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Abstract

This thesis addresses trust in the government in Groningen, and how to make climate policies in

light of distrust. At the present moment, protests and discontent about the national government

are apparent in Groningen, the Netherlands. Groningen is characterized as a “left-behind” region

and is severely affected by earthquakes. While faced with a climate crisis, the question arises of

how to make effective policy taking into account this distrust in government.

In this study, interviews were conducted with inhabitants of rural Groningen to incorporate a

Verstehen perspective. The study found three core themes that lead to low trust in government:

the government’s response to earthquakes, the allowances scandal, and the covid-19 strategy. To

improve policies, the following suggestions are made: improve communication, incorporate

Adaptive Policy-Making (APM), integrate measures from the Not In My Back-Yard (NIMBY)

research, and principles from the Fair Energy Transition for All (FETA). The study also presents

limitations and suggests avenues for further research.

Keywords: trust in government, regional disparities, left behind regions, climate policy, energy

transition, farmers, Netherlands
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1. Introduction

Does the national Dutch government govern for the majority of the Dutch people? Are the

interests of a person living in the Hague represented as equally as a person living in the

province? Are certain regions disadvantaged in political decision-making? This contention is

held by various groups in the Netherlands. The “blokkeer Friezen” (blocking Frisians) who

occupied the highway in 2017 believe their region is stereotyped and negatively portrayed by

national governance, and the inhabitants of Groningen lack trust in the government to implement

their interests (Duk, 2022; RTV Noord, 2023). Distrust in governance is apparent among a

significant part of the Dutch population. Figure 1 shows the answer to the question: “To what

extent do you feel politicians care about people like you?”. The number 0 means “not at all”, and

10 “a lot”. The black numbers indicate the responses from the cities, and the red numbers are the

provinces. Notably, the numbers given are generally low, with the highest being a 5.5 for the city

of Utrecht (Trouw & Kieskompas, 2023).
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Figure 1: Trust in government (Trouw & Kieskompas, 2023).

Trust is here defined as “a person’s belief that another person or institution will act consistently

with their expectations of positive behavior” (OECD, 2017). Whether trust in government is

lowest in Groningen, Drenthe, Zeeland or Flevoland depends on the statistic used, however, the

broad picture is clear: trust in governance is lowest outside of the core regions of the “Randstad”

(Kieskompas, 2023; NOS, 2023)1. The distrust in government fits into a larger debate or “divide”

between the central regions in the Netherlands and rural regions. In the center, a large part of the

1 Groningen scores the highest on the statement “people in rural areas are left behind” with 77% agreement. Zeeland
indicates distrust the most often, with 55% mentioning this. In Flevoland the most participants, 31%, indicated “very
low trust” in the national government and 17% “very low trust” in the regional government. Drenthe scored highest
in agreement on the statement “I am concerned about political culture” (NOS, 2023).
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political and economic power is located, and the “left behind” regions tend to feel more

discontent, have higher protest votes, and have less economic growth (MacKinnon et al., 2021).

Groningen can be considered as one of these “left-behind” regions. Trust in government amongst

inhabitants of Groningen, henceforth referred to as Groningers, is a specific case within the

Netherlands. This is due to the natural gas field that is located in Groningen, which was exploited

for many years, even though it was leading to earthquakes in the region (Tweede Kamer, 2023).

As the prime minister Mark Rutte admitted: “The national government and the oil companies

have structurally ignored the interests of local residents. (...) As a result, people in the gas

extraction area have suffered unnecessarily from earthquakes, the slow handling of claims, and

uncertainty about their safety” (Tweede Kamer, 2023, p1). This has severely impacted trust in

governance in Groningen (Driessen & Kanne, 2021).

Despite the skepticism towards the national government in Groningen, there is still an urgent

need for climate action (Steffen et al., 2015). Sustainability policies will need government

policies with the support of the majority of the population, in line with democracy. National

climate policies tend to be made in the capital of the Netherlands and therefore are not always

representative for the whole country (Driessen & Kanne, 2021). Agriculture is mostly

concentrated in the “left behind” regions and is a sector that will have to reform in order to build

a sustainable future (Environmental Data Compendium, n.d.). Therefore, an essential and

underexplored topic is how to make climate policies in light of regional distrust in the

government in Groningen.
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The research question that this thesis will aim to answer is: What factors explain the low levels of

trust in government in the region of Groningen, and in light of these factors, how could climate

policy be improved to address distrust and be more effective in achieving their objectives?

In order to answer this question, I will first present a review of existing literature and existing

policies around this topic, followed by the methodological framework for this study. The

findings and discussion, policy implications, and conclusion will then be presented.
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2. Literature Review

This section reviews existing literature on the geographical patterning of discontent. The first

part is dedicated to the global patterning of this phenomenon, followed by the Dutch and the

Groningen context.

2.1 Global Phenomenon

Similar to this study’s examination of societal discontent and trust in government in the NL,

Florida (2021) mapped out global trends in discontent by observing both economic and social

trends. The geographical differences most often discussed are general discontent and voting

behavior, often related to support for far-right parties (Florida, 2021). The geographical places

that tend to feel more discontent, vote for relatively far-right parties, and have less economic

growth can be called the “left-behind places” (MacKinnon et al., 2021). Important to note here is

that literature tends to focus on general patterns, and not everything may translate one to one to

the Northern Dutch context: the region of Groningen has many of the characteristics of the

left-behind regions, such as relatively low economic activity and trust in governance but does not

necessarily vote relatively more far-right than the rest of the Netherlands (NOS, 2021).

