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THE ORIGIN

OFOUR

PARLIAMENT

AN

The democratic form of government as we know it

in the Netherlands, has a long history. We have to go
back to 1464 in order to find in our region the first
traces of an institution which we might call a parlia-
ment of some sort. On January gth of that year the
Burgundian Duke Philip the Good for the first time
convened the representatives of the provinces and
the classes in the city-hall of Bruges to discuss his
plans. He wanted to participate in a crusade and
proposed that during his absence a foreign sovereign

should be his stand-in instead of his son Chatles the
Bold.

Philip could not surmise that the name of this meet-
ing, ‘States General’, used then for the first time,
would still be in use five centuries later. It goes with-
out saying that today this name stands for an institu-
tion altogether different from that meeting five hun-

dred years ago.

The States (from the French ‘états’, which means
‘classes’) originally were groups representing to a

certain extent the population: nobility, sometimes



the clergy, and in any case the cities. Although they
only gathered after having been convened by the
sovereign, they had considerable influence, for the
sovereign could not levy new taxes without their
consent and they could claim certain favours for their
cooperation. Like in England, the rule became: no

taxation without representation.

Although the districts were called provinces, each of
them was considered more or less independent. On
attaining the sovereignty over various districts, the
lord started negotiations with the representatives of
these districts. Through these ‘States Provincial’ the
‘States General’ came into being.

But there are great differences between the States
General of 1464 and the institution which bears that
name today: each delegation represented a district
and voted for this district alone, as instructed by its

governing body.

Before the first meeting of the ‘States General’, the
sovereign lord had to tour the country for all kinds
of on-the-spot deliberations, to administer justice
and in particular for his so-called ‘benevolence’ (i.e.
asking money for the court, for waging war, etc.).

In this ‘benevolence’ one might recognize the ear-

liest form of the Speech from the Throne.

After the Burgundian Dukes, in 1506 the Emperor
Charles V obtained sovereignty over the Nether-
lands. This included the provinces which now form
the Kingdom of the Netherlands, as well as the



southern districts which now for the greater part be-
long to Belgium. When Charles’s empire was divid-
ed, Spain obtained the northern Netherlands which,
during the reign of Philips II, in the middle of the
16th century, began their long struggle to free them-

selves from Spanish domination.

The princes of the House of Orange (Governors on
behalf of the King of Spain, or: ‘Stadholders’) played
an important role in this Eighty Years War, as did
the States General, which considered themselves the
keepers of the sovereignty, after having formally ab-
jured the power of the King in 1581. In 1648 the in-
dependence of the Netherlands was recognized by
all the countries participating in the Peace of Miin-
ster. In fact, the Republic of the United Netherlands
then already had proclaimed its independence for a

number of years.




TWO

CENTURIES

OF OUR

REPUBLIC

Ay

The name ‘States General’ became more significant

when - after the creation of the Republic — the dele-
gates of the various districts united more closely in
this college. It is rather surprising that as a perma-
nent seat they choose, not the centrally situated town
of Utrecht but The Hague, which now has been the
meeting-place of the States General since 1588. Be-
fore 1588 they met in various places, such as Bruges
and Brussels. As noted earlier, a comparison of the
situation of that epoch with our present-day parlia-
ment shows a great number of differences. They did
not then have the bicameral system. The tasks, ob-
ligations and rights of the representatives of the
people were quite different. The province of Holland
generally played a major part because it was the
richest and the most prominent. As the most pros-
perous - through its commerce - it also provided the
larger part of the general budget.

An important difference between then and now is
also that each delegation of a district acted and voted

expressly on behalf of and as instructed by its own
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principals. If unexpected decisions had to be taken,
they literally had to go home for new instructions.
In view of the bad means of communication, parlia-
mentary consultations thus became rather time-con-
suming. The whole period shows a rather primitive

form of representation of the people.

The States General appointed ambassadors, received
representatives of foreign countries and maintained
relations with heads of state. The States General had
no permanent chairman. Each province, in turn,

provided a chairman.

It is somewhat difficult to understand how such a
system could hold out such a long time. Indeed,
there were quite a few disadvantages, but as a whole
it worked, especially because there were always a
number of members and civil servants who exerted
such influence that decisions generally were taken
according to their views. The composition of the
provincial delegations often changed, but a small
number of delegates returned for many years.

With them the Clerk of the States generally kept his
function for a long time; often he was the pivot on
which everything turned. The delegation of the most

influential province, Holland, moreover had a legal
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THE

FRENCH

OCCUPATION

A
In 1796, under the French occupation, a representa-
tion of the people was for the first time composed on
the basis of free elections on a limited scale. This re-
ceived the name ‘National Assembly’. The members
of this body represented not only their own prov-

inces, but the country as a whole.
The Republic of the United Netherlands first be-

came the Batavian Republic, named after one of the
tribes which populated the country in the Roman
period and which revolted against the Roman domi-
nation. Then, on Napoleon’s orders, the republic be-
came a kingdom, which in its turn disappeared when
France annexed all Dutch provinces and changed
them into French ‘departments’.

