dutch influenced the 
negotiations is difficult to assess because 
several other factors also played a role here. At 
the end of the day, it was the Commission – on 
behalf of the EU member states – who led the 
negotiations behind closed doors.

The Netherlands was one of the first member 
states to prepare a comprehensive overview of 
the potential impacts of Brexit. Stakeholders 
suggested that this early knowledge advantage 
enabled the Netherlands to help other EU 
member states meet their information 
needs. Because of its timely preparation, the 
Netherlands was an effective partner for the 
Commission, and both maintained good and 
regular contact. The sequential nature of the 
negotiations (first withdrawal, then the new 
relationship) was seen as valuable, as they 
represented a strategic advantage over the 
UK. The impression is that the strong support 
for protecting the four freedoms of the single 
market and the mantra of ‘no cherry-picking’ 
helped limit the impact on the Dutch economy. 
An additional advantage from the Dutch 
government’s perspective was that it did not 
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set an attractive precedent for other member 
states to leave the union.

The main goals for the Netherlands with regard 
to the withdrawal negotiations were met, and in 
general, Dutch interests also seem to have been 
effectively represented during the negotiations 
on the new relationship. These outcomes 
included, for example, maintaining the one-
stop security system, bringing the European 
Medicines Agency (EMA) to Amsterdam, and 
convincing other member states and the 
European Commission that agreements on 
social security needed to be made. 

Areas for improvement: agility and 
expertise 

The MFA had relatively little experience in 
coordinating such a large interdepartmental 
file. The staffing of the Task Force UK was 
relatively junior, which meant it took some time 
to develop the right expertise. Others actually 
saw this as a strength; the group’s nimbleness 
might have been reduced had more senior 
members been involved. 

In addition, some saw the capacity of the 
permanent representation as insufficient. This 
meant that a lot of responsibility rested on the 
shoulders of a few individuals, which increased 
the risk of incapacity. There is also a perception 
in one department that the Task Force UK was 
dismantled too quickly in June–July 2021, 
while at that time there was still a need for 
consultation. Other stakeholders indicate that 
this transition was well coordinated and aligned 
with all departments. 

Moreover, the Netherlands could have involved 
more external expertise in the negotiations, 
such as from some of its executive agencies, 
think tanks and knowledge institutes. In the 
survey, individual companies also expressed 
the view that there was insufficient dialogue 
with organisations outside the government. 

Brexit was a unique long-term affair with an 
impact across the entire government and on 
society as a whole. Therefore, an organisational 
set-up was designed to collect information 
from almost all parts of central government 
and subsequently to disseminate it widely. 
Although this was done effectively, there was 
no roadmap available for the organisational 
set-up for such an operation.

Contingency planning and  
crisis management in  
preparation for Brexit
Objectives and activities: prepare for the 
worst, work towards the best

The outcomes of the Brexit negotiations 
remained uncertain for a long time. A no-deal 
Brexit could not be ruled out until the end. To 
avoid the Netherlands being unprepared to 
face the worst doomsday scenarios, the motto 
of the preparations was therefore ‘prepare for 
the worst, work towards the best’. Contingency 
planning and the drafting of preparedness 
and readiness measures aimed to prevent 
disruptions, minimise the damage to the 
Netherlands and be as prepared as possible for 
all possible Brexit scenarios. The government 
wanted to prevent things from being 
overlooked and therefore being insufficiently 
prepared, as the costs could then be many 
times higher.

All government departments and their 
executive agencies would be affected in a 
no-deal scenario. They were each responsible 
for preparing for the new relationship 
with the UK in their own policy areas. 
These preparations included, for example, 
continuing mutual legal assistance by the 
Ministry of Justice and Security, air transport 
arrangements by the Ministry of Infrastructure 
and Water Management, mutual recognition 
of academic qualifications by the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Science, and exporting 



8 Preparing for the worst, working towards the best: an evaluation of the Dutch government’s efforts to prepare for Brexit

and importing pharmaceutical products by 
the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport. 
In addition, many themes involved multiple 
ministries and executive agencies. 

The MFA was responsible for the central 
coordination of these preparations. In 
particular, the Coordination Unit Contingency 
Planning & Preparedness, set up especially 
for this purpose, ensured consistency in 
the approach and coordination of cross-
departmental topics from September 2018 
to January 2020. The government’s various 
high-level decision-making fora, such as the 
ministerial council, subsequently took the key 
decisions. 