Bishop (2008) prescribes that large geographical differences are due to the “big sort”: a process

in which people segregate and move to places that fit and reinforce their existing identities and

values. This relates closely to job availability: those more highly-educated work in knowledge

industries located in cities, and less educated with traditional values are concentrated in rural

areas. In the past, industrial activities and working-class jobs were more evenly distributed

across places, whereas the knowledge industry clusters knowledge and skill (Glaeser, 2006). The
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left-behind regions are marginalized in physical, economic or political terms. Important here is

that the relative economic position related to the past history of the region is an essential

predictor of discontent. The worsening of the position of these regions often relates to

globalization, innovation, inequality, climate change, and covid-19 (Florida, 2021). In addition to

an economic focus, literature also suggests cultural backlash is an important element. Norris and

Ingelehart (2019) argue backlash is not against economic hardship only but also against modern

values of post-industrialism. Right-wing supporters are discontented with the liberal and

cosmopolitan values of the “urban elite”. Due to cultural factors, people may vote against their

own economic interests, for a far-right party (Floria, 2021).

In addition to the distrust in government in “left-behind” regions, author Loic Wacquant

addresses trust in government in marginalized groups more generally. Wacquant addresses how

spaces in cities or regions are labeled as “problem districts” or “low-income communities”, but

this does not take into account the structures that put people in these positions (2016). These

structures include processes whereby people are pulled and maintained in marginal locations, and

the practices and social webs that are developed in these locations. The current discourse and

labels decontextualizes these spaces and miss that regulation is a collective issue, a space of

interplaying social, symbolic and economic power (Slater, 2013). Wacquant emphasizes the

focus should be less on “vulnerable groups” but more on the institutions that put people into

these positions (Wacquant, 2016).

The response to different environmental policies is an existing theme in academic research, for

instance in a paper published in 2015 by Von Essen et al., addressing how illegal hunting was



9

instrumentalized as a protest mechanism. This was in the context of Sweden and Finland, where

groups felt unrecognized by authorities and distrusted the government, and continued the

tradition of hunting on wolves as a political statement. The article interestingly highlights how

important moral feelings and indignation are in the construction of the debate and hunting

activism. Material substances play a role in the conflict and discourse, but more essential is

creating a space where everyone can enter and be on equal terms; recognition is key. In addition,

Von Essan notes it is essential to acknowledge how the word and understanding of the word

“rural” are subjective and socially and discursively constructed, as well as the heterogeneity

between and within “rural” regions (Von Essen, 2015; Pohja-Mykrä & Kurki, 2014).

Important to note is that the articles with an international focus are largely focused on populism

support. This support often has causes in the domains of for instance political representation and

participation as well as discontent with globalization, which are relevant to the research question.

However, support for populism does not equal geographical patterning of discontent. The

literature on populism has still been reviewed here for its extensive source of knowledge but

does not exactly translate to the Dutch context.

2.2 The Netherlands

The author Catherine De Vries delves deeper into geographical differences specifically in the

Netherlands. She argues in her article that the Dutch political context and differences is

increasingly defined by not only “classic” left-right economic divisions that focus on economics

and state-intervention, but also by the cosmopolitan-parochial divide (De Vries, 2018). Parochial

parties are defined by their tendency to be less in favor of European integration, migration, and
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more in favor of national control in international affairs, compared to the cosmopolitan parties.

The author bases her argument on the results of the Dutch elections, mainly those of the national

Dutch elections in 2017, and the European Union (EU) elections of 2014. One important

outcome of De Vries’ research is that Dutch voters do not seem to base their voting behavior as

much on cultural issues such as same-sex marriage or privacy as much as previous international

literature such as by Norris and Ingelehart (2011) had previously suggested. Rather, economic

insecurity seems to be an important predictor of voting behavior, for instance relating to

increasing international cooperation and open borders (De Vries, 2018).

In 2021, Casper van den Berg and Annemarie Kok wrote the report “Regionaal maatschappelijk

onbehagen” (regional societal discomfort), as requested by the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature

and Food Quality. The periphery in the Netherlands is here defined as the four provinces of

Fryslan, Groningen, Drenthe, and Zeeland. This report outlines how there is a lower trust in

national institutions among inhabitants of the periphery, lower turnout at elections, and a

growing “protest vote”. The causes for this lie in firstly, the demographics of the periphery areas,

secondly the specific societal problems that arise in these areas, and thirdly the intense feelings

of feeling as if “not mattering” (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021). Globalization also plays a

significant role in regional differences. The disparities between countries have dropped, but the

disparities within countries rose (Butkus et al.). This has to do with economic global competition

happening within regions and not in entire countries. The profits of globalization hence go

towards the cities (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021).
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While significant differences exist between the Randstad and rural regions, it would be

oversimplified to say this is an essential and binary divide. In reality, it is more of a continuum,

with inhabitants of rural land supporting cosmopolitan ideas and vice versa. Many individual

differences exist and overgeneralizing can lead to untrue stereotyping. Even insofar as regional

differentiation can be made, many regions are also more “in-between” cosmopolitan and rural.

Examples in the Netherlands mentioned are Groningen, Assen, and Leeuwarden, being capitals

of provinces, with a mix of urban and rural influences, as well as villages that are focused on a

nearby city for job and educational opportunities. In addition, digitalization means even more

interconnectedness of regions, all leading to people not being their location, but an individual

sum of activities, relocating, histories, and identities. In addition, urban lifestyles increasingly

embrace “rural” activities such as gardening, baking bread, or walking in nature (Van den Berg &

Kok, 2021).

