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There has been a return of optimism 
with regard to the business climate 
in the Netherlands. Foreign investors 
are considerably more positive than 
they were a year ago; in fact, optimism 
regarding the Netherlands scores well 
above the European average. However, 
whether this will result in an actual 
increase in the number of investments 
in the near future, remains to be seen. 

Following a record number of projects 
in 2015, the number of investments 
in our country decreased slightly in 
2016. In the remaining European 
countries (with the exception of 
Switzerland and Belgium), investments 
increased in number – drastically, 
even, in some cases. In this regard, the 
Netherlands is the odd one out.

Europe, and Western Europe in 
particular, is still considered a ‘safe 
haven’ for international investors. 
The political uncertainty (leading 
up to national elections in multiple 
European states) does not seem to 
have adversely affected confidence 
in Europe, just as Brexit has not yet 
affected the popularity of the UK’s 
foreign investors.

Should the popularity of the UK 
wane in the coming years, this could 
potentially work in the interest of the 
Netherlands – especially with regard 
to attracting European headquarters. 
In this edition, therefore, we will be 
taking a closer look at geopolitical 
developments; Brexit in particular.

While the total number of investments 
fell, the number of investments 
in software in our country went 
up. For the Netherlands, there are 
opportunities to be found here. That is 
why this report will devote extensive 
attention to developments in the digital 
realm. The digital infrastructure in our 
country is outstanding. But do we have 
enough qualified individuals to meet 
the growing demand for employees 
in the digital sector? In that context, 
the fact that enthusiasm for the level 
of education of employees in the 
Netherlands has decreased abroad is 
certainly something to keep in mind.

And finally, the tax climate is an 
important component of an attractive 
business climate. The appreciation 
of the current tax climate in the 
Netherlands by foreign senior 
managers is currently at an all-time 
high. And yet, doubt remains among 
foreign investors as to whether 
these favorable conditions will last. 
International measures to combat 
tax evasion are encouraging other 
countries to introduce new tax relief 
schemes. Within this context, it is 
vital that the new cabinet should 
focus on an attractive tax climate. 
A competitive corporate income tax 
rate is an essential part of such a 
climate. This incentive could contribute 
substantively to strengthening 
the competitive position of the 
Netherlands.

With this report, which we will conclude 
with concrete recommendations for a 
strong and competitive Netherlands, 
we support the objective of 
maintaining a business climate that is 
attractive in all aspects.

Confidence has returned; will investments follow?
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Executive summary

Executive summary
Total number of foreign direct investments 
(FDI) in Europe rises by 15%

The number of European investments grew from 5,083 in 
2015 to 5,845 in 2016, an increase of 15%. These investments 
resulted in the creation of 259,673 jobs, constituting 
employment growth of 19% compared with 2015. 

With a 5.5% decrease in the number of 
investments, the Netherlands is the odd one 
out 

While the investment volume elsewhere in Europe has increased, 
the Netherlands (-5%), Belgium (-5%) and Switzerland (-2%) failed 
to attract additional investments.

No sign of Brexit effect so far

In the rankings of European countries, the Netherlands has fallen 
from fifth to sixth place in terms of the number of foreign direct 
investments. The UK continues to hold the top position. After the 
UK, Germany attracts the most investments, followed by France. 
Taken together, the top three countries represent 51% of all 
incoming investments.Sales and marketing remains in the lead

Most of the foreign direct investments in the Netherlands in 2016 
were investments in sales and marketing facilities (99). Second 
place is shared by logistics and head offices (26 each).

Confidence in the Dutch business climate is 
up 11%

Despite a decrease in the number of investments, confidence 
in the Dutch business climate among international investors 
has shown strong growth in the past year. Of those surveyed, 
49% expect the business climate to improve over the next three 
years; this is 11% more than a year ago.
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Executive summary
Top three strengths and weaknesses of  
our country

Quality of life remains on top, valuation of the level of education 
has fallen and tax climate is revealed to be an area for attention.

How can the Netherlands remain attractive 
on the digital front?

48% of the respondents say 
that improvements must 
be made with regard to 
knowledge and skills with a 
focus on new technology. 
Other areas for attention 
that are considered 
important are investments 
in digital infrastructure 
(44%) and digital security 
(34%).

How can the Netherlands retain its 
competitiveness?

Investing in high tech and innovation will be the most important 
elements in retaining the competitive position of the Netherlands.

