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Summary  
Peter van Uhm began his lecture by emphasising that 
the world is constantly evolving and that we 
increasingly know more and are able to do more: for 
good and for bad. The growing world population 
involves new possibilities as well as challenges. The 
economy is developing everywhere, sometimes for 
better and sometimes for worse. 
He then shared his observations of current trends in 
the world. According to Van Uhm, the scope of the 
financial-economic crisis illustrated that international 
dependency is growing, not only economically but also 
in areas such as ecology and technology. For example, 
the growing importance of the digital world implies 
new possibilities and vulnerabilities. These 
developments require vision and wise decisions. 
 
Leadership: Statesmen versus Politicians 
The former Chief of Defence agrees with Winston 
Churchill when he said that democracy does not work 
but there is no better alternative. Van Uhm called 
attention to the current trend of an increasingly 
divided electorate with a primary focus on national 
issues. Minority governments have increased in the 
last few years, not only in the Netherlands, but also in 
Scandinavia, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Even 
in countries with a two party or winner-takes-all 
system, other political parties are growing in  
 

 
importance (US) or even creating a coalition 
government (UK). He then stated that international 
challenges do not play a (major) role in times of 
elections (for example in the US in the current 
elections). Will these trends lead to wise and strong 
political leadership? In answering this question he 
made the distinction between politicians and 
statesmen. He explained that politicians take decisions 
that society wants and statesman take decisions that 
society needs. 

Another observation, interconnected with the former, 
is that many Western countries decide to cut on the 
budgets for international development and defence. 
He stressed that we have to acknowledge that the 
world evolves, so he does not make a plea for leaving 
matters as they are: “…one should not build a Maginot 
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line after the First World War”. Instead, he questioned 
whether these budget cuts on defence and 
development are wise in light of the growing 
international dependency. He also pointed to the 
growing international interdependency in coping with 
challenges such food and water scarcity, migration, 
criminality and terrorism. He reminded the audience 
that it is stated in the Dutch constitution that we 
should contribute to the maintenance of the 
international legal order. Simply because we are blind 
to what happens outside of our borders does not 
mean that what happens abroad cannot impact upon 
us. For example, the growing economies of the BRIC 
countries and the accompanying need for raw 
materials and energy will have its effects on us as well. 
Western Europe will grow increasingly dependent on 
Russia’s oil and gas supplies; this has already been 
used by Russia as a diplomatic weapon. Van Uhm 
advised to “look before you leap”. 
He further argued that political leaders have to set a 
course that is well thought through and not to follow 
trends blindly, such as current trends of budget cuts. 
The apparently easy way is not always the right way. 
Even in these times of crisis politicians have to explain 
their policy to the population. Not to shift our 
problems to the next generation is a valid argument 
frequently used in health care and social security 
issues. However, should the same argument not apply 
to national and international security? He stressed 
that we cannot afford to forget that freedom, security 
and prosperity do not come for free. This applies 
especially to The Netherlands which is, as a trading-
country, particularly dependent on other countries. 
Someone from the audience asked whether we 
currently need politicians or statesmen? Van Uhm 
answered that we need wise decisions from 
statesmen but we also need politicians who dare to 
take decisions that might be controversial. For 
example, budget cuts on development and defence 
should not solely stem from economic reasons, but it 
requires a real discussion on what insurance we are 
willing to pay for our security and freedom. 
 
The Integrated Approach and Beyond 
A solo approach as a single country does not work 
anymore. Today’s challenges require bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation. Many international 
institutions are already in place to facilitate 
international cooperation, but these need to be used 
better in order to coordinate policy. For example, 
international military cooperation can still be taken 
further. This is not a simple way, nor is it an excuse for 
further budget cuts, but it is a way that can lead to 

more efficiency and effectiveness in upholding 
international peace and security. A recent opinion poll 
showed that over 70 per cent of the Dutch population 
agrees that NATO is crucial for our security. But do we 
really want to deliver our share? And, is this a burden 
or risk sharing? Van Uhm argued for better integration 
of the various actors within the international field. The 
Netherlands could play a vital exemplary role for many 
other countries as well as organisations, but we have 
to continue to explore possibilities for further 
cooperation.  
For example, is it not better to prevent problems in 
the world than to tackle them afterwards? He argued 
that, through an integrated approach, we should 
prevent states becoming ‘failed states’. The 3D 
approach (Defence, Diplomacy and Development) can 
help to build and strengthen institutions in order to 
prevent conflict. The 3D or the Dutch approach was 
started, amongst others, by the Dutch. This integrated 
approach should move forward. If we aim for the best 
outcome then we need international organisations, 
ministries, NGO’s, civil enterprises and businesses to 
come together. In order for this to work, these 
different actors need to understand each other better, 
respect each other and become more coordinated, 
also in planning. This requires more flexibility on 
budgets for development cooperation. Van Uhm 
stated that a focus on a smaller number of countries, 
has a better ‘return on investment’. With a focus on 
fewer countries we can do more with the means that 
we have. Then, the Netherlands can really deliver its 
share and keep its right to speak internationally. 
International development cooperation helps to keep 
our freedom, security and prosperity, and this is a 
worthwhile investment. 
 

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 will start, ending at 13:30. The monthly lunch 
meetings will focus on pressing issues in the field of 
international development with prominent speakers 
from The Netherlands. 
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Zeestraat 100, 2518 AD The Hague, The Netherlands 
Website: www.sid-nl.org  
E-mail: info@sidnl.org 

 SID Netherlands   sidnl 

 

http://www.sid-nl.org/
mailto:info@sidnl.org

