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Summary  

Eimert van Middelkoop started his lecture with 

explaining the concept of the 3D approach, a 

framework promoting defence, development and 

diplomacy which became known and popular 

during the mission in Afghanistan. However, van 

Middelkoop argues, this approach cannot 

function as a model for the future. The current 

Ministry of Defence has many obstacles and 

challenges to deal with including the 

development of a new model for future peace 

and stability missions. Another important 

cornerstone in van Middelkoop’s speech was the 

end of what he calls ‘the humanitarian era’. 

Countries will be more focused on economics and 

self-interest rather than on humanitarian issues.  

 

The 3D-concept  

Van Middelkoop shortly referred to the history of 

the 3D-concept, which was developed for the 

Uruzgan mission in Afghanistan during his years 

as Dutch Minister of Defence. ‘3D’ is a holistic and 

integrated approach and gained importance 

during the Afghanistan mission. Van Middelkoop 

further explained that the 3D is a seductive 

concept, because it allows a consolidation of  

‘right’ and ‘left’ ideas and views. The question 

raised at the time was whether the Afghanistan-

mission was a ‘fighting’ or ‘building’ mission. 

Inheriting features of both, according to van 

Middelkoop it was a typical ‘3D mission’. Van 

Middelkoop said that they were successful in 

their approach and were internationally 

recognized, by NATO among others. Taking the 

pre-existing knowledge into consideration, which 

was acquired during the involvement in various 

peace missions after the Cold War, the 

Netherlands and other European countries had a 

good basis for making the 3D approach 

successful.   

Van Middelkoop continued with explaining that 

the 3D concept became known as the ‘Dutch 

approach’, but stressed that it would be too risky  

and too pretentious to call the 3D approach 

Dutch. And ‘to be honest’, van Middelkoop said, 

the 3D concept was part of the ISAF (International 

Security Assistance Force)  for Afghanistan. The 

mission of ISAF was people-centred, with the aim 

to assist the people in their safety. In doing so, it 

was important to win the hearts and minds of 

people.  He acknowledged the necessary change 
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in attitude of the military when cooperating with  

the civil society.  

Trained for fighting, the military suddenly had to 

fulfil different tasks and work closely together 

with diplomats and NGOs. On a political and civic 

level however, the mission was also covering 

issues like capacity building, infrastructure and 

the establishment of hospitals. The Uruzgan 

mission ended after four years. Van Middelkoop 

said ‘We were glad that we had built up 

something and that the process of doing so was 

visible.’  

 

3D, a model for the future?  

Van Middelkoop raised the question whether the 

3D approach as well as the mission in Uruzgan 

and other peace missions after the Cold War, 

could be a model for the future. By saying ‘no’, 

van Middelkoop clearly stated that it won’t be 

possible, due to the budget cuts and the ending 

of the humanitarian era. Also doubts about 

whether further engagements in stability 

missions would occur, question the 3D approach 

as a future tool. The current Ministry of Defence 

faces many challenges. There is a need for a new 

model to develop for future peace and stability 

missions. ‘We cannot answer future missions by 

looking at  recent successes’, van Middelkoop 

said.  

 

The end of the humanitarian era 

Van Middelkoop continued his speech by 

outlining the end of the humanitarian era. The 

humanitarian era started after the Cold War and 

resulted in the idea of a ‘new world order’ with a 

common cause and a universal atmosphere. In 

this process, van Middelkoop sees certain aspects 

fading away. Where in the past the influence of 

NGO’s preaching about human rights, peace, 

democracy was a main element and where the 

public opinion clearly commanded demands, this 

diminishes nowadays. Eventhough the motives 

are changing, van Middelkoop stresses that the 

concerns about human rights, peace and justice 

remain. However, the national self-interest is 

going to play a crucial role in international 

politics. Operations and missions to come, van 

Middelkoop predicts, will be modest, less 

ambitious and less expensive. Furthermore, 

during the humanitarian era there have also been 

disappointments regarding some of the peace 

missions and military interventions, mostly 

because establishing a democracy is no easy 

attempt. All the above mentioned changes and 

issues are leading to the end of a humanitarian 

era.  

The current political debate is re-nationalizing and 

the focus is more on economic issues and national 

self-interest. The new multipolar world consists of 

new powers, such as China, which seem to focus 

more on economics than on humanitarian goals. 

Questions & answers 

The discussion with the audience was moderated 

by Hester Menninga, board member of SID NL.  
Menninga mentioned that van Middelkoop left 

open the question what the needs are for the 

future. Van Middelkoop answered by referring to 

the change of attitude taking place, for example if 

we look at the current public opinion about Syria. 

There is no dynamic or public opinion that says 

‘do something’. Ten years ago, if a certain country 

was under pressure or an intervention needed to 

take place, people and NGO’s would make 

themselves heard and demand an intervention.  

Nowadays, it remains rather silent, he said. This is 

one indicator of the end of the humanitarian era. 

Further issues regarding the future are difficult to 

predict. 

Van Middelkoop emphasized that during his term 

as a minister (2007-2010) they had, maybe for the 

first time in history, a very detailed and deep 

analysis of global security, and what that means 

for the military of the world. The coming 20 years 

are far more difficult to predict. The world will be 

multipolar, the Unites States still will be powerful, 

but its interventions less apparent, also due to 

past interventions and the public opinion on 

them. China, on the other hand, will play a bigger 

part in international relations. Van Middelkoop 

furthermore thinks that the sea will be more 

crucial, increasing the importance of  the navy. 

 

A question from the audience was about van 

Middelkoop’s opinion on how he sees the future 

of the diplomatic service in international 

relations. Van Middelkoop argued that 
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currently in the Netherlands, the debate is more 

towards economic diplomacy. He is not sure if 

that is wise, because the knowledge on power 

relations is a prerequisite for successful 

diplomacy changing. International relations is 

changing. The challenges of multi-polarity cannot 

be answered with only economic solutions.  

Menninga commented on an issue raised earlier 

by van Middelkoop, asking whether we could 

conclude that the influence of NGOs is actually 

diminishing? Isn’t there an increasing need for 

NGOs to influence public opinion? Van 

Middelkoop answered they could still influence 

the public opinion, but that it would  become very 

difficult. If people are really motivated for a 

better world,  they would continue pressing 

certain issues, regardless whether the climate is 

changing. Van Middelkoop hopes that NGOs will 

remain active.  

One of the final comments by the audience  was 

that the 3D-approach could also be fruitfully 

function as a framework for international 

relations and interventions. Van Middelkoop 

negated by arguing that it won’t happen on big 

scale, and not in the near future, because of the 

budget cuts and the changing climate.  

Van Middelkoop gave a few examples on current 

interventions, such as the French intervention in 

Mali, which is not necessarily taking place for 

humanitarian reasons. 

Van Middelkoop closed by saying: ‘Even though 

we are ending the humanitarian era, it is not that 

black and white. We can and should learn from 

the past, and continue with raising important 

issues for international relations in bettering the 

world.’ 

Every third Thursday of the month, SID Netherlands 

and the Humanity House organise a Bread & Brains 

lecture and discussion, during lunch hours. Everyone is 

welcome from 12:00 onwards to take a break, have 

some lunch and meet new people. At 12.30 the 

lecture starts, ending at 13:30. The monthly lunch 

meetings focus on pressing issues in the field of 

international cooperation with prominent speakers 

from or working in The Netherlands. 
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