Over time, the preparations have 
offered the departments considerably 
improved understanding of cross-border 
dependencies, vulnerabilities and international 
interdependencies in supply chains of the 
sectors relevant to their policy areas. Other 
bottlenecks became increasingly clear and 
preparations to tackle these were specified in 
greater detail. 

The preparations introduced measures that 
came in different forms and shapes, such as: 
expanding capacity at the Customs Authority; 
informing and activating citizens, businesses 
and lower-level governments; scaling up traffic 
measures; and sending timely temporary 
residence permits in case of a no-deal.

Given the potential consequences of a 
so-called cliff-edge scenario, in which the UK 
would leave the EU without an agreement, 
the need to take preparatory measures in the 
Netherlands quickly became clear. After all, 
disruptions with far-reaching consequences 
could not be ruled out. Should disruptions 
occur despite all kinds of contingency and 
readiness measures, the aim of the crisis 
management strategy was to be ready for 
such disruptions. Crisis management activities 
mainly consisted of practising the national 

crisis structure in the form of peer review, as 
well as “dilemma sessions” and “risk scenario 
sessions”. There was also European-wide crisis 
organisation.

Results: well prepared for the 
consequences of Brexit

The feared chaos and expected disruptions 
following the UK’s formal departure on 30 
January 2020, did not occur in the Netherlands. 
Early identification and analysis of potential 
bottlenecks had led to an information 
advantage over other member states. Although 
we do not know what would have happened 
if the Netherlands had made no or different 
preparations, all in all, the conclusion is that 
the Netherlands was well prepared for the 
consequences of Brexit, also compared with 
other European member states. That head 
start allowed Dutch officials to explain to 
other member states possible consequences, 
and indicate what member states needed to 
consider. It is likely that this also led to better 
preparations in other member states. Having 
said this, the Netherlands would have been 
considerably less well prepared if Brexit had 
taken place according to the original schedule 
(two years after activating Article 50). From 
that perspective, the various delays turned out 
to be a blessing in disguise.

Brexit coordinators at the different ministries 
and others involved also appreciated the 
interdepartmental cooperation for the purpose 
of contingency planning and preparedness, 
which they considered to be a blueprint 
for future interdepartmental dossiers. The 
strength of interdepartmental cooperation 
was driven by, among other things, the 
structured coordination by the MFA, the clear 
structure of the organisation, the short lines 
of communication, the transparency, the easy 
access to contact persons and the shared 
vision among the departments. 
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The crisis structure ensured that stakeholders 
were aware of the urgency of possible crises 
as a result of Brexit. The existing crisis 
structures were seen as appropriate for 
this purpose. However, the division of roles 
between the regular line organisations and the 
departmental crisis centres was complicated. 
Finding the way to already existing knowledge 
proved relatively difficult. The experience with 
the risk scenario sessions was mixed. Some 
participants felt they were practising things 
twice, while others felt it was important to 
practise well. 

Areas for improvement: speed of 
recruitment and archiving

Despite the positive assessment of the added 
value of the Coordination Unit Contingency 
Planning & Preparedness and the Task Force 
UK, the former was set up relatively late and, 
moreover, it appeared to have taken some time 
before the desired staff could be recruited. The 
central government may have to find a way to 
allocate suitable officials with expertise more 
quickly for any future dossiers that would 
benefit from interdepartmental coordination by 
a project group.

A single digital environment was used for 
joint working and exchanging documents 
and files. However, this platform had many 
teething problems. For instance, documents 
were difficult to find, a structure was lacking, 
as were unambiguous naming and version and 
date control of files. In the future, improved 
archiving would contribute to a higher quality of 
evaluations and better accountability. 

Contingency plans per department were also 
not centrally recorded or clearly defined, nor 
were resources made available per department 
to reflect retrospectively what knowledge could 
be safeguarded. As a result, lessons may have 
been lost. 