9

6 8

While valuation of the tax climate is high, 
optimism for whether the Dutch fiscal 
climate will retain its attractiveness is lower

The valuation of the tax climate in 
the Netherlands is currently at an 
all-time high. And yet, particularly 
among foreign investors, there 
remains doubt as to whether 
these favorable conditions will 
last. Of these foreign investors, 
67% feel confident that the 
Netherlands will retain its 
attractive tax climate, a decrease 
of 10% compared with the 
previous year.
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Reality
In comparison with the previous year, 
foreign investors were less active 
in the Dutch market in 2016. The 
total number of new investments fell 
from 219 in 2015 to 207 last year, 
a decrease of 5.5%. The number of 
investments in Europe as a whole, 
however, rose significantly. 

The number of European investments 
grew from 5,083 in 2015 to 5,845 
last year, an increase of 15%. These 
European investments resulted in the 
creation of 259,673 jobs, constituting 
employment growth of 19%. Each 
investment project generates 44 new 
jobs on average. For the Netherlands, 
that growth works out to more than 
9,000 jobs in 2016.

The Netherlands is the odd one 
out
Compared with the picture across 
Europe as a whole, the Netherlands 
is the odd country out. While the 
investment volume elsewhere in 
Europe has increased in comparison 
with the previous year, the Netherlands 
(-5%), Belgium (-5%) and Switzerland 
(-2%) failed to attract additional 
investments. In the rankings of 
European countries that managed to 
draw the most investment projects, 
the Netherlands slid from fifth to sixth 
place. Our country has been passed by 
Poland, a nation that is currently on 
the rise, largely as a result of growing 
investments in production facilities and 
shared services. 

Less investments, but more confidence

3,9543,794 5,083

+15%

5,845

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Source: EY European Investment Monitor, 2017.
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Source: EY European Investment Monitor, 2017.

149

Total number of foreign direct investments in the Netherlands

Among those highest in the rankings, 
nothing has changed. The UK 
continues to hold the top position. 
Based on the fact that the number of 
investment projects in the UK shows a 
7% increase compared with last year, 
there is – as yet – no evidence of a 
negative effect as a result of Brexit. 
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Sales and marketing, and 
software in demand
As in the previous year, the majority 
of foreign direct investments in the 
Netherlands in 2016 were sales 
and marketing facilities (99). The 
second place is shared by logistical 
investments and headquarters 
(26 each). The number of newly 
established headquarters appears to be 
stable, while the number of logistical 
investments was considerably higher in 
2015 (42). No clear explanation exists 
for the drop in 2016, which – in light of 
the forecasts for logistical investments 
– might have been a one-off incident. 
The fourth place is held by investments 
in production facilities. This number 
increased from 19 in 2015 to 24 last 
year.

Looking at individual sectors, the 
Dutch software industry attracted the 
greatest number of investments, as it 
did in 2015. This number grew from 
37 in 2015 to 40 last year. Strong 
growth was also demonstrated by 
investments in the business services 
sector. The number of projects in that 
sector more than doubled, from 15 in 
2015 to 35 last year. The other sectors 
remained generally consistent with 
the previous year, with the chemical 
industry taking third place. 

When it comes to securing investors, 
in fact, the Dutch chemical industry 
is outperforming that of Europe as a 
whole. The existing chemical industry 
in our country seems to exert a 
magnetic pull on new, chemical-related 
activities. The fact that direct lines are 
in place between the major chemical 

plants in the Netherlands and those 
in Belgium, Germany and Northern 
France may play a role in this as well.

As in 2015, the majority of 
investments in the Netherlands came 
from the US (80). This is significantly 
more than the UK, which is currently 
ranked number two with its 25 
investments – having moved up a spot 
since 2015. Germany, with 13 projects 
in the Netherlands, is number three. 
This represents a recovery for our 
eastern neighbors following a dip in 
2015, when German projects within 
our borders numbered no more than 
five. Notably, China has dropped from 
second place to the number five spot. 
The number of investments from that 
country decreased by nearly half, from 
19 in 2015 to 10 in 2016.
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Research and development

Testing and servicing

Production

Head offices

Education and training

Shared services centers
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Source: EY European Investment Monitor, 2017.
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Perception
Investors are optimistic again 
about our country
Despite a decrease in the number of 
investments, confidence in the Dutch  
business climate among international 
investors has shown strong growth 
in the past year. Of those surveyed, 
49% expect the business climate to 
improve over the next three years; 
this is 11% more than a year ago. 
Of the respondents, 38% expect to 
see no change, while 5% expect the 
investment climate to get worse.