The Dutch government has been focused on increasing the Netherlands’ international economic

competitiveness, a strategy that included increasing the density of economic activity in the

Randstad, and focusing less on “the rest” (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021). Until 2004, regional

policies were still active, but these were scaled down, and ceased to exist in 2010. A new

governance strategy, New Public Management (NPM) gained influence, with emphasis on

citizens as consumers. Since 2017, the region seems to have re-appeared on the political agenda,

with the realization that many challenges, including climate mitigation and adaptation, require

the non-city areas (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021). Regional identity plays an important role in

national geographical divides in politics. People living at the borders of the Netherlands feel on

average a stronger identification with their regions. Figure 2 shows the population of the
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Netherlands amongst two axes: “Krimpregio’s” (decreasing regions) and “Bruisregio’s” (vibrant

regions), versus “Anywheres and Somewheres”. “Whilst “anywheres” often refers to the

inhabitants of urban areas who are not tied to a location but are more flexible; “somewheres”

refer to the inhabitants of regional areas who tend to hold more traditional beliefs based upon

their anchoring within that specific area, for instance due to family ties, housing or job

opportunities (Goodhart, 2017). The largest part of the population, with 21%, lives in a rising

region, to which they are tied. 17% are “somewheres” in regions in between rising and

decreasing regions. This is followed by 14% “anywheres'' in rising regions, which is the group

least affected by regional issues and societal discomfort. The 12% “somewheres” in decreasing

regions are most prone to societal discomfort. The “anywheres” in “bruisregio’s” were least

responsive to feelings of societal discomfort. (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021)

Figure 2: Anywheres and Somewheres (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021).
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In addition, Van den Berg (2018) places current societal developments in the Netherlands in a

historic perspective. Until the 1960s, the Netherlands was “pillarized”, meaning that different

pillars, Catholics, Protestants, and Socialists, lived in their own worlds, with their own locations,

newspapers, sports facilities and schools. The concept of pillarization gradually diminished

following the 1960s, resulting in increased personal liberties but a decline in intergroup cohesion.

Van den Berg asserts that these pillars have been substituted with "bubbles," a fresh societal

division characterized by groups that thrive or struggle within the contemporary social order.

These groups are referred to as the aforementioned “anywheres” and “somewheres” (Van den

Berg, 2018).

2.3 Groningen

Regional unrest in the Netherlands aligns with and differs from global patterns and trends in

various manners. However, there are also stark differences in regional unrest between regions

within the Netherlands. The context of Groningen differs from other places in the Netherlands in

different domains. Firstly, an important forming event for the identity of Groningers was the

natural fracking practices of the past decades (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021). Fracking has led to

Groningen being subject to different earthquakes, leading to damage to many homes as well as

psychological distress of inhabitants. Despite these effects, the government let the fracking

continue, and Groningers felt their voice was not heard (Tweede Kamer, 2023). Groningers had

no influence on the natural gas fracking practices, despite experiencing many negative effects as

a result (Financieel Dagblad, n.d.). The experience of being powerless in this situation and the

persistence of fracking by the national politics led to feelings of outrage and resentment (Van Der

Voort & Vanclay, 2015). Fracking stopped in 2022, and a compensational fund of 1.5 billion
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euros was implemented to be spent on repairs to individuals’ homes and properties, broad

prosperity, and job opportunities (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021). However, the feelings of distrust

towards the national government persist to form a part of the Groninger identity.

Another factor influencing the unrest in Groningen is debates around agriculture. It is important

to know of the farmers' protests. Following policies from the Dutch government to limit nitrogen

emissions, different groups including farmers protested, arguing the proposed policies were

unrealistic and unfairly targeting agriculture (NOS, 2019). Tractors blocked the highway on their

way to the Hague, causing unrest and debates around the country (Klomp, 2022). One important

symbol that has been used by farmers is the Dutch flag, hung upside down. This was a historic

sign of sailors on the ocean in need but has since 2019 been used by farmers and supporters to

protest, gaining extra attention in 2022 (Smouter, 2022). The flag expresses discontent with

environmental policies severely affecting farmers.

A last significant sector influencing the identity of the rural Groningen region is economy.

Previous research on the rural Groningen region has shown that a substantial part of the citizens

view the location of the region as economically unfavorable, and many of the older generation

worked in the industrial sector but have lost their employment due to economic downturns (Meij,

Haartsen & Meijering, 2020). In general, Groningers specifically indicate feeling little

appreciation for their region from outsiders (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021).

While Groningen differs from other regions and people from Groningen have certain things in

common, it is important to consider that besides broad urban-rural divisions, heterogeneity exists
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within different rural contexts. Essential is not to generalize different villages and therefore make

their lived experience invisible (Meij, Haartsen & Meijering, 2020).

While research has been done on the Groningen rural land, the connection with climate policies

is lacking, while this holds significant value for the future of Dutch climate action. Therefore,

this research adds value to the existing academic information.
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3. Methodological Framework

A qualitative research design characterized by personal interviews was chosen for this research.

Qualitative research methods are useful for multi-layered topics such as trust (Marshall and

Rossman 1998). Semi-structured interviews were chosen to allow for unexpected responses

while preserving the richness and detail of the study participants' points of view. In the interview

methods, ethical concerns were taken into account by guaranteeing informed consent and

anonymity. Participants were informed about the project and its objectives and verbally

consented to their testimonies being used. No names were recorded, nor other personal

information that could help identify personal identities.

Gaining insight into a specific region can help understand the nuances that underlie the distrust

and perceptions towards climate governance. Therefore, the specific case study of Leens,

Groningen is chosen. Leens is a village in the North-West of the province of Groningen with

approximately 2000 inhabitants. The location of Leens in the Netherlands can be seen in Figure

3. Leens is chosen for its relatively representativeness: it is a region with earthquake damages,

but not the core region. In addition, it is a village in the periphery area, not focused on a

neighboring city, but still with its own facilities. Around half of the municipality’s land use is for

agricultural practices, which is representative of the province of Groningen (CBS, 2023). Leens

used to be part of the municipality “De Marne”, which had about 10.000 inhabitants, but since

2019 different smaller municipalities have been fused, making Leens part of “Het Hogeland”,

which has about 5 times the inhabitants of De Marne. The population of Leens has been

decreasing for decades. Leens is historically a town strongly tied to the reformed church

(Plaatsengids, n.d.).
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Figure 3: Leens, Groningen, The Netherlands (Zoekplaats, n.d.).