The ‘National Assembly’ first was meant as a rep-
resentation of the whole Dutch People. Already af-
ter two years it was succeeded by a legislative body
consisting of two Chambers. Drawings of the ‘Natio-
nal Assembly’ show the present main Debating Hall
of the Second Chamber in its former style. The mem-
bers wore large black velvet sashes with the word :

‘Representant’.
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KINGDOM

AN
In 1813 the Netherlands regained their independ-

ence. The son of Stadholder Prince William V - ex-
iled in Britain - returned to his native country and,
through a written constitution, became our first king

of the House of Orange.

After the French occupation some of the changes the
countries’ government had undergone were main-
tained ; others were cancelled. The system of inde-

pendent provinces was abandoned. Some of the old

names came back to life. For instance the name

The Knights’ Hall and part of the Second Chamber
(19th century)



‘States General’ was used again for the representation
of the people, but this time it represented the coun-

try as a whole.

In 18x5 the Congress of Vienna decided that the
former Austrian provinces which today form Bel-
gium, together with the districts that had belonged
ot the Netherlands Republic, now jointly would con-
stitute a Netherlands Kingdom. King William I be-
came its sovereign and the Constitution contained
the rule that the States General would meet alterna-
tively in The Hague and Brussels.

The southern districts preferred a bicameral sys-
tem, which since has been maintained in Belgium
as well as in the Netherlands. At first the mem-
bers of the First Chamber were not elected but ap-
pointed by the King, mostly from the wealthy classes.
The members of the Second Chamber have always

been elected, though the system has often changed.?

1 The Second Chamber is the equivalent of the House of
Commons in England and the House of Representatives
in the United States. The first Chamber is the equivalent
of the House of Lotds in England and the Senate in the
United States. In this booklet we shall use the Dutch

denominations.
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ELECTION

SYSTEMS

A
When, in 1795, the Batavian Republic was estab-

lished in our country, a rather liberal franchise was
introduced based on the principle of the sovereignty
of the people. In the Constitution of 1798 suffrage
was given to all those who had reached the age of 20
and shared in the social charges. This meant: those

who paid some kind of taxes.

Further conditions to obtain the voting rights were
that one should have lived a certain time in the Re-
public and be able to speak the ‘Low-German’ lan-
guage. Finally a declaration of loyalty to the Batavi-
an people was also required. That system did not
provide for direct elections. The voters gathered in
so-called basic assemblies where delegates were
chosen for the district assemblies. It was here that
the members of the National Assembly were chosen.
These step-by-step elections were maintained in

succeeding constitutions and, after liberation from
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French occupation, in the Constitutions of 1814 and
1815. This meant that the Second Chamber from
1814 to 1848 was elected by the Provincial States.
The First Chamber was appointed by the King.

The election of the ‘Provincial States’ was not direct
either, for these ‘States’ consisted of appointed dele-

gates of the classes.

DIRECT
FRANCHISE

In 1848 direct franchise was established. The Con-
stitution prescribed that the members of the Second
Chamber should be elected in constituencies. Here
again a condition for taking part in the elections was
that one should have paid a certain amount of taxes.
Article 76 read as follows:

‘The members of the Second Chamber are elected in
the constituencies in which the State is divided, by
residents having come of age, Dutchmen, in the full
rights of their citizenship and paying an amount of
taxes which, according to the local situation, will be
not less than 20 guilders, nor more than 160 guilders,

as specified in the Election Act’.

The next article fixed the number of membets of the
Second Chamber at one per 45,000 inhabitants. Thus
the constituencies had to contain 45,000 inhabitants
or a multiple of that number. The division could be
arbitrary. On the basis of these regulations only few
people had the vote ! In 1848 they amounted to 6°f, of

Ay



the male population of 25 years of age and older; in
1880 to x3°/,, in 1900 to 49°, and in 1913 to 68°/,.
These increases resulted, among other reasons, from

rising incomes.

CONSTITUENCY
SYSTEM

The constituency system had been much criticized.

In 1878 Dr. Kuyper complained of a ‘liberal clique’
which, in spite of the fact that it constituted minor-
ity, obtained a majority in the Chamber ‘because of
this unlawful election system and a criminal division
in constituencies’. He further complained that neither
the catholics nor the anti-revolutionaries (Calvinists)
were able to win seats on their own in a certain num-
ber of districts, so that a coalition with ‘Rome’ or
with the Revolution would be necessary... The Cal-
vinist Kuyper considered both possibilities ‘im-
moral’,

In 1913 it became clear that the districts had widely
differing numbers of inhabitants. That was the year

of the last elections under the prevailing system.

PROPORTIONAL
REPRESENTATION

These inequalities had been caused in part by ex-
panding the electoral law in 1887 and in particular in
1896, when the following groups of inhabitants —
provided they were 25 years of age or older — were

given the vote:
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a. tax voters

b. house voters (in accordance with a certain rent)

c. salary voters (in accordance with a minimum
salary)

d. savings voters (based upon a small amount of
savings)

e. examination voters (those in possession of some

certificate).

In 1915 the Government made new proposals to ex-
pand the right to vote : universal suffrage for men and
a possibility for legislation giving the vote to women.
By the revision of the Constitution in x917, passive
suffrage for women (women may be elected) came
into being. On the 3rd of July, 1918, a woman for the
first time was elected as member of the Second
Chamber.

