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Culemborg talks suspended
CULEMBORG | Dutch Moroccan represen-
tation broke with town mayor, Roland 
Schelven over discussions of problems in 
the Terweijde district of Culemborg. Talks 
were suspended on 17 February when 
spokesperson Farid Azarkan received an 
eviction letter from a local housing agency. 
A dozen Moroccan families in Terweijde 
have received such letters. “It’s not yet sent 
to the Moluccan side,” Azarkan said. The 
alleged letter says that children from Mo-
roccan families are causes of nuisance. In 
January, the culmination of years of ethnic 
unrest resulted in an emergency situation.  

ATM blown up in robbery
AROERMOND | A suspected ATM robbery is 
the cause of a 22 February explosion at a 
shopping centre in Roermond, say police. 
The explosion collapsed the front of the 
building where the ATM was located. Part 
of the roof was also torn down. Police had 
to clear the area because of the collapse 
and subsequent fire. There are no reported 
traces of perpetrators. Neighbours heard a 
loud bang at four in the morning, and win-
dows in nearby houses were shaken. The 
store as well as nearby shops and offices 
were severely damaged. The area will be 
kept closed until debris can be cleared. 

H1N1 response examined
THE HAGUE | Health Minister Ab Klink (CDA) 
asked an independent body to conduct an 
investigation into the Dutch management of 
the H1H1 epidemic, known as the Mexican 
Flu in the Netherlands. The investigation 
will examine the government’s approach 
to the vaccination program and determine 
whether Klink’s decision to supply the 
population twice over was necessary. In the 
end, only children, the elderly and the chro-
nically ill received the vaccine. The H1N1 
pandemic was less severe than expected 
in the Netherlands, with only 50 deaths 
compared to a worldwide average of 5,000. 
The investigation will report in May.

Language lessons in Chinese
THE HAGUE | The Chinese language will be 
added to the list of examination subjects 
that Dutch secondary school students take 
in their final year. The move signals the in-
creasingly important role China plays in the 
global economy, says Deputy Minister for 
Education, Marja van Bijsterveldt (PvdA). 
Chinese will not count as a full subject as 
yet, meaning students can only take the 
exam in eight secondary schools. Chinese 
will be upgraded to modern language study 
after the official curriculum, put forth by 
the Netherlands Institute for Cirriculum 
Development (SLO) is announced. Van 
Bijsterveldt has donated one million euro 
to the plan.

Plans to restructure the basic 
grant awarded to Dutch students 
highlights the growing need for 
education subsidies.

“I don’t think there has been one 
year in my life since I was 17 that I did 
not work 24 hours a week,” says Michiel 
Kruijff, now 28 and about to receive a 
master’s degree in political science from 
the University of Amsterdam. “I know 
that affected my grades.”

Like all Dutch students, Kruijff has 
enjoyed the benefits of studiefinancie-
ring, the government system gifting a 
basic study grant to all Dutch students 
enrolled in higher education. The 
subsidy varies from 75 to 250 euros in 
monthly stipends, depending on whether 
a student lives at home. Yet Kruijff still 
has to work and take out loans to sur-
vive studying in a city like Amsterdam. 

His government can sympathize. 
Times are tough for students and finan-
ce ministries alike, with both tightening 
their belts for a projected 2010 public 
deficit of 36.5 billion euros. 

Amidst raising the state pension 
age and cutting budget spending by 20 
percent for 2011, the Dutch House of 
Representatives may also eliminate the 
study grant. The very notion sparked 
student protests at eight universities 
nationwide the first week of February. 
Erasmus University in Rotterdam faced 
200 protesters. At the University of 

Utrecht, 40 students stormed and occu-
pied the administration building.

“We don’t want to lose any students 
that who have had the ambition to study 
but don’t because they can’t afford it,” 
said Gerard van Oosterwijk, president 
of the Dutch National Union of Students 
(LSVb). Students fear axing the study 
grant will make higher education less 
accessible. But, according to Sijbolt 
Noorda, President of the Association of 

Dutch Research Universities (VSNU), 
“the student protest is overshadowing 
the real issue, and the real issue is how 
to get our politicians to support higher 
education.” 

Next generation
Noorda claims government invest-

ment in the nation’s universities has 
dwindled, “resulting in a less favourable 
situation for teachers and students.”

“We are not going to pay off our 
debts by cutting budgets on education,” 
he says. “We have to make new money 
in our economy, and to get a successful 
economy you need the right people by 
investing in a new generation.” 

Both students and university unions 
agree. “We are already becoming that 
young generation stuck with the pro-
blem of supporting pensioners and a 
big public debt,” says Van Oosterwijk, 
a law and economics student at Leiden 
University.

Setting an example
The Ministry of Education, Culture 

and Science gauges how Dutch higher 
education is performing compared its 
peers based on research from the Or-
ganisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD), which pulls 
data from neighbouring countries like 
Belgium, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
France, and Denmark, as well as Finland 
– perhaps the best example of successful 
higher education. Finnish full-time stu-
dents pay no tuition fees, while tuition 
fees for Dutch and EU/EEA students are 
1,620 euros per year. 

As the largest economy of the OECD, 
US tuition fees average 2,544 USD for a 
two-year public college, 18,548 at a four-

year public college, and 26,273 at a pri-
vate college, according to the US Journal 
of Academics.

While higher education and research 
in the Netherlands is performing above 
the international average, there is still 
room for improvement. University ef-
ficiency is a major factor in a country’s 
competitiveness, and the Netherlands is 
nearly on par with its GDP investments 
compared to the top five knowledge 
economies in the world: Switzerland, the 
United States, Signapore, Sweden, and 
Denmark. The government intends to 
bridge any gaps, if not surpass interna-
tional averages.

Economy of education
Right now, government, lobbyists and 

unions want a bigger piece of academic 
pie. The LSVb supports future protests 
against abolishing the study grant, and 
the VSNU will publish an investment 
scheme proposing government invest-
ment in higher education. The Ministery 
of Education, Culture and Science is kee-
ping quiet about any decision, however, 
while student budgets hinge on the fate 
of the study grant.

Although the Dutch budget will inject 
4.2 billion euros for economic stimulus 
measures, a number of commissions are 
tasked with saving 40 billion euros from 
various sectors, including education.

Kruijff proposes one simple solution. 
“Everybody gets the same basic grant 
money. If your parents do not earn 
enough, you do get an additional grant,” 
he says. 

“The grant should be pegged to their 
parents’ level of income. After a certain 
level, there should not be any grant at 
all.”

Student protestors demand financial support 

Protestors from the National Student Union (LSVb) demonstrate in The Hague against proposed cuts in education funding. Photo: Roel

Figures show both student subsidies (beurzen) and loans (leningen) have increasd over 
the past 10 years from 1.8 million euros to 3.5 million. Photo: ANP/CBS
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