This research consisted of different steps. Firstly, the literature has been reviewed, outlining key

themes and gaps in the literature. Following this were the interviews. For this, I have gone to

Leens, Groningen for 2 days, a weekend, allowing me to be in different settings; on Saturdays,

inhabitants did groceries, on Sundays rested or went on a walk. Talking to inhabitants in their

natural cultural setting has the benefit of being able to find more participants, as well as

interviewing a more diverse group of people. However, I have been limited in speaking to people

who were not to be found in public spaces, e.g. because they were not mobile. I have spoken to

10 people who lived in Leens or neighboring towns. I talked to people on the street, at the

supermarket and in the fields. I did not record these interviews, but took notes on a notepad. I

asked open questions, and summarized essential responses of participants to ensure complete

understanding. For these conversations, I had some key themes, and from here followed the flow

of the conversation using semi-structured interview methods. The use of themes ensured that

certain subjects, like trust and climate policies, were covered. The themes are 1) trust in

governance, 2) ideas on climate governance and 3) possible improvements in these two domains.

The interview format was open-ended, giving participants the freedom to express their own
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opinions on those subjects. Because this study's primary goal was the Verstehen of participants,

broad questions were asked, such as: “What is your first association with the word

government?”.

I have spoken to people of mixed genders, with ages 32-70, and varied occupations; from

physiotherapist or housewife to entrepreneur or truck driver. I approached more people, but it is

important to say that a significant part of people I approached walked away when I informed

them about the topic of my research. In relation to this, it is important to keep in mind that

people may not feel fully comfortable expressing political statements with a stranger, especially

not in a public setting. This may have influenced the participants or withheld potential

participants from joining.

Focusing on a specific region and context is a useful tool to create increased understanding of a

subject. As Short et al. (2017, p1) expressed it: “A case study can be a powerful learning tool

sparking empathy, providing context to situations, allowing people to connect to social

phenomena intellectually and emotionally, counterbalancing efficiency-driven environments and

enabling ethical practice.”
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4. Policy Background

Within this section, an outline is provided of the environmental policies that directly apply to the

context of the case study: Leens. Two broad types of climate policies exist in the Netherlands.

The first category is climate adaptation. This is to adapt to the changing climate, and in the case

of the Netherlands consists of, for example, improving dikes. Climate adaptation policies in the

Netherlands are mostly done on a national scale, with relatively little collaboration between

countries (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2023). Climate mitigation strategies,

however, involve more different scales; goals are made in tight collaboration with other

countries, and practically enacted also on a regional level. Firstly, on a European level, the

European Union in 2016 signed the Paris Agreement, setting the goal of staying within 2°C of

global warming. For this, in 2030 EU countries should emit at least 55% less greenhouse gasses,

and in 2050 be climate neutral (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2023).

To reach these goals, the Dutch government has included the European goals in their laws, the

“klimaatwet” (climate law), which also outlines different procedures for reaching these goals.

Firstly, there is a climate plan, which is made for a period of ten years, which sets out the main

guidelines for the policy for the years to come. In a yearly “Klimaatnota” (climate note), the

government reflects on the progress made in the past year. Lastly, there is a progress report every

two years (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2023; Toetsing Klimaatwet, n.d.).

In addition, the elected coalition writes in their coalition agreement on the topic of climate

change. Here, the budget for climate plans is determined, as well as (changes in) the national
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institutions governing climate change. Some examples of climate policies follow, to illustrate the

types of solutions (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2023).

4.1 Sector Industry

To sustainably transition the sector of the manufacturing industry, a combination of public and

private strategies are combined. These are implemented on subnational, national, and regional

levels. On a European level, the emission trading system is active, putting on a price on CO2

emissions. In addition, there are European subsidies in place, for, for example, stimulating

innovation. The Dutch government recognizes that more needs to be done, and is in the process

of customized agreements with specific large businesses in the sector, which largely interact with

regional policies (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2022a). Regional private and

public organizations work together to make plans more concrete and formalize them. Moreover,

national subsidies are available for specific sustainable projects. Lastly, research is continuously

done, at private and public institutions, on, for example, energy carriers and sustainable

production techniques (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2022a).

4.2 Regional Energy Strategy Groningen

Another example to give insight into what climate policy in the Netherlands looks like is the

Regional Energy Strategy (RES). To achieve national and international goals, public institutions,

grid operators, energy collectives, businesses, social organizations and citizens need each other.

Therefore, they work together on a regional energy strategy. There are 30 energy regions in the

Netherlands, each with their own plan. The plan looks at suitable locations for generating
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sustainable energy, which energy sources are most suitable, how the grid can be used, or the

financial feasibility. This started in 2020 (Regional Energy Strategies, n.d.).

The RES Groningen is responsible for two important dossiers: the heating of homes with

sustainable energy, and the generation of sustainable energy on land. In total, Groningen needs to

deliver 5.7 TwH of energy of the total 35 TwH that needs to be generated on land. Figure 4

shows how this is planned to be done (Provincie Groningen, n.d; RES Groningen, n.d.). This

policy shows how European targets translate themselves into local policies.

Figure 4: built, in the process of building, yet to build solar and wind energy, per municipality

(RES Groningen, n.d.).

The second part of RES is the heating of homes. This is delegated from the RES regions towards

the local municipalities, who are required to draft a “Transitievisie Warmte” (TVW) (Transition

Vision Heating) (RES Groningen, n.d.). This plan has to serve as a step-by-step guide on how to

make the heating systems of neighborhoods natural gas-free (Groninger Dorpen, 2022;

Gemeenteraad Het Hogeland, 2021). A part of the TVW from the municipality Het Hogeland, in
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which Leens is located, is a paragraph on participation: here attention is paid to participation,

inclusion and support for policies (Gemeenteraad Het Hogeland, 2021).

4.3 Compensation for Fracking

A specific policy to Groningen is due to the natural fracking practices. Natural fracking practices

led to earthquakes and home damage in Groningen, for which compensation was made available.

