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Introduction

Leonard Bernstein once spoke these words in a television programme on classical
music. If we remember rightly, it was about one of Bach’s works, but we are not
absolutely sure. He stressed the logic of the work, showed a stave and spoke those
immortal words: ‘What goes up must come down’. It must have been an ill-fated
announcement for investors. Yet for those interested in the development of gov-
ernment policy, it was an unforgettable statement. The expression constitutes an
excellent profile of the dynamics of policy priorities. 

We have every reason to delve deeply into these dynamics within the framework
of a study on local safety policy. In recent decades, we have witnessed the emer-
gence of security policy. This subject has developed from an almost non existent
and sectorally covered problem into an  issue that is now found at the top of the
political agenda and that affects almost all policy areas. In the Netherlands, for
example, it has crowded out the housing problem which was the top priority after
World War II until the 1970s. Environmental issues then claimed the top posi-
tion, but these in turn had to make way for the issue of security. This raises our
curiosity about future developments. 

Belgium has experienced a similarly spectacular increase in the ‘security’ issue,
particularly in the nineties. The first large victory of the extreme-right party
‘Vlaams Blok’ on ‘Black Sunday’ November 24, 1991 provided a first strong impe-
tus for the ‘security’ issue. The party had turned the issue of (perceived) ‘growing
insecurity’, and its perceived link with immigration, into one of its core themes
and the results suggested that they were rewarded for this at the ballot box. The
‘safety and security’ issue reached an absolute high in the mid-1990s with the
‘Dutroux’ crisis, following the arrest of Marc Dutroux who, in spite of being a
convicted sexual offender, had the opportunity to abduct 6 children and kill 4 of
them. The investigation showed that inefficiencies and turf wars within the crim-
inal justice system were partly to blame for his late arrest. This crisis not only led
to an, albeit short-lived, revolutionary atmosphere with the largest post-war dem-
onstration  in the streets of Brussels (the ‘White March’) on October 20 1996 as
its peak. It also led to the largest police-reform in Belgian history (see chapter 4 in
this book). The end of the decade saw the emergence of another ‘safety’ issue,
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‘food safety’, in the wake of the ‘dioxine-crisis’. Since then,  the ‘safety and secu-
rity’ issue regularly surfaces at  the top of the political agenda, partly because of
manifest policy failures in the security sector (spectacular prison-escapes, shock-
ing stories about the state of the IT-capacity within the justice system,…) or
because of shocking incidents, like last year’s racist murders in the city of Ant-
werp. 

This chapter aims to draw from the policy analysis literature to map the mecha-
nisms that help us to understand the rise of the ‘safety and security’ policy issue
in Belgium and the Netherlands in recent years.  Yet, as the title of this contri-
bution suggests, we also have a second ambition. We hope to provide some
understanding as to when the agenda status of a policy issue like ‘safety and secu-
rity’ will decrease and what the impact of that could be. 

It is important to emphasize that we are not so much interested in the status of
the policy issue per se, but in the impact this status has on the opportunities for
policy change. Nor are we interested in understanding the actual degree of inse-
curity in Belgium or the Netherlands. However important the question as to
whether crime actually increased or decreased in these countries might be, it is
not relevant for our purposes. We only focus on the perceived change in crime
rates and whether this has had any impact on the agenda status of the 'safety and
security' issue. 

Studying the career of a policy issue is an exciting and important, but compli-
cated exercise. There are at least two important conceptual problems that have to
be addressed. We will briefly point to  them and present the way in which we try
to confront (or perhaps rather circumvent) these problems. 

The first problem has to do with the definition of the unit of analysis of the cen-
tral concept ‘policy issue’. The issue of ‘safety and security’ and the concept of
‘safety and security policy’ are not well-defined. In fact the very definition that is
used to describe them in the public debate plays an important role in their agenda
status and in the impact that status will have on actual policy making. For exam-
ple, the expansion of the definition of the concept ‘security policy’ in the Nether-
lands that will be explained below played an important role in the undermining of
the policy monopoly. The problem with this is that, for researchers, it is difficult
to neutrally define the issue and concomitant policy that we want to analyze. For
the current contribution we will focus on ‘social security’ (crime, order and anti-
social behavior) thus following the dominant approach of this book. Hence, we
will only refer to broader definitions of ‘insecurity’ (e.g. including food safety) to
the extent that they help us to understand the agenda status of insecurity in crim-
inal terms and its impact upon criminal justice policy making.