Senior managers of companies 
that are already established in the 
Netherlands are a good deal more 
optimistic. Of these, 58% expect the 
Dutch investment climate to show 
improvement in the coming three 
years, compared with 35% of senior 
managers at companies who are not 
established in the Netherlands.

Following a dip in 2016, optimism with 
regard to the Dutch business climate 
has returned. The fact that the level of 
confidence was considerably lower last 
year might explain the decrease in the 
number of investment projects – down 
5.5% in 2016. If this assumption is 
correct, we can expect to see a growth 
in investment volume in the coming 
years.

The Netherlands scores highly
For Europe as a whole, 35% of 
respondents expect the business 
climate to improve in the next three 
years; this is a decrease of nearly one-
quarter (24%) compared with the year 
before. Of those surveyed, 22% predict 
a worsening of the European business 
climate – a considerable increase 
compared with the 8% who indicated 
the same in the previous year’s survey. 
The majority of respondents (41%) 
expect the investment climate to 
remain stable.

This downward shift is remarkable 
because, over the last four years, 
Europe has managed to retain the 
confidence of international investors. 
Europe, and Western Europe in 
particular, is the favored destination for 
53% of international investors. North 
America takes the second place (39%), 
followed by Central and Eastern Europe 
(37%), which bumped China from its 
position in the third place.

 

In comparison with other countries, 
the level of enthusiasm for the Dutch 
business climate is remarkably high. 
The fact that 49% of respondents 
predict a further improvement in the 
business climate is a result that is 
well above the average prediction for 
Europe of 35%. With 43%, Germany’s 
score is lower than that of the 
Netherlands, but above the European 
average. France, for example, trails 
behind with 27%.

In light of the current positive 
sentiment toward the business climate 
in the Netherlands, our country 
appears to have immense potential for 
attracting new industry. In combination 
with the fact that Germany, as an 
important trade partner for our 
country, also scores highly among 
investors, this might provide an 
additional boost to reciprocal trade.

33% 37%37%

5% 12%
2017

Slight impovement Significant impovement

2016

48%

10%

44%

6%
2015

3%
20142013

Expectations with respect to the Dutch 
climate for establishing a business
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London retains its top position
London continues its reign in 2017 
as the most attractive city for 
investors. Negative effects of Brexit 
are nowhere to be seen (yet). 32% of 
the international senior managers 
rank London as first, followed by Paris 
(27%) and Berlin (25%). This top three 
list is identical to the previous year. 
Amsterdam is named first among 
Dutch cities by 9% of respondents, 
putting it in sixth place. With its 3%, 
Rotterdam comes in at number 22. 
With less than 2%, The Hague is 
mentioned but fails to secure a place 
on the list of most attractive cities.

The economic significance of 
major cities continues to increase. If 
the area known as Greater London 
were to be ranked among countries 
in terms of incoming investments, it 
would come in fourth, ahead of nations 
such as Spain and Poland. In fact, 
the London metropolitan area pulls 
in more investment projects than the 
Netherlands and Belgium combined.

Investment plans remain 
stable
Greatly increased confidence in the 
business climate does not necessarily 
mean that the number of investment 
plans in the Netherlands will see an 
equal growth next year. When asked 
about their investment plans for 
the coming year, 20% of the senior 
managers indicated they have plans in 
that area. In 2016, this was 19%. For 
Europe as a whole, that percentage is 
considerably higher at 28%. 

The survey asked foreign investors 
about their confidence in the Dutch 
business climate for the coming 
three years. With an eye to planned 
investments in the Netherlands, this 
growing confidence will probably not 
translate into immediate results in the 
first year. We may well see the effects 
only after 2017.

London 32%  

Paris 27%  

Berlin 25% 

Frankfurt 16%  

Munich 10%  

Amsterdam 9%  

Warsaw 8%  

Brussels 7%  

Madrid 7% 

Budapest 6%  

Source: EY’s European attractiveness survey, 2017.