Since then the number of women in the Second
Chamber — with certain ups and downs - has con-
siderably increased, although proportionally their
number is small compared to their male colleagues.

In January 1974 it reached a record of twenty-one.

In 1919 general suffrage was introduced for women
through which they were admitted to the polling
booth.

19
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THE

PRESENT-DAY

ELECTION

SYSTEM

A

POLLINGAREAS

Today’s Election Act states that the 150 members of
the Second Chamber are directly elected according
to general active and passive suffrage. In view of the
quadrennial elections the country has been divided

in 18 polling areas.

For membership of the Second Chamber it is re-
quired that one be Dutch or recognized by the law
as a2 Dutch subject. To take part in the elections one
must have reached the age of eighteen and not be
excluded from the right to vote by constitutional
provisions to that effect. The Constitution determines
on which grounds one may be excluded from active

as well as passive sufirage.

The Election Act regulates very extensively and very
precisely how elections should be held and what

preparations are to be made.
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ATTENDANCEDUTY

In 1917, when proportional representation was es-
tablished, the so-called ‘attendance duty’ was insert-
ed in the Election Act. This duty should not be con-
fused with ‘compulsory suffrage’ which never exist-
ed. On penalty of a fine when shirking this duty, one
was obliged to come to the polling station. This
measure was cancelled in 1970, because the opinion
had grown that indifferent people - or worse, incal-
citrants — should not be obliged to go to the polling
box. Such coercion was odd indeed, the more so as
the factual vote was — and is - secret, making it im-
possible to control whether a person had really voted
or had spoiled his ballot by covering it with notes or

voting for more than one candidate.

After the attendance duty had disappeared, more
voters stayed at home than before.In 1971 79°/, of the
electorate took part in the elections for the Second
Chamber, in 1972 82.9°/,. In 1967 the percentage had
been 94.9.

Each municipality keeps its own register of voters,
which may be consulted by anyone. In due time be-
fore the elections — generally in the spring — every
citizen thus registered is invited to cast his vote. At
the polling bureau he receives a ballot-paper on
which all the parties participating in the elections

are listed with the names of their candidates.

The eighteen polling areas mentioned before are sub-

22






START OF
MEMBERSHIP

The members receive their credentials?, the Cham-
ber’s staff examines the official reports of all the poll-
ing-bureaus, and when all this has been done, the
members of the Chamber are sworn in. In the mean
time a special committee appointed by the Chamber
has also examined all the documents and it reports
about its findings in the first sitting.

A new member of the Chamber may, instead of
taking the oath, also make a solemn statement.
These are the texts:

‘I swear(or : declare) that, in order to become a mem-
ber of the States General, I did not make or promise
any gifts or donations, under any name or pretext,
neither directly or indirectly, to any person.’

‘I swear (or: promise) that, in order to do or to omit
anything whatsoever in this function, I shall not ac-
cept from anybody, directly or indirectly, any gifts
or promises whatsoever.’

‘I swear(or: promise) loyalty to the Constitution.’

‘I swear (or: promise) loyalty to the Queen and to the
Statute of the Realm.’?

When a candidate refuses his seat, or when a member
resigns, the next candidate on that party’s list for the
latest elections is appointed. There is no need for by-
elections to fill vacancies.

As, with a new Chamber, 2 new government has to
be formed, the ministers and the secretaries of stvatte3

generally offer their resignation to the head of state
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on election day. A member of the Second Chamber
who is appointed minister or secretary of state, may
fulfil both functions up to three months after the day
of his swearing-in as a member of the Chamber.
Within this term he must make up his mind which
of these constitutionally incompatible two functions
he prefers.

Although ministers and secretaries of state are not
members of parliament, they may take the floor as
often as they wish in both Chambers. In other words::
they have an advisory capacity in parliament, but
no vote. 3

1 When the results of the elections have been established,
each elected member of the Second Chamber receives an
official announcement concerning his appointment from
the Chairman of the central polling office. If he replies
that he accepts the nomination, he receives confirmation
of this letter., All these documents together form his
‘credentials’,

? The Statute of the Realm contains the joint basis legis-
lation concerning the relations between the Netherlands
and the Netherlands Antilles.

3 A secretary of state is an under-minister, who is not a
member of the Cabinet.
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THE

SECONDCHAMBER

AT

WORK

a3

The Second Chamber nowadays generally sits three

days a week, on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thurs-
days. Mondays may be used for public committee-

meetings.

The sittings often are continued at night, in partic-
ular during the months when the National Budget is
under discussion. The fact that in former days the
Chamber sat more often does not mean that it had
more business. It was simply the consequence of the
travelling problems in those days. Members pre-
ferred to stay more consecutive days in The Hague

in order to conduct parliamentary business.

The Chamber is convened by the Chairman(in Eng-

land: the Speaker) and then works on the basis of
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an agenda, which is decided upon by the Chamber
itself. The items can be proposed either by the
Chairman or by a member. Thus, the agenda of the

Chamber is settled in the most democratic way.
TWOMAIN TASKS

The two main tasks of the Second Chamber are to
act as co-legislator, and to control all the activities of
the government. The first task implies that the
Second Chamber together with the Government
(Cabinet and Head of State) and with the First
Chamber brings about new laws and, where neces-

sary, adjusts existing laws to new circumstances.