The second problem has to do with the other main concept ‘policy agenda’. There
are many agendas at several levels (international, national, local, etc.) and one can
look at agenda evolutions with differing degrees of detail (daily, monthly, annu-
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ally, per decade). This chapter will deal with this problem in an exploratory, prag-
matic way, keeping in mind the distinction between the public and the political
agenda. The focus will be on presenting the main mechanisms and using exam-
ples from different policy levels and with different degrees of detail to illustrate
these. It is obvious that more in-depth analysis of the mechanisms and their func-
tioning will need systematic case studies, rather than illustrations.

The chapter consists of two main parts. The first addresses the rise of the ‘safety
and security’ issue and its implications for policy change. This analysis will be
informed by two complementary theoretical frameworks. Using Kingdon (1995)’s
framework we first address the process of agenda-setting and policy change,
focusing on a number of key factors along this path. We complement this with a
brief analysis using Baumgartner and Jones (1993)’s ‘punctuated equilibrium
model’ that is particularly useful to understand the function of ‘issue expansion’
and its impact upon the existing power structures. The second part of the chapter
applies Bernstein's maxim on the ‘safety and security’ issue: if the issue is indeed
set to lower on the agenda, what will be the implications? The chapter concludes
with a brief discussion of two important normative questions that emerge from
the analysis. 

16.1 The rise of the ‘safety and security’ issue and its impact on 

policy change

There are many theories that address the agenda-setting problem and particularly
the career of an issue on the policy agenda. We will focus on two theories that
have been used extensively in recent research on policy making in general and
issues of agenda-setting in particular.

16.1.1 Kingdon’s agenda-setting framework: the career of the ‘insecurity’ issue

Kingdon (1995) developed a theory of agenda-setting, mainly as a means to
understand comprehensive policy shifts. Specifically, he proposes to codify the
narrative of a policy change as a ‘career’ of a policy issue through several agendas,
referred to as the agenda-setting process. This process, he argues, is influenced
by a large number of explanatory factors that he places into three groups or
‘streams’: problems, policies and politics. 

The problem stream consists of factors such as media coverage of public concerns,
interest group activity and focusing events such as scandals. The policy stream is
conceptualized as starting from a ‘primeval soup’ (Kingdon 1995: 200), in which
many policy ideas float around, forming combinations and recombinations, after
which they evolve further in a selection process analogous to biological natural
selection. The political stream contains events such as swings in the national
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mood or changes of government that influence whether politicians are inclined to
address certain problems or consider certain policy alternatives. 

All these factors co-evolve in the three streams and influence as such the agenda-
setting process and the alternative specification.  At critical times the three
streams converge. At such a moment decisions can be taken. Yet, such a conver-
gence only occurs when the streams are really ready to be connected: the problem
should be defined through a clear label, a well-developed solution that can con-
vincingly be linked to the problem should be available in the policy stream and
the conditions in the political stream should be fruitful for a policy change to
occur. Two elements are particularly important in creating the ‘window of opportu-
nity’ that can enable such a convergence of the three streams. The first are ‘focus-
ing events’: spectacular events that focus the attention on a particular issue, e.g.
instances of serious criminal behaviour or ‘policy fiascoes’, (Bovens and ’t Hart
1996). The second is a policy entrepreneur: a powerful actor who is willing and able
to broker the convergence of the three streams. 

We will apply this well-known framework on the career of the ‘safety and security’
issue in Belgium and the Netherlands, structuring our discussion around the
main concepts of the framework: the three streams, focusing events and policy
entrepreneurs.

Problem stream: problems of ‘insecurity’
Recent decades have seen many problems that could be identified as instances of
'insecurity' and that often emerge in spectacular incidents, generating high
degrees of media attention. Many of these problems are not very new, such as the
escape of prisoners or shocking murders. Some are seen as instances of new phe-
nomena or phenomena that recently returned after having been away for a con-
siderable period, such as the murders of the politician Pim Fortuyn and of the art-
ist Theo van Gogh in the Netherlands and the racist killings by Hans van Tem-
sche in Antwerp, Belgium. 