Collaborating with the private 
sector in preparation for Brexit
Objectives and activities: minimising 
disruptions to business in the Netherlands

Cooperation with the business community, 
in order to ensure the interests of Dutch 
companies were represented, was an 
important part of both the preparations for 
Brexit and the negotiations with the UK. The 
main goal of the Dutch government was to 
minimise the disruptions to business caused 
by Brexit, and maintain or even promote 
trade. In the initial phase, there was some 
ambiguity about how coordination between the 
government and business would take place. 
The government mainly saw it as its task to 
inform the business community about the 
possible consequences of Brexit and potential 
bottlenecks, with businesses themselves 
remaining responsible for their actual 
preparations. The Dutch government also tried 
to attract companies that wished to maintain 
or establish a branch in the EU. 

This public-private cooperation consisted of 
a range of activities, such as: consultation 
structures, information campaigns, and 
intensified cooperation in specific areas and 
bottlenecks (such as the port of Rotterdam).

Results: positive cooperation with the 
business community

Stakeholders were positive about the 
cooperation with, and involvement of, the 
business community. We conclude that the 
government, in cooperation with industry 
associations, took a sensible approach to 
preventing disruption as a result of Brexit. 
Some consultation structures were seen 
as particularly effective. Cooperation with 
industry associations went well, but individual 
companies proved more difficult to reach. 
Consequently, entrepreneurs responding to 
the survey were significantly less positive 
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about the government’s commitment than 
their industry associations. Some stakeholders 
also found the government too conservative in 
providing information, as well as late in making 
decisions.

The Dutch communication 
strategy
Objectives, deployment and activities: 
informing and activating the main target 
groups

The overall aim of the Dutch government’s 
Brexit communication strategy was to inform 
and activate the main target groups: the 
business community, citizens and other public 
sector organisations. The government’s main 
communication instruments were: government 
websites and ‘talking boards’ or infographics; 
the national media campaign ‘Make sure Brexit 
does not get in the way of your business’ (the 
campaign with the furry blue Brexit character); 
the Brexit Impact Scan for businesses and 
other public sector organisations; the Brexit 
desk for businesses and citizens; the ‘Get 
Ready for Brexit’ campaign to prepare hauliers 
from the European hinterland for border 
controls; sector-specific communication 
(e.g. stakeholder meetings and letters); and 
information sessions and outreach activities. 

Results: a relatively successful 
communication strategy with furry blue 
marketing success

The evaluation paints a picture of a relatively 
successful communication strategy. The 
government had informed citizens and 
entrepreneurs about the potential consequences 
of Brexit and encouraged them to prepare for 
the consequences. The awareness campaign 
with the blue Brexit character was considered 
a marketing success and even made it into the 
international media. People were also generally 
positive about the Brexit Impact Scans and 

Brexit counters. The Dutch government received 
several requests from other member state 
governments to show how the Netherlands 
had handled its communication. In particular, 
the government’s open and transparent 
communication style and the consistent 
communication strategy were mentioned as 
strengths, as well as having the right people in 
the right places. Nevertheless, it is difficult to 
assess the overall effectiveness of the Dutch 
Brexit communication campaign, as little is 
known about the extent to which these tools 
actually persuaded target groups to take action. 

UK citizens in the Netherlands were generally 
satisfied with the Dutch Immigration Service’s 
approach to the changing immigration status. 
Dutch citizens in the UK, on the other hand, felt 
less heard. Almost 70 per cent of British survey 
respondents residing in the Netherlands were 
satisfied with the provision of information, 
whereas for Dutch respondents residing in the 
UK this was only 10 per cent. Dutch citizens 
in the UK felt that their interests were not 
represented enough and that the provision of 
information was inadequate. 

In interviews, representatives of local and 
regional authorities indicated that their contact 
with the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom 
Relations was good. The Brexit Impact Scan for 
other public sector organisations also seems 
to have been well received, and there was 
little negative feedback on the administrative 
consultations. However, representatives of 
these public sector organisations did report 
that they would have liked to have been 
involved in decision-making processes at an 
earlier stage.

Areas for improvement: some target 
groups felt left out

Dutch citizens living in the UK were, as 
mentioned, much more critical of the 
communication efforts of the Dutch 
government. Initiatives were mostly unknown 
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to this target group. Respondents generally 
called the Dutch government’s information 
provision insufficient, insufficiently clear and 
untimely. Moreover, there is dissatisfaction 
among British people residing in the 
Netherlands and Dutch in the UK due to 
the perception that the government did not 
sufficiently heed calls not to consider the issue 
of citizens’ rights as part of the withdrawal 
negotiations.