Usually a bill is drafted by one or two ministers and,
at his (their) proposal, introduced in the Second
Chamber by the Queen. This is done each time with
a so-called Royal Message. It runs as follows :

‘We present to you for deliberation a bill (follows a
short description of its purpose). The explanatory
memorandum accompanying the bill contains the
grounds on which it is based. And herewith we com-

mend you in God’s holy protection.’

RIGHT OF
INITIATIVE

However, the members of the Second Chamber are
also entitled to introduce a bill, making use of their
‘right of initiative’. It is not used frequently, as gener-
ally there is no shortage of Government bills, which

28



may be altered by the Chamber using its amending
power.

One should also take into account that the Chamber
is less well equipped than the ministers for drafting
bills.

Initiative proposals follow the same line of treatment
as Government proposed bills, with the difference
that they are defended by members of the Second
Chamber, also — after acceptance by that chamber -
in the First Chamber. After acceptance by both
Chambers, such bills are reviewed by the Council of
State and the Government, whereafter finally the
signature of the Head of Stateis needed, contrasigned
by at least one minister or secretary of state. Each
bill is printed, and available to everyone, so that pub-

lic discussion is possible.

The text of a bill is always accompanied by an ‘ex-
planatory memorandum’ in which, as the name says,
an explanation is given about the aim and the con-

tents of the proposal, its motivation, etc.
COMMITTEES

Bills are assigned to one of the permanent commit-
tees of the Chamber, or to an ad hoc committee espe-
cially set up for this purpose, as soon as possible
after their introduction. In principle there is a per-
manent committee for each ministry.

Special committees are created when the Chamber

29



receives bills of a more complicated structure, for
instance when more than one minister is involved.
Thus dozens of committees are permanently at work
in the Second Chamber, doing a good deal of work
behind the scenes. The compositon of the commit-
tees reflects as much as possible the political com-
position of the whole Chamber; in other words, the
number of representatives of any political party in a
committee depends on the number of its seats in the
Chamber.

The members of the committees submit the bill they
are entrusted with to a first examination. Their ob-
servations go into the committee’s preliminary re-
port, drafted by its Clerk and approved by the Com-
mittee (there is no ‘rapporteur’). Thereupon the
government gives any additional information re-
quired and replies to any criticism in a document
called ‘Memorandum in reply’. As said before, when
introducing the bill it is accompanied by an ‘Ex-
planatory Memorandum’, but generally the Com-
mittee wants more information, and its members

make preliminary remarks criticising (ot support-
ing) the bill.

Other forms of deliberation and consultation may
also help in preparing the plenary debate, such as
Committee meetings with ministers or secretaries of
state and in particular hearings held by the commit-
tee(s) where those groups and individuals who
would be affected by the legislation at stake can air

their views. In recent years these ‘hearings’ have be-
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Part of the ‘Binnenhof’, or ‘inner court’, with the
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come more and more frequent as part of the prepara-
tion of political decisions.

When a committee decides to hold a public hearing,
its date is announced in due time in the Official Ga- .
zette. It contains an invitation to apply as an inter-
ested party to the Chamber.

Invitations may be more specific by informing or-
ganizations, which are presumed to be interested in
participation, of the committee’s intention to hold a
hearing.

A committee hearing may be held either in the
building of the Chamber or elsewhere, for instance
if the legislation concerns municipal boundaries or
other matters closely related to a city, a district, a
province, etc.

Committees also travel a lot in order to size up the
situation in all sorts of questions, such as problems
of employment, public health, environment, roads
and bridges, defense establishments, etc.

When in the Committee’s judgment preparation has
been sufficiently rounded off, the bill is ready for
public plenary discussion and is placed on the
agenda. Members who wish to take the floor during
the debate are entered on the list of speakers. The
Chamber may fix time-limits on speeches for a par-
ticular debate ; again, these time-limits are linked to
the strength of each party in the Chamber. Ministers’
speeches cannot be limited.

For a bill of wider importance and significance than
the so-called ‘unopposed business’ which brings
about very little or no debate (such as small modifi-

cations of a budget), the Chamber starts witha gener-
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al debate. Then the government replies. Thereupon
the Chamber again comments followed again by
the government. Then each article or clause is dis-
cussed separately, together with any amendments

which have been proposed by at least five members.

RIGHT OF
AMENDMENT

The Chamber’s ‘right of amendment’ means the right
to propose changes in the text of the original bill.
The approval of the minister(s) can be whole-
hearted or the government can oppose an amend-
ment more or less strongly. An amendment by the
Chamber may even be pronounced to be ‘unaccept-
able’ to the government, which means either that,
if the amendment is accepted by a majority of the
Chamber, the bill will be withdrawn or that the min-

ister (and, perhaps the whole Cabinet) will resign.

During the debate the Chamber generally wishes to
be informed about the real significance and the
consequences of the voting results in the case of a
(strongly) contested amendment. The minister then
further explains the political importance and scope
of his declaration, which, of course, influences the
Chamber in its decision making. Equally, a minister
- or even the whole Cabinet ~ may threaten to resign
in case the Chamber should reject a bill.