The interesting question for our purposes is how these instances are labeled, and
particularly how they are grouped together. This is important because the labeling
of a problem is never neutral; it often implies a certain solution. In the language
of Kingdon: a certain problem definition in the problem stream allows for the
coupling with a particular policy in the policy stream. Some problem definitions
have this capacity (e.g. the ‘guerre des fliques’ in Belgium can be solved by struc-
tural police reforms), other problem definitions do not (e.g. what could be the
appropriate policy solution for a problem defined as ‘senseless violence’ or ‘zin-
loos geweld’, a term that is increasingly being used in both the Netherlands and
Belgium to describe shocking incidents of violence).

When looking at problem definitions in the Netherlands and Belgium, one sees
an interesting difference between the 1970s and 1980s on the one hand and the
subsequent two decades on the other.  In Belgium e.g. there were a number of
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important crises in the 1980s such as the (as yet still) unsolved brutal supermar-
ket murders of the Gang of Nivelles, a number of terrorist attacks by the commu-
nist group ‘Cellules communistes combatantes’, and a tragic policy failure in the
management of football riots in the Heysel stadium.  All these instances lead to
broad, diffuse concerns in society, but they did not link together to an overall
'security' issue and did hence not generate an overall drastic policy change. They
rather reinforced the existing policy monopoly. 

Similar observations can be made in the Netherlands. In the 1970s, the Nether-
lands fell victim to disasters and kidnappings (cf. Rosenthal, 1984). However,
these events did not lead to a formulated statement on the safety and security
issue, certainly not in the broad sense of the concept as it is understood today.
There was talk of extremist groups and politically motivated offenders. Apart
from criminal prosecution of the offenders, the solution was considered to be all
sorts of social constructions to give these groups more powers of expression (via
commissions and such like) and increase social control, but that was as far as it
went and the only other message was: 'back to normal'. 

This situation started changing in Belgium at the end of the eighties. The election
victory of the extreme right Flemish national party ‘Vlaams Blok’ in 1991, for
example, was a first strong indicator of an increasingly strong political discourse
about ‘increased crime’ that framed all new and high-profile instances of serious
crime as evidence for this development. At the same time, the problem definition
gradually expanded from ‘crime’ and particularly street crime to ‘insecurity’ more
generally. Similar developments occurred in the Netherlands. Disasters like the
explosion of a fireworks factory in Enschede on May 13th 2000 and a deadly fire
on New Year's Eve of 2001 in Volendam, were also included in an overall ‘insecu-
rity’ problem definition. ‘Insecurity’ now also included disasters, abrupt and seri-
ous disturbances of daily life. This of course was reinforced by the 9/11 attacks in
New York and Washington, the attacks in Madrid and the murders of Fortuyn and
Van Gogh in the Netherlands. Terrorism, as a powerful combination of crime and
disaster, was now also included as part of the 'safety and security' issue, strength-
ened by its high profile and global dimension. 

Policy stream: ‘security policy’ as a solution
It is not sufficient that a problem exists for policy to emerge; one also needs a
‘solution’. This solution, in practice, is a set of particular policy proposals that are
grouped together under an attractive label, such as ‘integraal veiligheidsbeleid’, ‘jus-
tice reform’ or ‘good governance’.

The policy stream in Belgium is often very close to the political stream, as policy
issues in Belgium are often politicized, partly for cultural reasons (Indeed, in
French language ‘politics’ and ‘policy’ are referred to by the same word ‘politique’
and the Flemish also sometimes use the word ‘politiek’ to refer to policy) and
partly for structural reasons.  Examples of the latter include the crucial role in pol-
icy formulation of the ministerial ‘cabinets’ consisting of political advisors, hand-
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picked by the minister; and the important research capacity within the political
parties and their associated organizations. Yet, recent years have seen some evo-
lution here, partly under the influence of the Dutch example. There has been a
strong rhetoric (albeit implemented to only a limited extent) to reduce the size
and power of the ministerial cabinets and to strengthen the administration's
capacity and power in the policy formulation phase. This has also occurred in the
field of security policy, where the ‘Dienst Strafrechtelijk Beleid’ (the unit for crimi-
nal justice policy making) within the Ministry of Justice has become an important
actor in the formulation of policy. A case in point is the concept of ‘Integraal Vei-
ligheidsbeleid’. The term itself was already imported from the Netherlands at the
beginning of the 1990s by then minister of the Interior Louis Tobback (cf. Minis-
terie van Binnenlandse Zaken, 1994). Yet, at that point it was just that: a concept.
It was only after the Dienst Strafrechtelijk Beleid (and the research projects that it
had funded) had actually provided content to this vague concept and had speci-
fied what it meant in the Belgian context, that this notion could really grow to
become the central concept in Belgian criminal justice policy making it currently
is. 