One of the essential compensations was a subsidy for individuals with earthquake damage to

their homes. Along with this, homeowners who have received compensation can receive up to

4000 euros to implement sustainability measures, such as energy saving isolation measures, as

well as solar panels or a heat pump (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2022b;

SNN, n.d.). In addition, a compensational fund, “nationaal programma groningen” of 1.5 billion

euros has been implemented, to spend on e.g. repairs, broad prosperity and job opportunities

(Van den Berg & Kok, 2021).
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5. Findings and Discussion

From the interview, the following three themes have been identified: distrust in governance,

climate governance, and social welfare state.

5.1 Distrust in Governance and it Roots

This section discusses general distrust in governance and different causes for this. First, common

elements of how respondents view the government are summarized. Following are three different

domains that lead to distrust, and the section ends with concluding remarks.

5.1.1 Overarching Themes

Trust in government was generally low amongst participants. A core differentiation that surfaced

from the interviews was between the trust in institutions, politicians, national and local

governance. Trust in politicians was lower than trust in institutions, with many remarks about

removing Prime Minister Mark Rutte from his position. One participant mentioned wishing to

see all current parliament members removed and substituted with “fresh people” (Respondent 4,

Interview April 2023). Participants had low trust in government as they did not feel that their

voice and vote mattered in national politics, or “just a very small amount” (Respondent 9,

Interview April 2023). This aligns with research on to what extent Groningers feel politicians

care about people “like them”, where the average number indicated was 3.7 (Trouw &

Kieskompas, 2023). Several participants indicated having more trust in local governance on the

provincial and municipal level, compared to national politicians. One participant mentioned that

the reason for this was that no one in parliament had felt earthquakes themselves and therefore,

were trusted less to make decisions on the topic (Respondent 1, Interview April 2023).
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A second core element relates to representation of citizens in the political arena. One participant

also explained she felt politics might function better when it would be an accurate reflection of

society: for instance more working-class people and young people. Several more individuals

mentioned that the voices of young people were heard too little. Some with the motivation that

this is the future of the young people we are talking about, others with the view that young

people “simply have a lot of good ideas, more than our [the older] generation” (Respondent 10,

Interview April 2023). This distrust due to lack of representation may have a relation to the

professionalization of politics. Rather than politics being direct representatives of citizens,

politicians tend to come from the same circles. Specific educational backgrounds or previous

work experience seem to prepare politicians for their function; it is a career, rather than

representing a group in society (Fawcett & Corbett, 2018). This can lead to less feelings of

connection between citizens and politicians, leading to less trust in politicians (Allen & Cairney,

2017). This may then also be an explanation for why there is relatively more trust in local

governance compared to national governance. In addition, this can contribute to explaining the

popularity of the BoerBurgerBeweging (Farmer citizen movement) in the Dutch elections of

2023, with 30% of votes in the municipality of Leens going to the party (Het Hogeland, 2023).

The politicians of the BoerburgerBeweging (BBB) are less “professionalized” and may therefore

feel like a better representation of citizens. However, the rise of BBB may lead to less climate

action, as this is a lower priority of the party (BoerBurgerBeweging, 2023).
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5.1.2 Earthquake Damage

Several societal causes for distrust in governance were mentioned by participants. Firstly

addressed is the earthquake damage and the political reaction to the damage. Respondents

explained the increasing severity of the earthquakes, around ten years ago, as marking the

beginning of their decline in governance. The way the government allowed for and benefitted

from the natural gas fracking practices had a severe impact on the trust in government.

Leens is located in the region in Groningen that suffered from earthquakes due to natural gas

extraction. The gas field in Northern Groningen is the largest one in Europe and was discovered

in 1959 by an organization developed by a collaboration from Shell and Esso (Tweede Kamer,

2023). Due to the large-scale extraction of gas that followed, there is less mass in the soil,

leading to earthquakes. The first earthquake was measured in 1986, but it was denied that this

was due to gas fracking (Financieel Dagblad, n.d.). Only in 1993 was the connection between

fracking and earthquakes verified, but the fracking and earthquakes continued. When on August

12, 2012, a large part of the province felt an earthquake of magnitude 3,6 on the Richter scale,

protests grew (Tweede Kamer, 2023). Many homes were damaged or even declared unlivable

(Tweede Kamer, 2023). Still, the Dutch government had benefited too much from the fracking to

deem scaling down of the fracking necessary (Financieel Dagblad, n.d.; Kammer et al., 2023).

Only in 2018 did Minister of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy Eric Wiebes announce that

fracking would fully stop in 2030. This was hoped to be even faster, however, due to the 2022

Russian invasion of Ukraine and European countries’ subsequent boycott of Russian gas, it had

to be slowed down again (Financieel Dagblad, n.d.).
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5.1.3 Allowances Scandal

In addition to this, the allowances scandal or “toeslagen-affaire” had a severe impact on the

inhabitant's trust. In 2021, the cabinet of the Netherlands stepped down due to infringing

fundamental rights of thousands of citizens receiving government welfare. The estimation lies

around 35,000 welfare recipients. These citizens faced a range of issues, from being

discriminated against to privacy not being respected, and most essentially, unlawfully having to

pay back allowances, with interest (Hadwick & Lan, 2022). This significantly impacted the trust

in government of the individuals affected: they no longer believed the government and its

institutions existed to enforce their rights and well-being. In addition to the citizens mistreated

and their entourage, the scandal also had a large influence on society as a whole. Through

extensive media coverage, very large groups in society were aware of the scandal, frustrated and

angry, also leading to a wide-scale drop in trust in government (Frederik, 2021). Several

participants mentioned not believing the government was acting in their best interest, and being

unable to resolve complex problems. How the tax authorities handled this case really decreased

trust in governance overall. Participants expressed how the affair decreased their belief that the

government was able to fulfill its duties in a just way. Even though participants were not

personally affected, it still shocked large parts of the population. This may have to do with the

familiarity of the situation; the scandal happened to normal people, people not unlike the

participants in some demographic aspects.