2017

Most attractive cities in Europe
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Perception

Level of education less highly 
valued
In addition to the optimism with 
regard to the Dutch business climate 
as a whole, respondents were also 
asked to name the positive aspects 
that played a role in their perception. 
‘Quality of life’ has, for years, received 
the highest ranking in this area. It 
is also worth noting that transport 
and logistics infrastructure (ranked 
second) has switched places with 
the level of education of employees 
(fourth on the list). It would be wise 
to keep an eye on this development. 
On the aging European continent, 
the availability of talented people will 
be a strategic factor of significance. 
Digital infrastructure is named as the 
third-strongest aspect of our business 
climate.

these two groups of respondents 
is most pronounced with regard to 
the tax climate and the corporate 
income tax rate – a difference of more 
than 30%. Businesses with offices 
established in the Netherlands are 
additionally more positive about the 
level of education among employees, 
the logistical and digital infrastructure 
and the climate for entrepreneurship 
and start-ups. Nevertheless, the 
climate for entrepreneurship and start-
ups has never been ranked so highly as 
in this survey. The same is true for the 
availability and quality of R&D.

Where the Netherlands consolidates 
its strengths, it compensates for the 
areas in which it has scored less well in 
recent years. The scores for tax climate 
and corporate income tax rate show 
particular improvement this year. The 
same applies to the flexibility of labor 
laws and wage costs. 
 
It is striking that companies that are 
already established in the Netherlands 
view the Dutch business climate much 
more positively than organizations with 
no activities here. The gap between 

Level of education of
local employees

Logistic infrastructure

Digital infrastructure

Quality of life 91% 89%

2015 2015

83%

82%

85%

81%

84%

77%

Strengths of the Dutch climate for 
establishing a business

Points for improvement with respect to the 
Dutch climate for establishing a business

Corporate income tax

Fiscal climate

Cost of labor

Flexibility of labor laws 32%

46%

21%

19%

39%

54%

32%

29%
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Is logistics on the rise again?
Of the businesses that are planning 
to invest in the Netherlands in 
2017, a little more than one-quarter 
(26%) intends to invest in sales and 
marketing facilities, a slight increase 
compared with the year before (22%). 
The expected number of logistical 
investments, however, shows a 
large increase, from 12% to 21%. 
Investments in R&D show a dip, falling 
from 17% to 11%. While the picture in 
the Netherlands is largely in line with 
the situation in the rest of Europe, it 
does deviate in one area: investments 
in production facilities occupy the 
number two position for Europe 
and fail to make the top three in the 
Netherlands.

34% of respondents expect that in the 
coming years economic growth in the 
Netherlands will result from activities 
in the area of logistics and distribution. 
These activities were viewed as the 
most important driver of growth in 
last year’s results as well. Second and 
third place are occupied by digital 
information and technology (32%) 
and business-to-business services 
(B2B) (23%) respectively. The top 
three position of B2B services is worth 
noting, as these services failed to score 
higher than the eighth place last year.

Slight decrease in optimism 
with regard to retention of an  
attractive tax climate
Although the valuation of the current 
tax climate in the Netherlands is at 
an all-time high, optimism about the 
retention of this climate is waning. Of 
the respondents, 67% feel confident 
that the Netherlands can retain its 
attractive tax climate, a decrease of 
10% in comparison with the previous 
year. Pessimism with regard to our 
financial climate shows an equal 
percentage of growth, from 15% to 
25%. Set against the backdrop of 
ongoing discussions within the OECD 
and Europe (about base erosion and 
profit shifting), this less positive 
sentiment does not come as a 
complete surprise.

Are you confident that 
the Netherlands can retain its 
attractive fiscal climate?

Yes
67%

No
25%

Can’t say
8%

High tech and innovation are 
mainstays
In order to maintain the competitive 
position of the Netherlands, 38% of 
the senior managers surveyed say 
that our country must focus primarily 
on supporting high-tech sectors 
and innovation. The development of 
knowledge and skills (36%) was also 
viewed as important, followed by 
investments in digital infrastructure 
(31%). Notably, 24% of respondents 
feel that support for SMEs can 
contribute to the competitive position 
of the Netherlands.

In order to secure a leading position 
with regard to innovation for the 
Netherlands, 42% of those surveyed 
say that an increase in knowledge and 
skills with a focus on new technology 
is necessary. Developing a culture of 
innovation and creativity (23%) and 
developing entrepreneurship (23%) are 
also seen as important. Tax incentives 
for innovative businesses, however, 
have slipped from the ranks of the top 
three. Although 21% of those surveyed 
remain in favor of these incentives, 
other issues are viewed as taking 
precedence.