Another example of the importance of developments in the policy stream can be
found in the story of the police reform in Belgium. The quick conclusion of the
far-reaching Octopus agreement in May 1998 was not only due the enormous
pressure in the political stream because of the escape of Dutroux. Preparations in
the policy stream were at least as important: the Dutroux parliamentary commit-
tee had defined the policy proposal in 1996 and the technical experts (Huybrechts
commission, experts in political parties,…) had had more than one year time to
work on its technical implications. This technical backroom work had prepared
the policy stream for the convergence and the subsequent comprehensive policy
change of the Octopus agreement in May 1998 (Maesschalck 2002a and 2002b).

Political stream: the ideological framing of the insecurity issue
Even if there is a clear problem definition and a well-developed solution, compre-
hensive policy change is very unlikely unless there is significant commitment in
the political stream. This has been particularly important for the ‘safety and secu-
rity’ issue. Indeed some have argued that the reaction to crime and 'insecurity'
more generally is one of the main contemporary cleavages in the political-ideolog-
ical field.

Political parties with strong conservative and right-wing positions on the security
issue, such as the ‘Vlaams Blok’ (now ‘Vlaams Belang’) in Flanders and Lijst Pim
Fortuyn and more recently the Partij van de Vrijheid of Geert Wilders in the Neth-
erlands usually play an important role in the political stream. Typically, they con-
front the other parties with a difficult choice between two strategies. The existing
parties can ignore the often misleading and sometimes straightforwardly racist
rhetoric and propose a more constructive, welfare-oriented discourse instead, or
they can take the 'insecurity' issue more seriously with the risk of strengthening
this problem definition (and the political parties that thrive on it). In a very crude
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summary one can say that, both in Belgium and the Netherlands, the former
strategy prevailed first, but recent years have seen a significant move towards the
second strategy. A very recent phenomenon is the setting up of still conservative,
but less extremist parties such as Lijst De Decker in Flanders and Trots op Neder-
land of Rita Verdonk in the Netherlands. It will be interesting to see what they will
do to the political landscape and whether the surprising gains made by Lijst De
Decker in the most recent parliamentary elections in Flanders (June 10th 2007)
will prove to be a more long-term phenomenon.

Ideological variations within the political stream are of course not restricted to
extreme-right vs. the other parties. Focusing on crime prevention policies in Bel-
gium, Hebberecht (2004) distinguishes between authoritarian, neo-liberal,
social-democrat and social-liberal policies and illustrates how changes in the
party-political composition of the government coincide with actual policy
changes. Van de Bunt and Van Swaaningen describe this development as a move-
ment from tackling crime to dealing with fear (2004, p. 663).

Focusing events 
Even when the three streams are ready, a focusing event is often still needed to
focus the decision makers’ attention and thus to open the policy window and ena-
ble comprehensive policy change. This is not different in the area of ‘security’
policy, which abounds with events that might acquire the status of focusing
event. Some examples were mentioned above: the role of Dutroux’ arrest in 1996
and his escape in 1998 in the police reform in Belgium, the effects of the Fortuyn
murder on the subsequent elections and the security policy of the Balkenende
cabinet, the influence of the 9/11 attacks in the agenda-setting of the issue ‘terror-
ism’ on the global and European agenda, the racist killings in Antwerp leading to
a very speedy introduction of legislation on weapons, etc. In short, the pattern is
often the same: an issue has acquired a widely shared definition and the experts
have prepared policy measures, but it is a focusing event that provides the ulti-
mate push of the issue towards actual decision making. 

One important actor deserves some extra attention here. The media play a very
important role in agenda-setting, and particularly in the definition of focusing
events. Events concerning public security often provide spectacular images and
shocking stories that draw great audiences, can repeatedly be shown and can eas-
ily be divided into attractive sub-stories. Sometimes the role of the media is not
only limited to that of gatekeepers selecting and reinforcing certain events, but
turns into a consciously active political role. A case in point is the media’s mobi-
lizing for the ‘White March’ at the peak of the Dutroux crisis in 1996 (cf. De
Hoog, 2006.  See also COT, 1997). 