The last incident or crisis that was mentioned several times to severely decrease trust in

governance, was covid and its measures and policies. During the Covid-19 pandemic, there was

little trust in the measures the Dutch government put forward due to shifting policies, a lack of
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transparency, and a perceived lack of honest political culture (NL Times, 2021; Keizer, 2021).

The government enforcing vaccination through a range of measures caused protests and a belief

the government was overstepping its boundaries. The lack of support for policies led to protests,

with thousands of people gathering to make a statement against required vaccination and other

measures (Reuters, 2021). Polarization between those supporting government policy and those

opposing it increased, leading to a lack of connection between different groups (Keizer, 2021).

Participants spoke of the lack of support of the Dutch government in implementing the measures

that they did; the measures were not seen as justified and the authority of the government and

authorities was questioned.

5.1.4 Concluding Remarks

The overarching theme between different causes for distrust in governance that was mentioned

was the government not keeping to its promises. One thing being mentioned and another

executed, or promises being made that could not be kept. However, although expressing distrust

in government, several participants did also mention the Netherlands still being a good place to

live, saying “how lucky we are to live here” (Respondent 5, Interview April 2023). A possible

explanation for the perception of the government not keeping to its promises could be that

politics are focused on the short-term and elections. Due to the 5-year election cycle, politicians

focus on policies that make them popular, rather than what is best for the common good and the

long-term. Difficult dossiers such as the Groninger earthquakes and climate change are pushed

further into the future, into the next election cycle (Pot et al., 2020).
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5.2 Climate Governance

Generally, the opinions about climate governance appeared to be less negative than about politics

overall. The need to have more climate policies was mentioned several times. “Too little

execution power” was something that was mentioned several times; there was enough talk of and

attention regarding climate, but not enough policies following this. Other participants, however,

expressed skepticism towards far-reaching climate policies, for instance mentioning that other

countries and cities had severe smog in their cities. Relative to this, the Netherlands appeared

clean and not to be having a “nitrogen issue”, they argued. Another participant mentioned how

the Netherlands was to do a lot more than other countries, evidenced by the farmer protest in the

Netherlands, and not seeing the need for the Netherlands doing this much, “pioneering”

(Respondent 8, Interview April 2023). Furthermore, participants mentioned that the farmers were

blamed for more than they were responsible for. They believed other industries, such as aviation,

were left out of the discussion and continued to be subsidized, whereas they were heavily

polluting. This relates to the literature discussing the split between the Randstad and the

“periphery” (Van den Berg & Kok, 2021). Possibly interviewees could see the nitrogen measures

taken while supporting the national airport in Amsterdam as an anti-periphery measure. Climate

policy could be a way for the periphery-randstad divide to manifest itself.

Another element brought up was that a participant and her surroundings were heavily supportive

of gas-free neighborhoods and sustainable electricity, as this decreased the demand for gas and

therefore helped limit gas extraction in Groningen (Respondent 1, Interview April 2023). They

did mention that in order for this to be successful, the whole country would have to collaborate,

as it is not just Groningen that uses the Groninger gas. For this reason, they expressed their
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support for measures such as the “waardevermeerdering” (value increasement) measure as a

compensation for the earthquake damage, which compensated for the decreased value of homes

by helping inhabitants use less gas by, for example, purchasing better insulation or installing a

heat pump. These findings nuance the idea that “all rural areas are conservative and against

climate policies” (Arndt et al., 2022), as a large variety of support for climate action was found

in Groningen. In addition, support for young, progressive groups tackling climate issues was

expressed.

Notably, people appeared to be more skeptical of politics as a whole than climate politics

specifically. This contrasts the idea that climate politics is the most polarizing and controversial

topic, which is dominant in some discourses (Van Eck, 2021; CDA, n.d.; Movisie, n.d.). The

relatively positive view towards climate policies aligns with other research showing that 65% of

Dutch people believe climate change is an important threat we need to act on as soon as possible

(Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, 2020). A possible explanation as to why the distrust in politics

is higher than in climate politics may have to do with abstraction. The idea of politics itself may

bring associations of distrusted politicians, and climate policies may bring different topics to

mind. For instance, one interviewee mentioned the importance of protected bird areas in her

region (Respondent 9, Interview April 2023). This could place the picture of the parliament and

its members in the background, making the distrust in governance less dominant.

Moreover, participants did not seem to know of many specific policies on mitigating climate

change. Some individuals mentioned the nitrogen policies, but not specifically which policies.

Rather, they tended to evoke what they thought was wrong with the policies. In addition,
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participants had rather extensive knowledge of the “waardevermeerdering” policy. That this

policy was more well-known can be explained by the direct encounter inhabitants had with the

policy: in order to receive sustainability improvement funds for their house, they had to file a

request themselves. This may have been spoken about with neighbors, family or civil servants.

An alternative reason for the increased awareness of this particular policy could be that it had a

positive impact on people's lives instead of a negative one, as the "waardevermeerding" resulted

in financial gains for individuals. Besides the undetailed idea of the nitrogen policies and the

“waardevermeerdering”, there were no specific environmental policies mentioned. Participants

seemed to care about climate change and have opinions on possible improvements but were not

informed about many policies and their effects.

5.3 Social Welfare State

Participants’ distrust in governance did not seem to correlate with their left or right-wing policies

or belief that the government should be larger or smaller. Rather, participants with little faith in

governance expressed that the government should be more social: care more for its citizens and

more healthcare investments such as psychological care or facilities for people living with

disabilities.

This contrasts to existing literature, which has characterized the “left-behinds” as a group of

people unsatisfied with current policies, in favor of less money towards social welfare, and

generally more supportive of right-wing policies (Florida, 2021). This may be due to the majority

of existing literature describing the United States rather than Western Europe or even the

Netherlands specifically. Large differences in the political systems as well as historical context
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may explain the differences between the diverging patterns between the United States and the

Netherlands (De Lange, 2022).
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6. Policy implications

In the section on policy background, three different examples of climate policies were outlined.