When the Second Chamber has accepted a bill, it is
then sent on to the First Chamber where almost the

same proceedings take place. However, the First
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Chamber, not having the right of amendment, is able
only to accept or reject a bill as a whole. In the - rare
— case of such a rejection, the bill does not become an
Act of Parliament ; the government is obliged to pro-
pose another bill or, for the time being, to give up
the legislation in question.

Permanentand special committees may also organise
public meetings with members of the Government
in order to prepare the plenary debate of bills — in-
cluding chapters of the National Budget - or to dis-
cuss certain policy matters. The Chairman of the
Chamber or one of his deputies presides over such
as a meeting. All members of the Chamber (not only
those of the committees involved) may attend,

speak, and table motions or amendments.

COMMITTEE
ON
PETITIONS

A few more remarks seem useful about a very im-
portant committee, in the activities of which each
citizen may be involved sooner or later, as govern-
ment policy affects him in many applications of the
law.

If a citizen has a complaint about the behaviour of a
public servant he may - as all citizens have the con-
stitutional right to turn to the competent authorities
- apply to one of the Chambers of the States General.
Each Chamber has a special Committee on Petitions
which examines the complaint. In many cases the

committee succeeds in solving the problem to the
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satisfaction of the petitioner. To avoid misunder-
standings, it should be mentioned that these com-
mittees can only mediate in cases where one or more
ministers are directly or indirectly responsible. Con-
sequently, there is very little chance of success for an
applicant if he complains about a matter for which
no minister is responsible, such as judicial decisions,
or purely local or regional matters. When a petition
is addressed to one of the Chambers and it concerns
a personal complaint, the Chamber hands it over to
its Committee on Petitions which makes an inquiry.
Generally the minister(s) is (are) first asked for
written information. With this information in hand
the question is discussed, after, if necessary, the
petitioner has been heard. When the committee has
gathered sufficient data, it reports to the Chamber.
In this - printed - report the committee makes a pro-
posal to the Chamber with regard to the question
under consideration. The report is put on the agenda
of a public sitting of the Chamber where it may be
discussed. Generally, however, the Chamber agrees
with the conclusions of the committee. Another very
important task of Parliament consists of controlling
the government’s policy, which can be done in dif-

ferent ways.
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BUDGETRIGHT

This task is closely related to the Chambers’ budget-
right which means: determining with the govern-
ment, the amount of public expenditure, and its
object and usefulness. This control takes place each
year very thoroughly after the Chamber has received
the draft of the annual National Budget on the day of
the ceremonial opening of the new parliamentary
session: Prince’s Day (in Dutch: Prinsjesdag). The
following months are chiefly taken up by debates
concerning the various budget-chapters, preceded
by a full-dress debate on general and financial poli-
cy, in which the main lines of the government’s poli-
cy are discussed.

By the way: the parliamentary year (the session)

does not coincide with the calendar year; it begins

The oldest part of The Hagueis the ‘Binnenhof’, orinner

court, with the Knights’ Hall in the middle, built in the

13th century. Now the centre of government, where
both Chambers of the States General meet



on the third Tuesday of September as we shall see
later on. The budget, however, corresponds to the
calendar year, which allows the Chamber to intet-
vene in due time through its autumn debates for
obtaining possible changes. Usually the Chambers
do not succeed in dealing fully with all the chapters
of the budget before the 1st of January. In that case,
the government is permitted expenditure up to one
third of the amount granted by Parliament for the

same purpose for the previous year.

QUESTIONS
TOTHE
GOVERNMENT

The Chamber’s right of control is also exercised by
members posing questions to the government, which
may be answered orally or in writing. Oral replies
are generally given on Thursdays (Question Hour).
Every day there are a number of questions to be
answered in writing which, through the Chairman
and after his approval, are forwarded to the govern-
ment.

A written answer is expected within three weeks. If
the minister does not succeed in giving the answer
within that period, he informs the Chamber of the
delay.

Through these questions the whole field of govern-
| ment activity is constantly subject to parliamentary
scrutiny.

When questions are asked orally, the minister has

much less time to formulate his reply. Such ques-
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tions appear on the agenda only a few days in ad-
vance (except in cases of real urgency when still less
time is available) and the minister must attend
Thursday’s sitting in order to give the information
required. He is only relieved from his obligation to
answer when very urgent reasons prevail for his
presence elsewhere (in which case he may reply in
writing) or if national interest does not allow the in-
formation to be given. Article 104, par. 2 of the Con-
stitution says:

‘They (the ministers) give the Chambers, either in
writing or orally, the required information if this is

not incompatible with the interests of the State.’

When the minister has answered oral questions,
the questioner may ask a few more short questions
and elucidate them briefly; for this he has no more
than two minutes. After him, other members may
ask one supplementary question without amplifica-
tion. This procedure may of course lead to an ava-
lanche of brief questions and answers, demanding
of the minister a fair amount of factual knowledge

and quick repartee.