Support
SMEs

24%
Support high-tech 

sectors and 
innovation

36%
Develop education 

and skills

38%

2015
22%2015

19%
2015

21%
2015

22%

Invest in digital 
infrastructure

31%

Where should the Netherlands concentrate its efforts to 
remain attractive? 
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Digital
Investing in the digital sector remains essential

Whether in connection with 
innovation, the digital economy or 
the Dutch competitive position, the 
senior managers surveyed mention 
investment in the knowledge and skills 
of people as the crucial factor in all 
three areas.

B2B and IT services provide the basis 
for Europe’s digital transformation. 
This transformation is not only 
changing the way in which people 
live and work, it is also resulting in 
major changes in the economy and 
the business community. Young and 
innovative consumer brands make 
active use of the internet to expand 
the success of new products in 
Europe, supported by flexible sales 
and marketing activities at a relatively 
small scale.

Europe’s traditional strengths in the 
area of capital goods production and 
business services are enhanced by the 
development and industrial adoption 
of robotics, artificial intelligence, the 
internet of things and other digital 
technologies. 

Knowledge level must increase
If the Netherlands is to remain 
attractive for investments in the 
digital economy, 48% of the senior 
managers say the country must 
improve its knowledge and skills with 
a focus on new technology. Other 
areas for attention that are considered 
important are investments in digital 
infrastructure (44%) and digital 
security (34%). For the Netherlands to 
become a future leader with regard to 
innovation, 42% of those surveyed say 
that it must increase knowledge and 
skills with a focus on new technology. 

High tech and innovation
According to 40% of the senior 
managers surveyed, R&D will 
attract the greatest number of 
investments in the coming years. This 
places R&D at the top of the list of 
promising investment projects for the 
Netherlands. This is in keeping with 
the fact that 38% of the international 
senior managers surveyed say that, 
in order to maintain its competitive 
position, the Netherlands should 
concentrate first and foremost on 
supporting the high-tech sectors and 
innovation. 

As last year, European senior 
managers view Silicon Valley as 
the most promising location to 
accommodate ‘the next Google.’ Beijing 
and Shanghai round out the top three. 
Notably, Amsterdam – which last year 
earned the 5th place in these rankings 
– now failed to secure a spot above 
number 18.

Where should the Netherlands 
concentrate its efforts in order to 
remain digitally attractive to 
investors? 

44%

34%

48%

Increasing 
digital security 

Investing in digital 
infrastructure (data centers, 
internet exchange, 5G)

Improving education and 
training with a focus on new 
technology 
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Our country has a digital 
deficit, which we need 
to turn into an economic 
spearhead – so says 
Jeroen Caré, partner 
at EY and Global Digital 
Leader.  

More and more businesses are focusing on their digital 
agenda – and rightly so. This is done not only internally, 
with an eye to efficiency, but externally as well, aimed 
at cooperation along the chain. Businesses understand 
that they need to acquire in-house digital competences 
in the form of expertise on data analytics, cybersecurity 
and other related topics. Without capable people, a 
digital infrastructure won’t do you much good. Those 
organizations that understand this are demonstrably more 
successful. While Amazon.com is the best example of this, 
the Netherlands is definitely playing host to some digital 
industry of its own. This is particularly apparent in the 
Eindhoven region, where R&D and the provision of remote 
digital services to clients around the world are the topics 
of the day. In this region, there is an increasing demand 
for an influx of new talent; the same demand is present 
in organizations hoping to realize a substantial portion of 
their turnover from digital services. This is not possible 
without a large group of people who understand customer 
journeys and search engine optimization. It doesn’t take 
a great deal of imagination to predict that, in a few years’ 
time, we will be seeing hundreds of thousands of job 
vacancies in the digital sector.

Outdated structures
Therefore, when it comes to education, it would be 
wise for a new government to invest more heavily in 
digital skills. Not only at universities, but specifically in 
elementary education and in high schools. Unfortunately, 
educators are rarely ever digital natives themselves. 
Furthermore, I’m sorry to say that digital matters remain 
insufficiently explored territory for the Government 

as well. Policy-makers continue to think in terms of 
structures that are far too outdated, rather than looking 
ahead five years. In Denmark, they have a much better 
grasp of what is necessary: this country was the first in 
the world to appoint an ambassador for digital affairs. The 
Netherlands is trailing far behind in that regard. It’s rather 
disappointing, for instance, that, during the elections to 
the House of Representatives earlier this year, too few 
party platforms included digital matters as a prominent 
theme. For what it’s worth, I understand why politicians 
are reluctant to address this theme. They prefer to avoid 
riling up their constituents by promising a future in which 
those same voters’ jobs might be lost to digital robots.