This section will first review how the different policies were received in Leens, to then provide

directions for improving climate policies.

6.1 Sector Industry

As outlined before, specific policies exist to sustainably transition the manufacturing industry.

However, very few of these policies were known by participants. This could be due to the fact

that they were less noticeable by individual citizens not personally involved in the industry.

These are policies that are perhaps less controversial and more technical, and therefore also not

picked up by the media as much, making them less known by the public. This unknowingness

may also have its advantages, as the topic may then be less politicized and more widely accepted.

However, by having more public awareness of policies in place, misconceptions could be

prevented, such as participants mentioning that farmers are the ones that are punished by climate

policies whereas other sectors are left unchanged (Respondent 3, Interview April 2023).

A first recommendation to improve the policies for the sector industry would be to emphasize

and prioritize good communication with citizens more. To avoid misinforming citizens through

circulating stories or extreme media coverage, good communication should come from the

government, and the importance of this “face” of the government needs to be recognized.

Hyland-Wood et al. (2021) outline that effective communication is a two-way process, using

deliberately chosen platforms, recognising the diversity of the audience. According to Wilson

and Sperber (2002), individuals perceive messages as relevant when they have a direct impact on
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their lives and require minimal cognitive effort for comprehension. Therefore, communication

should be clear on what the effect of policies are on citizen’s lives, and in addition be phrased as

clearly as possible (Cairney, 2015; Hyland-Wood et al., 2021). Moreover, consistency and

avoiding contradictions are essential, as was also confirmed by participants of this study. This

includes consistent messages over time and using the same terminology at various channels and

levels of government. In addition, communicating regularly at fixed times and across many

channels can help build trust (Hyland-Wood et al., 2021). One instance where this was suggested

and is currently being tried out is a climate press conference. This idea was taken from the

covid-19 press conferences, where measures taken by the government were outlined and

explained, followed by questions from the press. The Dutch minister of climate Rob Jette held

the first climate press conference in April 2023, which shows effort to improve communication

(Klimaatpersco, n.d.).

However, communicating consistently is challenging when policy continuously changes

direction. With current “wicked” problems that are ever-changing and involving many sectors

and actors operating at different scales, making consistent policy is very challenging (Coyne,

2005). A suggestion to improve policies relating to this is Adaptive Policy-Making (APM). APM

refers to an approach in which policies are designed and implemented with the flexibility to

respond and adapt to changing circumstances and new information, for instance through the use

of evaluating consistently. Figure 5 provides a detailed overview of the APM process. The

framework includes that policy should be designed to accommodate a variety of potential future

scenarios, reducing the need for drastic shifts in direction should circumstances change (Walker

et al., 2001). APM includes the shift in setting objectives as well as in assembling the basic
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policy, identifying vulnerabilities, and specifying the remaining pieces of the policy. Depending

on the scenario, different forms of citizen involvement may be appropriate, such as public

forums (Haasnoot et al., 2013). The implementation phase involves monitoring signposts,

triggers and taking defensive or corrective actions when necessary (Walker et al., 2001). APM

could for instance have helped the current issue in the Netherlands building industry, where there

is a major decrease in new building projects due to a failure of the Dutch government to meet

environmental regulation (Boerop, 2019). In addition, it could help prevent situations where the

government cannot keep its promises. APM emphasizes the need to anticipate and accommodate

potential future scenarios, reducing the need for drastic policy shifts. From the interviews arose

that distrust was caused by governments not keeping to their promises, APM could help increase

trust in government, especially when combined with better communication.

Figure 5: The adaptive policy-making process (Walker et al., 2001).
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6.2 Regional Energy Strategy Groningen

The Regional Energy Strategy (RES) was not very well-known by participants, at least not by

name. Some participants were aware of a specific component of the RES, namely the “aardgas

vrije wijken” (gas-free neighborhoods). The phrase “aardgas vrije wijken” has been mentioned

rather often in the media, making this a more well-known term. One participant expressed

support for gas-free neighborhoods, mentioning being pleased with the shift away from natural

gas as it could faster stop gas extraction in their area (Respondent 1, Interview April 2023). At

the same time, previously in the public debate, there was criticism voiced for having large

amounts of windmills in Groningen (RTV Noord, 2021).

Firstly, the better communication outlined above could also help improve the RES Groningen. In

addition, implementing suggestions from the “Not In My Back-Yard” (NIMBY) research may

contribute to better policy. NIMBY can be understood as “the motivation of residents who want

to protect their turf (...) referring to the protectionist attitudes of and oppositional tactics adopted

by community groups facing an unwelcome development in their neighborhood” (Dear, 1992,

p1). In the case of Leens this is relevant as concerns and disapproval were voiced concerning

sustainable policy such as building windmills and policies affecting farmer practices. NIMBY

research focuses on the nature of community opposition and factors determining community

attitudes, to find ways to improve community communications (Dear, 1992). Important factors to

consider here are the suggestion of having strong local license regulation, to ensure the local

population has a say, as well as enforcing strong civil rights, such as for people living with

disabilities, for a just and moral government (Burningham et al., 2015).
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6.3 Compensation for Fracking

The compensation for fracking was the measure most frequently mentioned by participants. The

general attitude was mixed, as there was discontent with how long it took to implement, as well

as general discontent with how the government handled this crisis. At the same time, the

compensation itself was known and used, and it was mentioned as being “better than nothing”

(Respondent 6, Interview April 2023).