INTERPELLATION
AND MOTIONS

Another procedure is the interpellation. One could
compare it more or less with the oral question, but
an interpellation is a question in a sharper political
form. The undertone is more critical than informa-

tive, which is also shown by the fact that on the oc-



casion of an interpellation, speeches are allowed and
motions can be proposed. Motions may also be intro-
duced in the course of other debates. Through a mo-
tion the Chamber expresses a wish or opinion. If the
government promises to satisfy this wish,a vote may
be considered superfluous in which case the motion
is withdrawn. It is also possible that the government
considers the motion as support of its own position
and is happy to accept a (majority) vote of the Cham-
ber. In debates on bills, motions tend to bring
wishes under discussion which cannot be realized
by amendment. Amendments as well as motions can
provoke debate and opposition between Chamber
and government which may have far-reaching polit-
ical consequences, particularly in case of a motion of
non-confidence in the government’s policy (or that

of one or more ministers) or of a motion of censure.

A member needs the consent of the Chamber to hold
an interpellation but this is seldom refused. Each
member takes it as a rule that the right of interpella-
tion is a very important one for each of his col-
leagues, the exercise of which should not be denied
lightly. Nevertheless, permission has occasionally
been withheld, for instance when the majority of the
Chamber felt that the problem would anyhow be put
on the agenda in the near future, as for instance may

happen when the budget is being discussed.

39



The interpellator or questioner may twice take the
floor during the interpellation, once before and once
after the government’s reply. After his second speech
every member may take part in the debate. General-
ly - and in agreement with the interpellator - the

Chamber decides to limit the times of speeches.

RIGHT
OFINQUIRY

Another competence of parliament is to be found in
the right of inquiry which belongs to both Chambers.
The Second Chamber acquired it in 1848, the First
Chamber in 1887. In the same year the right of in-
quiry was also conferred on joint sittings of both
Chambers.

An inquiry of the Chamber is always concerned
with a very important and generally extensive mat-
ter. It occurs very rarely. The most extensive inquiry
ever held was the one concerning the Netherlands
government’s policy during its exile in London
during the years 1940-1945, and the periods imme-
diately before and after those years. As during the
greater part of this period there was no parliament
able to exercise its normal control, a special inquiry
committee was charged with this task afterwards.
The findings of the committee have been published

in a voluminous series of books.

Obviously, after the German invasion on the xoth
of May, 1940, Parliament had to stop its activities

simply because the occupying power prevented its
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functioning. Members living outside The Hague
could not reach the city during the five days of actual
hostilities within the country. After the capitulation
the States General were not normally dissolved, but
the occupying power did not permit any activity.
A number of members of the Second Chamber (38)
gathered with the Chairman on that 1oth of May, but
the Chairman could do nothing but open a ‘gather-
ing’ as the quorum for a sitting (half of the member-
ship, plus one) was not available. He expressed his
abhorrence of the enemy’s invasion and then de-
clared: ‘With regard to the circumstances, the activ-
ities of the Chamber are adjourned sine die. The
meeting is closed.’

The minutes of this very short meeting mention:
‘The Chamber disperses until further notice.’
Nobody could have an idea when this next meeting
would take place. After the war — on the 20th of
November 1945 — Queen Wilhelmina opened in the
Knights’ Hall the session of the so-called Emergen-
cy Parliament, composed of a number of former
members and persons appointed by the Resistance.
General elections were held in May 1946 and a
Second Chamber could again be composed in the

normal way.

One of the particulars of the Inquiry Act is that those
summoned by the committee to give information,
are obliged to appear and to give evidence on oath.
Only in very special circumstances one may be ex-
cused, for instance, in the case of a professional priv-

ilege. In nine cases a proposal to hold an inquiry,
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was either rejected by the Chamber, withdrawn or
abandoned. On nine occasions an inquiry did take
place. Some striking examples are: an inquiry in
1886-87 into the situation in factories and work-
shops, and one in 1874 into child labour. They have
been of great importance for social legislation.

If the Chamber considers an official inquiry too radi-
cal, it can create a special committee to set up an in-
vestigation. Such a committee has less powers
than a genuine inquiry committee ; it cannot compel
witnesses to appear before it, and it cannot put a

witness under oath.

POLITICAL
GROUPS

The Second Chamber consists of a number of politi-
cal groups (in Dutch: fracties). The large political
groups have set up their own committees of experts
on specific subjects.

Since a number of years, thanks to an item in the
Chamber’s own budget, the political groups in ac-
cordance with their size can employ scientific and/
or administrative assistants. These assistants can
take over a good deal of work of the parliamentar-
ians, but members of the Chambers still have a great
number of obligations. Committee members must
frequently take part in committee meetings, some-
times even during plenary sittings. Furthermore,
they often have many other urgent activities which
prevent them from being present in the main De-

bating Hall. But, if important decisions are to be
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THE
VERBATIM REPORT
OF
THE DEBATES
A

All that has officially been said in the Chamber by

members as well as by ministers or secretaries of

state, is recorded in the verbatim report, known as
the ‘Handelingen’ (‘Actions’). This rather curious
name is derived from the old summary of the discus-
sions in parliament, published until 1878 under the
title ‘Report on the actions of the States General’.
To be able to compile and publish this report, a
group of very experienced and expert stenographers
records every word which is spoken. They form to-
gether the Stenographic Service of the States General,
since they also record the debates in the First
Chamber.