Sensor technicians
Politicians could, however, adopt a more proactive stance 
by emphasizing investment in the new opportunities 
that are on their way. Take sensoring, for example, the 
phenomenon whereby more and more utilitarian objects 
and cars are being equipped with intelligent tool kits. 
Now that is a fantastic growth market. Especially in the 
Netherlands, with its solid infrastructure and the arrival 
of long-range networks that make it much cheaper to 
transfer data on a major scale. The Netherlands could 
focus on sensoring as an economic spearhead, as it did in 
the past with water management. This has the potential 
to generate a huge amount of employment opportunity 
– and not only for the highly educated. There’s also the 
work involved in maintaining the digital infrastructure, 
for instance. Sensors can break, so you need sensor 
technicians to repair those things. 

Ultimately, the consumers are the ones who decide to 
what extent they are willing to pay for digital services and 
products. The shift toward vastly increased digitalization is 
irreversible, if you ask me, so businesses and institutions 
must find a way to use it to their advantage. Hoping it 
will pass, adopting an “I’m just going to sit this one out” 
mentality, will be fatal. Believe me, it will happen anyway 
in the end, but by then, it’ll be too late for you.

“Sensoring is a fantastic growth market”
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Brexit
A positive image in uncertain times

A consensus on a shared future for 
Europe seems more distant than 
ever. Many countries are dealing with 
political uncertainty – traditionally an 
enemy to investors – although they 
don’t seem affected as of yet.

While the economic recovery in Europe 
continues, at the same time there is an 
undercurrent of dissatisfaction among 
large groups of citizens. There seems 
to be a divide between citizens and 
politicians who argue in favor of open 
trade relations and those who advocate 
a more protectionist approach.

Protectionism is not a trend
In contrast to nationalistic rhetoric, 
economic protectionism has yet to 
become a trend in the European 
investment market. The European 
Union remains an attractive 
environment for the free movement 
of goods, services, capital and labor. 
Within its borders, the business 

community is flourishing, investments 
are being fostered and both jobs and 
prosperity are being created. 

The imperfect nature of the 
European Union has been revealed 
in recent years, and politicians have 
commenced the debate in order to 
realize improvements. Nevertheless, 
confidence in the European Union 
persists – a majority of 65% of 
international senior managers confirms 
as much. However, one-third of all 
respondents (34%) indicate a lack of 
faith in the European Union (EU).

Brexit
Four out of five investors say that 
Brexit is not currently a reason to 
relocate their activities from the 
UK to another country. That ties in 
with what we have learned from our 
European Investment Monitor, which 
is that neither the UK nor London are 
any worse off. The expectation is that 

many investors will adopt a wait-and-
see policy over the coming two years, 
the period in which the UK will make 
its exit from the EU. Only after this 
transition will they potentially consider 
shifting their company’s activities to 
mainland Europe.

Will the Netherlands benefit?
The UK definitively withdrawing from 
the EU may result in positive outcomes 
for the Netherlands. For businesses 
thinking about shifting a portion of 
their activities away from the UK, the 
Netherlands is among the alternatives. 
The activities most frequently named 
as candidates for relocation are R&D, 
headquarters and logistical operations. 

of investors are confident 
about the future of  the EU

65%
Investors not 
established 
in Europe: 45%

No Yes

Source: EY 2017 European attractiveness survey.

Investors 
established
in Europe: 69%
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The Netherlands might 
well be positioned to 
reap major benefits 
from a hard Brexit. This 
according to Helmar 
Klink, a partner at 
EY International Tax 
Services. 
 
In the fall of 2016, car 
manufacturer Nissan 

was one of only a handful of multinationals to gain the 
British Government’s permission to keep its production 
location in Sunderland open; Prime Minister May even 
traveled to Tokyo for the agreements. Parts of this deal 
have never been made public, as the information was said 
to be ‘competition sensitive.’ Many other multinationals 
are currently adopting a wait-and-see stance. Those 
companies that are already giving the matter intensive 
consideration, and in some cases, taking concrete 
steps, are mostly indirect tax specialists with a few 
large multinationals and certain production companies, 
primarily in the automotive industry – because they plan 
their production lines years in advance.  