How to improve the compensation for fracking and similar policies in the future? Potential

answers lie within the findings from the Fair Energy Transition for All (FETA) initiative. FETA

tries to help ensure vulnerable groups are heard in the transition toward sustainable energy (Fair

Energy Transition for All, 2023). The core of the project was to listen to those potentially

severely negatively affected by the energy, to gain more insight into the concerns, views and

needs of vulnerable households with regard to the energy transition and develop policy

recommendations for a fairer energy transition (Clingendael & Berenschot, 2020). An important

element highlighted by FETA in the Netherlands is that current sustainable subsidy plans are

targeted towards individuals with a relatively high income, rather than vulnerable groups: for

instance subsidies for solar panels or heat pumps (Clingendael & Berenschot, 2020). However,

since many vulnerable groups do not own a home but rent one, they are dependent on the actions

of their homeowner, making such investments unlikely. In addition, many vulnerable households

do not have the financial means to invest in such sustainability measures, even though they may

pay back in the longer term (Clingendael & Berenschot, 2020). Attention needs to be paid to the

inclusiveness of subsidy schemes, by for instance subsidizing sustainable improvements with a

faster return, available for rental homes. These can for instance lay in the domains of energy
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supply provider or isolation (Clingendael & Berenschot, 2020). In addition to these specific

measures, it is recommended to have an interdisciplinary taskforce “Fair energy transition for

all”, since there are so many different governmental departments involved in creating equitable

policy (Clingendael & Berenschot, 2020). Through such measures, compensation for natural gas

fracking in Groningen could be more effective in reaching vulnerable groups.

The overarching issue of regional unrest is being addressed by the national government. The

government started in 2018 with Regiodeals (region deals) (RVO, 2018). These are

collaborations between local parties and the national government, where local municipalities,

provinces, knowledge institutes, entrepreneurs, and non-for-profit organizations can submit ideas

in order to receive funding (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2022). Between 2018 and 2022,

950 million euros were spent on these deals, in different rounds and across different regions

(Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2022a). Examples of themes addressed in the Regiodeals

include better technical training in Twente or education in low-income neighborhoods in

Rotterdam, but also biodiversity in agriculture or different livestock farming in Northern

Netherlands (Ministerie van Landbouw, Natuur en Voedselkwaliteit, 2019).
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7. Conclusion

This study started with a literature review, providing insights into the geographical patterning of

discontent, addressing both global trends as well as the specific context of the Netherlands, and

the Groningen region. The periphery regions of the Netherlands, including Groningen, face

lower trust in national institutions, lower election turnout, and growing protest votes (Van den

Berg & Kok, 2021). The agricultural sector, especially farmers' protests against environmental

policies, has also contributed to unrest in the region (Smouter, 2022).

In light of this unrest and distrust, and the need for climate action, this research aimed to answer

the question:

What factors explain the low levels of trust in government in the region of Groningen, and in

light of these factors, how could climate policy be improved to address distrust and be more

effective in achieving their objectives?

In order to answer the research question, qualitative methods of personal interviews were used to

explore trust. The case study focused on Leens, Groningen, to understand distrust and

perceptions of climate governance. Different factors have been found to be essential to low trust

in government in Groningen. Firstly, the damaging effects of earthquakes and the government's

involvement in natural gas fracking practices decreased trust. Moreover, the allowances scandal,

known as the "toeslagen-affaire," had a significant impact on the trust of the population.

Participants no longer believed that the government and its institutions were capable of serving

citizen’s rights and well-being. Lastly, the Covid-19 pandemic and the government's response

eroded trust in governance.



39

The findings show that although there appears to be a common consensus that there is a need for

climate action, high distrust in government leads to environmental policies being met with

skepticism and protest. This is exemplified by farmer’s protests against national nitrogen

reduction plans. Different policies can be implemented to work on climate change in a way that

takes the distrust in governance into consideration. To help the receivement of policies relating to

the production industry, it is recommended to improve communication of government policies.

Consistency in policy communication is essential, but becomes challenging when policies

frequently change direction. Addressing complex and evolving problems involving multiple

sectors and actors at various scales requires flexible approaches like Adaptive Policy-Making

(APM). APM involves designing policies that can adapt to changing circumstances and new

information, incorporating regular evaluation (Walker et al., 2001). This could reduce the need

for policy shifts, increasing the trustworthiness of government.

Moreover, implementing suggestions from NIMBY research can contribute to better policy,

particularly in the case of RES Groningen. NIMBY research focuses on understanding

community opposition and factors influencing community attitudes towards unwelcome

developments in their neighborhoods (Dear, 1992). Strong local license regulations and

enforcement of civil rights, such as those for people with disabilities, are important

considerations for ensuring community involvement and a just government. These measures can

help address concerns and disapproval related to sustainable policies and their impact on local

communities (Burningham et al., 2015).
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To improve the compensation for fracking and similar policies in the future, the findings from

the Fair Energy Transition for All (FETA) initiative offer potential solutions. FETA aims to

ensure that vulnerable groups are included in the transition to sustainable energy (Fair Energy

Transition for All, 2023). One key aspect highlighted by FETA is the need to address the current

subsidy plans, which primarily benefit individuals with higher incomes, leaving vulnerable

groups behind (Clingendael & Berenschot, 2020). Furthermore, establishing an interdisciplinary

task force focused on a fair energy transition for all is recommended, as it would bring together

different governmental departments to create more equitable policies (Fair Energy Transition for

All, 2023). By implementing these measures, compensation for natural gas fracking in

Groningen can be more effective in supporting vulnerable groups.

Limitations of this study should be acknowledged, with human interpretation playing a crucial

role in the analysis and presentation of the data. Despite trying to ensure accuracy and

objectivity, subjective biases may have influenced the interpretation of results and the overall

analysis and discussion. Secondly, the pool of participants may not fully represent the diversity

of the population’s opinions and beliefs. As for instance also some potential participants walked

away when informed about the objective of the study, these perspectives could not be included.

Moreover, the small sample size is a limitation of this study. Although 10 participants were

interviewed, this number may not fully capture the diversity of perspectives within the

population. Consequently, the extent to which the findings represent a larger population may be

limited.
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Suggestions for further research include reviewing more climate policies and how they could be

improved, as this thesis only includes a very limited amount. In addition, further research could

interview more people of more mixed demographics. Alternatively, a similar research could be

done either in a different “left behind” region in the Netherlands or in another country, to

compare similarities and differences to rural Groningen.
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