The introduction of stenography in the Chamber
was discussed at great length, as well as the remu-
neration to be given to the stenographers. In article
108 of the Constitution of 1814 it was stipulated that
meetings of the Second Chamber would be public.
It was only in 1848 that this was also laid down for
the First Chamber.

Consequently, after 1815 only reports on the debates






THE RULES

OF

PROCEDURE

A
Each Chamber has established its own Rules of

Procedure.
The present Rules of Procedure of the Second

Chamber were (re-)drafted almost entirely in 1966.

QUORUM

One of the Rules is, that the Chamber may not start
a meeting until half of the members plus one are
present. So the prescribed minimum (the ‘quorum?)
for the Second Chamber is 76. It happens once in a
while, that there is no quorum at the sitting’s open-
ning time. Then the Chairman can open a ‘gather-
ing’, not a meeting. The names of absent members
are read, with the reasons of absence they may have
given. He also informs those present about the doc-
uments to hand and then postpones the meeting.

On entering the building, the members sign the roll.
As soon as this shows 76 signatures, the sitting can
be officially opened.

As long as there is no evidence that less than 76
members are in the building, the sitting may be con-

tinued. However, if a nominal roll-call shows, that



less than 76 members voted, the vote is null and
void, and the sitting is adjourned.

The sittings of the Chamber are called by the Chair-
man, as often as he thinks necessary. But fifteen
members can also ask for a sitting stating their
reasons in writing, for instance in order to call back
the Chamber during a parliamentary holiday to dis-

cuss some urgent matter.

PUBLIC
CHARACTER

The public character of the meetings is not dealt
with in the Rules of Procedure but in Article x1x of
the Constitution, which states that the separate sit-
tings of both Chambers as well as the joint sittings
are public. The doors may be closed when one tenth
of the members or the Chairman requires such a
measure. The Chamber then decides whether the
discussions will be held with closed doors.

A secret sitting is therefore possible, but nowadays
it is extremely rare. Until a few years ago the Second
Chamber discussed its own draft-budget in a secret

sitting ; now this too is done in public.

PRESIDIUM

The Chairman chairs the plenary sessions of the
Chamber. He may call upon one of the five vice-
chairmen to take the Chair. The Chairman or one of
the vice-chairmen, forming together the Presidium,

also presides over the public committee meetings.
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The Chairman is appointed every year by the Queen
immediately after the beginning of the new parlia-
mentary year, or in the first sitting of a newly elected
Chamber. For that purpose the Chamber presents a
short list of three names. The Queen always ap-
points number one. The two others become vice-
chairmen, whereupon the Chamber nominates three
more members of the Presidium from various politi-
cal groups. The Presidium has to deal with a great
amount of material and domestic affairs. The Chair-

man usually belongs to the largest political group.

The Chamber may act against its Rules of Procedure
only if none of the members present objects to a

proposal to proceed in such a manner.




SERVICES

AN
The Second Chamber also needs an efficient admin-

istration. This is obvious when one only considers

the amount of printed matter involved in parliamen-
tarian activities, which daily pours into the Cham-
ber. To give some idea of the quantities in question,
here are a few figures of the year 1974-75: 227 bills
were introduced in the Second Chamber and about
the same number were dealt with. As said before,
the preparation of the plenary debates is for the
greater part done in writing. During that period the
members of the Second Chamber posed more than
1500 questions in writing and there were about as
many replies from the government. Together with
the verbatim reports of the plenary sittings and
public committee meetings, this means a very large
quantity of printed material.

Apart from the more or less ‘political’ work that the
Clerks of the House have to accomplish with regard
to the plenary sittings and committee meetings, the
examination of draft legislation, etc., its adminis-
tration has also to cope technically with registration,
archives, etc. There must be a good, up-to-date
registration of the members, card-indexes about all
activities, agenda’s must be drawn up, correspond-
ence be conducted and filed, etc., etc. There is also
a special clerk with a small staff who deals with the
delegates of both Chambers to international parlia-
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LIST

OFHONOUR

AN

A list of honour with the names of 17,500 Dutch
killed in World War II is deposited in a glass shrine

in the hall of the main building. In the course of a

solemn meeting in the Knights’ Hall on the 4th of
May 1960, Her Majesty Queen Juliana presented this
list of honour to the members of the States General
as representatives of the Dutch people. Among those
present were the ministers and secretaries of state,
the chiefs of staff, ambassadors of our allies during
the war, relatives of the dead and representatives of
the Resistance.

By order of the Queen the national flag is flown be-
side the list of honour. At the top of the flagpole
laurel-wreath of old silver pays homage to the dead.
Calligraphing the names on the list took ten years:
it was done by Benedictine nuns of the abbey of Our
Lady, in Oosterhout in the province of North-
Brabant. Each day a page with 24 names is turned
over.

At the unveiling ceremony the Queen said: ‘In this
book the names ate mentioned of those whom we
thought could not be missed at our resurgence. Each
of us has the freedom to prove in his life that he has

understood the message of their death.’
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THE
PARLIAMENTARY
BUILDINGS

A

Throughout the centuries the ‘Binnenhof’ (Inner

Courtyard) in The Hague has been the centre of po-
litical life in the Netherlands and to this very day it
still is.