Expensive business
Now that Brexit is more or less a fact, businesses are 
finally taking action – although the election in the UK 
created a whole new set of uncertainties. For companies 
with complex industrial manufacturing processes, a ‘hard’ 
Brexit (i.e., one with no free trade agreement with the 
EU) could be reason enough to leave the UK. This will hold 
particularly true for companies that manufacture for the 
European market and rely extensively on components 
supplied from other EU countries. Sometimes, these 
components traverse international borders multiple times. 
While that is not a problem within a free trade zone, the 
costs really start to add up if you have to pay import 
duties and VAT every time it happens.

After the deal Nissan made, we can expect many more 
companies to be interested in a similar agreement. 
Furthermore, after a hard Brexit, the British Government 
will, in theory, have its hands free to enter into all kinds 
of trade agreements with companies and nations. The 
UK will, of course, still be constrained by the guidelines 
of the World Trade Organization (WTO). The UK has now 
expressed a desire to become the greatest free trade 
country in the world. When people consider the future 
of their business, they tend to focus on distant nations. 
Whether or not that’s a smart move remains to be 
seen. As Dutch economist and Nobel Prize winner Jan 
Tinbergen once said: “When you double the distance, you 
get half the trade.”

Animosity and frustration
There’s a certain irony in seeing the country that has 
benefited most from the internal market withdraw 
from the European Union. After all, the majority of 
multinationals from places such as North America 
and Australia have chosen to establish the lion’s share 
of their European activities in the UK. Among Asian 
multinationals, too, the UK has usually been first pick 
when it came to a new headquarters or factory for the 
European market. 

In the event of a hard Brexit, however, the UK becomes 
a less self-evident location from which to serve the 
European market. In fact, as a result of European indirect 
taxes, it could become rather costly to manufacture 
products for the European market (barely) outside of the 
EU. What’s more, negotiators will have to face the political 
reality of the situation. You can be sure that the Southern 
European countries, which are now dealing with high 
unemployment, will demand that the majority of those 
economic activities (and the accompanying jobs with 
American and Asian employers) must first be shifted to 
the European mainland before the EU can reach any free 
trade agreement with the UK.

The idea that the EU would knowingly promote the 
retention of ‘European’ jobs in the UK when the 
employment opportunities and tax revenue are so 
desperately needed in Southern Europe is inconceivable. 
It would be safe to assume that American and Asian 
multinationals will show a preference for the EU27 when 
it comes to future investments. A favorable free trade 
agreement between the EU and the UK, however, could 
ensure that those future investments go to the UK as well, 
instead of just to the EU27. This will be a thorny issue in 
the Brexit negotiations and might easily result in a great 
deal of animosity and frustration.

One prospect that can definitely not be ruled out is that 
the Netherlands will reap substantial benefits from Brexit. 
It seems logical that many British manufacturers will 
choose a single point of entry for serving the European 
market. In that case, the Netherlands has very attractive 
credentials. Although indirect taxes are harmonized 
within the EU, there are important practical differences 
in the implementation of those rules. This can result in 
major cash flow benefits. What’s more, the quality and 
reliability of the Dutch tax office compares favorably with 
that of its counterparts in certain other EU countries. 
The Netherlands may very well be able to strengthen 
its position significantly as a supply chain hub for the 
European market.

“When you double the distance, you get half the trade”
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Based on the results of this study, we make the following recommendations:

• Maintain pro-active 
efforts to promote 
the Netherlands as an 
attractive alternate 
business location

• Focus primarily on 
attracting European 
headquarters of Anglo-
Saxon multinationals 
(from the US, Australia 
and Canada), but also on 
financial and business 
services, R&D and logistics

• Take advantage of the 
country’s favorable 
geographic location and 
work to position the 
Netherlands as a hub for 
the European market

• Ensure an open economy, 
even in times of political 
uncertainty, and encourage 
trade relations

• Foster the development of 
knowledge and skills with a 
focus on new technology

• Invest in education at all 
levels – universities, high 
schools and elementary 
education – to teach digital 
knowledge and skills

• Focus on developing a 
culture of innovation and 
creativity

• Promote close cooperation 
between educational 
institutions, knowledge 
institutions and the 
business community with 
regard to digital (and other) 
technologies

• Focus on the opportunities 
technological development 
can offer employees, and 
ensure alternative jobs 
for less highly educated 
workers

• Support high-tech sectors 
and innovation through 
investment, particularly in 
SMEs and start-ups

• Invest in digital 
infrastructure, data 
centers, internet 
exchanges and digital 
security

• Invest in special digital 
themes and ensure that 
the Netherlands becomes a 
global center of expertise.