As the cabinet found that the information 
needs among entrepreneurs on Brexit had 
decreased since reaching the trade and 
cooperation agreement, the government-wide 
communication activities were subsequently 
scaled down. However, the information needs do 
not appear to have disappeared completely, but 
rather shifted mainly from general to detailed 
information in areas such as agriculture and 
border controls or longer-term consequences 
of Brexit. With limited resources, the Dutch 
government could have considered continuing 
to deploy some targeted communication tools 
to meet this information need.

Government spending on Brexit 
preparations
The Dutch government allocated a sizeable 
budget of €570 million over the period 2018–
2021 for Brexit preparations. Most of this, €545 
million, was earmarked for preparations by 
executive agencies, especially the Customs 
Authority (Douane), the Food Inspection Agency 
(NVWA), the National Police, the Immigration 
Service (IND), the Public Prosecution Service 
(OM) and the Military Police (KMar). The costs 
allocated to the policy directorates of the 
various ministries involved ranged from €15 
million to €30 million over a four-year period. 
The allocation of more than half a billion euros 
for Brexit preparations should be seen in the 
light of the threat of a cliff-edge Brexit. For 
a long time, this was a plausible scenario, 

which – without proper preparation – would 
have had a considerable impact on Dutch 
society and economy. From that perspective, 
the substantial budget was justified, despite 
averting the cliff-edge scenario.

The lack of central administration and 
accountability seriously hindered our 
assessment of total expenditure and analysis 
of what it was actually spent on. In answering 
the third central research question on the 
cost-effectiveness of the Brexit preparations, 
we noted that in our research we did not find 
any monitoring of budget spending or other 
performance indicators. As a result, it was not 
possible to compare the allocated budgets with 
actual spending and therefore the research 
question on cost-effectiveness remains largely 
unanswered. Nonetheless, with the information 
available, we have tried to assess whether the 
costs are justified when weighing them against 
the results. 

We had received more elaborate spending 
information from the Customs Authority, who 
incurred costs of €321.4 million on Brexit 
preparations, partially on recruiting about 930 
full-time equivalent staff. But we did not receive 
any additional information on the remaining 
expenditure of €247.4 million by other 
departments and ministries, which meant we 
were unable to assess the cost-effectiveness 
of the Dutch government’s efforts.

We conclude that, despite central coordination 
by the Contingency Planning & Preparedness 
Coordination Unit and the Task Force 
UK, a project-based financial control and 
accountability of Brexit spending was lacking. 
The budgets were included in the ongoing 
financial administration of the relevant 
ministries and executive agencies. This makes 
central accountability for such expenditure 
virtually impossible. A complete overview 
of spending and a justification is crucial for 
assessing cost-effectiveness. In case of similar 
interdepartmental dossiers in the future, the 
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preparation of a separate thematic (progress) 
report to parliament would be a requirement 
for ensuring accountability and assessing cost-
effectiveness. This is already the case for large 
infrastructure or ICT projects, for example. 
The coordinating minister – in this case the 
minister for foreign affairs – could then be held 
accountable.

In conclusion
For the Netherlands, the stakes of the Brexit 
referendum were high. Due to the openness of 
the Dutch economy and its close ties with the 
UK, the potential impact of a British exit from 
the EU could have been substantial. Although 
there is little information about the actual 
influence of the Dutch on the negotiations 
between the UK and the representatives of 
the European Commission, we may generally 
conclude that the Dutch efforts were effective. 
Nevertheless, we have identified a number 
of areas for improvement, for instance with 

regard to organisation, keeping a project 
administration and a well-structured archive, 
involving external parties and drawing up a 
crisis plan. 

The Dutch efforts were also considered 
effective with regard to the preparations for 
the possible consequences of Brexit and 
prevention of disruptions. Thanks to the early 
inventory of these potential disruptions for all 
parts of government, a comprehensive and 
detailed picture of the possible consequences 
of Brexit in different scenarios was available 
at an early stage. Still, not all target groups felt 
equally heard. 

Finally, we looked at spending on the 
preparations for Brexit. For much of this, 
insufficient information was available or 
provided to assess the cost-effectiveness of 
this spending. Where we did have detailed 
information, we found no evidence that the 
funds were spent inefficiently.