Count Floris IV of Holland (1222-1234) bought a
large area of land, consisting of dunes, woodland
and grassland, which he probably wanted for hunt-
ing. On the site where now stands the Hall of
Knights there was probably in former days modest

a stone building, which he used as a2 hunting lodge.

His son, William II (1234-1256), whose statue is on
top of the fountain, was appointed Emperor Elect by
German rulers. He was crowned in Aachen and
received the title of Roman King, namely of the
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, as the
German realm was then called. He never came to be
crowned as Emperor by the Pope, since he was kill-
ed in a battle against the West Frisians in 1256. He
wanted to extend his father’s hunting lodge and
built a larger house quite near, possibly adjacent to
it. He had the house completely walled in and sur-

rounded by moats, thus turning it into a veritable
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THE HALL

OF

KNIGHTS

A
The Hall of Knights is a hall of royal grandeur, with

its mighty oak roof, which - supported by stone
wallpilasters — rests on the heavy walls. The Hall is
38.40 metres long, 17.80 metres wide and 25.74
metres high. The leaded-glass windows show the
coats of arms of the principal cities. The large rose
window (5 metres across) contains the coats of arms
of dukes and counts, arranged around the coat of
arms of Queen Wilhelmina. The flags of the prov-

inces add another colourful touch.

Up to the Burgundian era(about 1430) the castle was
occupied fairly regularly. The Counts of the House
of Burgundy usually resided in Brussels or Dijon
and if ever they did stay in The Hague it was only
for a short time. Their stadholder continued to live
there, however, and consequently the administra-
tion of the County of Holland likewise remained
established at Die Haghe. In 1432 and 1456 Philip of
Burgundy entertained his Knights of the Golden
Fleece here with great splendour. Charles the Bold
stayed there some time later, among other things to

administer justice in the Hall of Knights.
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THE FIRST

CHAMBER

AN
The Chamber’s Debating Hall was built in 1660, as a

meeting room for the States of Holland. The paint-
ings on the ceiling depict windows, through which
represenfatives of the trade partners of the Republic
of the Seven United Netherlands watched and lis-
tened to the deliberations of the High Lords; they
are the Poles, the Persians, the Turks, the Spanish
and Mexicans,the French, the Italians, the Germans,
the Russians, and, in the centre, the British, their
central position being due, not to courtesy but to
the desire of the designers to remind the States of
Holland that there was a war on with that nation.

Two magnificent mantelpieces — unfortunately part-
ly hidden by the public galleries built in 1880 - are
decorated with paintings. Jan Lievensz (1661)
painted the war god Mars and Adriaan Hanneman
‘Peace’. Above the paintings there is the coat of arms

of Holland, a red lion on a golden field.

Above the niches in the wall there are medallions
bearing the portraits of well-known statesmen from
thetime ofthe Republic:Johanvan Oldenbarneveldt,
Adriaan Pauw, Johan de Witt, Caspar Fagel, Antonie
Heinsius, Simon van Slingeland, Laurens van de

Spiegel and Rutger Jan Schimmelpenninck. Behind

56






THE SECOND

CHAMBER

A
The main part of the Second Chamber building was

built towards the end of the eighteenth century, as a
new wing of the Palace of Stadholder William V.
Originally, what is now the Chamber’s main De-
bating Hall was the palace ball room. It has a length
of 254 metres, a width of 11} metres and a height of
11 metres. On either of the short sides there is a gal-
lery ; the one on the Chair’s left is the Public Gallery
(admission free), for the Reserved Gallery on the
right one needs a ticket from a member or from the
Chamber’s Information Department. The first row
of each of these galleries is reserved for the parlia-
mentary press. The gallery behind the Chair is re-
served for civil servants, diplomats and the Chair-

man’s guests.

Opposite to the Chair is the Ministers’ Table.

To the left and right are the members’ benches, de-




signed for 2 but, since the enlargement of the Cham-
ber by a change of the Constitution in 1956 from 100
to 150 members, now seating 3 members each. Mem-
bers addressing the Chamber speak from the ros-
trum to the right of the Chair, unless they use one of
the 3 interruption microphones installed around the

Stenographers’ enclosure in the centre.

The Chamber has 2 other meeting rooms with a
public and press gallery: the ‘Handelingen’ Room,
situated near the library and so called because of the
leather bound volumes of the verbatim reports of the
parliamentary debates which line its walls, and the
recently built Schepel Hall, named after a former
Clerk of the Chamber, with a public entrance of its
own at no. §, and permanent facilities for simulta-
neous translation. These spaces are used for public
committee meetings and public hearings. The Main
Debating Hall is also used for this purpose, in which
case the committee members are seated at a square
table consisting of the Ministers’ Table and three
tables temporarily set up along the other three sides
of the Stenographers’ enclosure, and civil servants
and journalists are permitted to occupy the mem-

bers’ benches.

Memorable pictures in the Chamber are:

— on the Main Staircase: portraits of Queen Juliana
(painted by Sierk Schréder), and King William III;
- in the Smoking Room: the Cort van der Linden
Cabinet (1913-18), painted by Van der Hem

- in the Writing Room: a portrait of Sir Winston
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