Entrepreneurs
Yet, even a focusing event is often not enough to provide the ultimate push on the
agenda. The issue usually requires a powerful policy entrepreneur who is willing
to use his power to help the streams converge and to use the thus created policy
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window to stimulate actual policy change. Entrepreneurs can do this in two ways.
First, they structure and focus the problem stream by influencing the problem
definition and the ‘policy image’ (see below), which allows them to push ‘their
concerns about certain problems higher on the agenda’ (Kingdon 1995: 204).
Second, they prepare the policy stream for a convergence by developing, promot-
ing and adapting their preferred policy alternative(s). This way, they ‘soften up
the mass public, specialized publics and the policy community itself’ (Ibid. 205). 

One example can illustrate this. The Dutroux scandal of 1996 had led to well-
developed proposals for a far-reaching reform of the Belgian police. Yet, these
proposals had difficulties reaching the decisional agenda and there were indica-
tions that the reform would be drastically delayed. In this climate, the news
emerged on April 23, 1998 that ‘public enemy number one’ Marc Dutroux had
escaped. Although he was caught within a few hours, the crisis was enormous.
The focusing event was clearly there, the streams were ready for convergence
thanks to many developments in the previous years, but it was policy entrepre-
neur prime minister Dehaene who ensured that a real convergence occurred in
the form of the Octopus agreement for a drastic police reform. He reduced the
broad and general shock in society (one well-known MP and later minister Bert
Anciaux even called for a revolution) to a manageable concern about police and
justice reform and used his power and negotiation skills to conclude the broad
Octopus agreement within less than a month after the escape of Dutroux.

16.1.2 Punctuated equilibrium theory: policy change as the undermining of a policy 
monopoly

The importance of Baumgartner and Jones’ contribution (1993: 1-56) is that they
provide a framework that accounts both for relative stability and comprehensive
change in policy making. They do this by referring to respectively, partial equilib-
rium (with incremental change) and disequilibrium (with high potential for
change). A scenario of comprehensive policy change, then typically starts with a
partial equilibrium in the policy domain followed by a contestation of that
monopoly, which in turn leads to a disequilibrium in which the policy direction
changes significantly, after which a new partial equilibrium emerges in which a
flow of decisions consistent with that direction takes place (Barzelay 2001: 60).

Baumgartner and Jones explain a partial equilibrium, i.e. a situation of incremen-
tal changes in the policy domain, by referring to what they call a policy monopoly.
Policy monopolies have two important characteristics. First, they have a single
and clearly definable policy venue that consists of the institution(s) or group(s) that
have authority to make decisions concerning the issue and can limit access to the
policy process. Second, the policy venue is associated with a supporting policy
image, which refers to ‘how a policy is understood and discussed’ (Baumgartner
and Jones 1993: 25) and which serves to legitimize the authority of those in the
policy venue. Relative policy stability (a ‘partial equilibrium’) is hence explained
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by a mutually supportive relationship between ‘policy venue’ and ‘policy image.’
Comprehensive policy change (a 'disequilibrium') then occurs through undermin-
ing the policy monopoly1, particularly through processes of conflict expansion
(Schattschneider, 1960), in which the media usually play a crucial role. There are
two ways through which monopolies are contested. First, the dominant policy
image and problem definition are challenged. One particularly common way in
which this is done is through the reorganization of ‘the beliefs about issue inter-
relatedness’ (Barzelay 2001: 59), usually leading to issue expansion. This will be
referred to as ‘issue expansion.’ Second, the dominant institution and the domi-
nant institutional arrangements through which decisions are usually taken (i.e.
the venue) are challenged. Both mechanisms can be found in the Belgian (e.g.
Maesschalck 2002b) and the Dutch cases. Yet, by means of illustration we will
focus on the Dutch case.

