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mortgage debt will eclipse the property value of about 800,000 Dutch households—fully one in 
four. 
 
Optimists say that for this very reason the nation will now roll up its sleeves and sort out its 
difficulties. The polls predict that the largest party will be the liberal VVD, with about 35 
seats—41 short of a majority. Its leader, the outgoing prime minister, Mark Rutte, is an astute 
political tactician. Perhaps he can join other established parties to form a strong coalition. This 
might dare to court short-run unpopularity, calculating that steps to restore the economy and 
deal with the euro crisis will be rewarded at the next election in four years. 
 
Yet the once-proud Dutch record of coalition government has become increasingly threadbare. 
It takes months to form new governments. A succession of short-lived, inflexible 
administrations has tended to tussle over small, unambitious programmes in what Bas Heijne, 
a Dutch journalist, quoting Freud calls “the narcissism of small differences”. The more parties 
and the greater the ideological spectrum they cover, the harder it is to hold them together. 
 
Thirty years ago Dutch politics was stable, dull even. Now the centre has collapsed. The 
Christian Democrats, who ran the post-war Netherlands for decades, have shrunk so much 
that they were not included in the four-way prime-ministerial television debates. Each 
established party has its insurgent counterpart. Mr Rutte’s liberals are shadowed by the anti-
immigrant, Eurosceptic PVV, led by Geert Wilders. The Labour Party (PvdA) has been trailing 
the anti-globalisation, anti-elite Socialist Party, which—though now far from its Maoist roots—
has never been in government. Even Green Left has to watch out on its radical flank for the 
Animal Rights party, which under the Dutch proportional-voting system might pick up a couple 
of seats. 
 
Some take comfort from voters’ weariness with Mr Wilders’ aggression. His decision to pull 
down the previous government, over that austerity budget, was deemed irresponsible, and he 
is likely to lose seats. Labour has seized back the lead over the Socialists. After a stellar 
performance in the television debates, its new leader, Diederik Samsom, must even fancy his 
chances of becoming prime minister. 
 
But parties in government are soft targets for their insurgent rivals—particularly when they 
peddle unpopular policies. With municipal and European elections in 2014, a reforming 
coalition would have to show improbable discipline and resolve. Analysts doubt that the 
established parties’ new leaders are strong enough to ride a wave of popular dissent. And they 
doubt that the cautious Mr Rutte has it in him. 
 
In the end it comes down to the fragmentation of the Dutch party system. André Krouwel, a 
political scientist, argues that the populist Mr Wilders has warped Dutch politics by pulling 
parties to the right and rendering them narrower and more radical—even as he has taken up 
centrist positions on health care and pensions. Maurice de Hond, a pollster, notes that when he 
asks voters about the coalitions they want, the one that ends up in power is often ninth or 
tenth on the list. Because governments are less representative and more inflexible, they can 
get less done. 
 
Where does that leave the euro? The Netherlands is a trading nation. Most Dutch remain 
instinctively pro-European. There is no popular call to leave Europe or the single currency. Yet 
many Dutch resent the idea that Europe might interfere with their health care and pensions. 
They no longer assume that dealmaking in Brussels is fair and do not trust their own politicians 
to sort out the mess. And they do not want to surrender more Dutch savings or Dutch 
sovereignty. To shore up the euro, Germany foresees give-and-take in which core countries 
pay to save the periphery in exchange for a more federal Europe. To the Dutch, that looks like 
take-and-take. 
 
Fonte: The Economist, London, v. 404, n. 8801, p. 49-50, Sept. 8th – 14th 2012. 
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