• Focus on attracting 
projects in R&D and digital 
services from around the 
world

• Encourage an open and 
innovative mindset, both 
in government and in the 
business community, so 
that digital themes are 
embraced and promoted

• Promote foreign investors’ 
familiarity with the 
attractive and reliable tax 
climate in the Netherlands

• Ensure a competitive fiscal 
system, clear tax legislation 
and a streamlined tax 
system in order to retain an 
attractive tax climate in the 
future as well

• Set a competitive 
corporate income tax rate 
and opt to maintain fiscal 
facilities (such as the 30% 
facility for expats and the 
innovation box for R&D) 
in order to enhance the 
competitive power of the 
Netherlands

Brexit offers 
opportunities

Invest  
in talent

Develop a digital 
Netherlands

Promote a 
competitive tax 

climate

Recommendations 
for a more 
attractive Dutch 
business climate 
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Methodology
The EY 2017 Netherlands 
attractiveness survey is based on two 
main sources.

1. Actual attractiveness of 
the Netherlands to foreign 
investors

Actual investments in Europe 
according to the European Investment 
Monitor. This database permanently 
monitors the actual cross-border 
investments and expansion of 
international companies. 

By excluding portfolio investments and 
mergers and acquisitions, it shows the 
reality of investments in production 
and service facilities by foreign 
companies. The database, which is 
maintained by Oxford Intelligence, 
registers announced investments as 
well as, where available, the number of 
jobs created and the amount in capital 
expenditure involved. 

Projects are identified by monitoring 
and analyzing more than 10,000 
sources of news on a daily basis. The 
research team aims to contact 70% of 
the companies that make investments. 
This verification process ensures that 
data is presented accurately.

 

2. The perception of foreign 
investors with respect 
to the attractiveness of 
the Netherlands and its 
competitors

The perceptions and expectations 
of international decision-makers 
with respect to the Netherlands as 
a prospective investment country. 
This information was obtained from 
interviews with 201 decision-makers 
at international companies. These 
interviews were held by the CSA 
Institute between 14 and 31 March 
2017.

Of the individuals interviewed, 60% 
are established in the Netherlands, 
while the other 40% are established 
abroad. Of the companies interviewed, 
62% are established outside Europe 
(North America: 43%, Asia: 17%, 
Oceania: 2%). In order to ensure that 
the geographical distance between 
the respondents and their business 
location was taken into account, the 
companies were divided into two 
groups according to their nationality:

• Half of the group of decision-
makers work for subsidiaries in the 
Netherlands and were interviewed in 
the Netherlands.

• The other half of the group of 
decision-makers were interviewed in 
their country of origin.

A total of 505 international decision-
makers were asked to voice their 
opinion on the attractiveness of 
Europe.

Geography

Asia

Northern America

Oceania

Central and 
Eastern Europe

Western Europe

Northern Europe

43%

2%

2%

17%

27%

9%

Size

More than €1.5 billion32%

Less than €150 million

41%

27%

From €150 million to 
€1.5 billion

34%

29%

21%

9%

7%

Sector of activity

Industry,
automotive and 

energy 

Private and business
services

Consumer

Telecom and
high-tech

Chemical and
pharmaceuticalJob title

Financial director

Marketing and commercial director

C-suite

Other

40%

38%

13%

9%

The EIM excludes the following activities: mergers and acquisitions or joint ventures; license agreements; retail- and leisure activities, hotels and property investments; investments in utilities such as 
telecommunication networks, airports and ports; extractive activities (minerals, ores and fuels); portfolio investments; replacement investments of production plants; non-profit organizations.
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Contacts
Ingrid Allemekinders 
Partner — Business Tax Advisory 
Ernst & Young Tax Advisers 
Phone: +31 6 2125 2415 
ingrid.allemekinders@nl.ey.com 
 
Marije van Huis 
Manager International Location Advisory 
Ernst & Young Real Estate Advisory Services 
Phone: +31 6 2125 1628 
marije.van.huis@nl.ey.com 
 
Jeroen Caré 
Partner — Global Leader Digital 
Ernst & Young Advisory 
Phone: +31 6 2125 2438 
jeroen.care@nl.ey.com 
 
Helmar Klink 
Partner — International Tax Services 
Ernst & Young Tax Advisers 
Phone: +31 6 2125 2075 
helmar.klink@nl.ey.com
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