Challenging the policy image: issue expansion
Issue expansion is apparent in both cases, but particularly in the Netherlands.
Researchers have also played and important role in this process. Vanderveen
(2004), for example, tries to gauge insecurity and therefore inevitably has to look
for a definition. After all, it is impossible to carry out a serious assessment with-
out defining concepts. Security, she states, is characterised by the absence of dan-
ger, accidents, or threats (p.77) i.e. by the absence of insecurity. That seems to be
an extremely broad concept, but various policy definitions have improved upon it.
The White Paper on Security Policy 1995-98, for example, defines insecurity as a
breach of security and as a risk: 

‘A sense of insecurity arises not only from crime and being a victim of crime, but
also from degeneration of the surrounding residential area, disturbances, uncer-
tainty about one’s own domestic and working situation, and intolerance. There is
also concern about other risks which are a threat to safety and security: environ-
mental accidents, road accidents, fire risks, and disasters’ (Ministry of Home
Affairs, 1995, p.7).

Vanderveen (2004, p.78ff.) uses three dimensions to make a distinction between
different types of insecurity. The first dimension concerns the nature of the
threat, which depends on the source and the context. This enables us to think in
terms of fire safety or safety in society. The framework of this dimension could
also include potential or acute threats. The second dimension relates to control
i.e. behaviour which broadly aims to promote security, protect from danger, or
reduce the undesirable consequences. All efforts between a proactive approach,
prevention and follow up are included here. The third dimension focuses on the
nature of the subject and, related to this, how well it can be understood. This
dimension includes the distinction between objective and subjective security.

1. Baumgartner and Jones also discuss other scenarios of agenda-setting (and hence policy change),
but the framework in this chapter limits itself to monopoly-contestation.
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Under the former, we think of the ‘number of deaths’, ‘the number of robberies’
etc. Subjective security is the subject of surveys and policy.  

One concept that played a particularly important role in the challenging of the
policy concept in both countries is ‘integrale veiligheid’ (cf. Ministerie van Binnen-
landse Zaken, 1994). This not only implies a broad focus on all kinds of security
problems, social as well as physical, but also a broad cooperation and joint efforts
from many organisations to fight security problems. What we can see is that
there is an inclination to make the central concept more and more encompass-
ing: more and more problems are incorporated, more and more organisations are
included (or include themselves).  

Challenging the policy venue
Baumgartner and Jones (1993) hypothesize that challenges of the policy image
will eventually also change the composition of the policy venue. Looking at secu-
rity policy, we can see that at least two groups now try to maneuver themselves in
the changing policy venue. First, those who initially challenged the policy image
and attempted to shape a new, more inclusive image, now try to take the place
that they created for themselves. Second, other entrepreneurial actors will also try
to get their share of the attention and, often money, that comes with high agenda
status. Security is becoming a prominent part of the portfolio of just about every
department. This development is, for example, apparent in the Dutch case, on
which we will focus in the remainder of this section.

Many different branches of the safety game try to get their share: the fire service,
health care, the police, the national security services, the foreign security services,
defence, and just about every other department. Ministers like to emphasize that
they also deal with particular aspects of security. Likewise, policy officials also
have a feel for where there is a nice warm spot. They certainly warm up when it
comes to target groups, FTEs, and, especially, budgets. That is the reason why
organisations and policy entrepreneurs are inclined to have themselves included. 

The result of this is that there are different departmental camps within the field
of safety and security, each with their own interests and their own approach to
security. The Public Prosecutor, for example, tries to make a criminal problem out
of every safety and security problem. With the security field expanding the
Department of Public Prosecution looks for ways to maintain its presence in this
broad field. This requires great efforts because know-how has to be acquired in
the different fields. This knowledge also has to be maintained, something which
proved to be quite a problem in the environmental field in the past. When we
look at the administration the two traditional key players (and fighting cocks) in
the administration are, of course, Home Affairs and Justice. The Directorate of
Public Order and Security (now Security) is located with the Ministry of Home
Affairs, while the national co-ordinator of Anti-terrorism is housed within the
Ministry of Justice. It is not difficult to imagine coordination problems here.
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However, there are more fault lines within the newly developing policy field. Traf-
fic and transport safety is another field which has developed strongly in recent
decades. A Transport Safety Council was set up which swallowed up many of the
existing councils. This field was dominated by an engineering approach to the
issue of safety. The main subjects covered were technological issues, an instru-
mental approach, and good and bad working methods. The issue of safety and
security became a matter of technology. Safety and security could be increased by
means of better technology. However, the broader scope for discussion of safety
and security issues meant that there was also room for other approaches. 

A policy sector which has a high position on the agenda is also attractive to other
government organisations. After all, everyone gets hungry in the vicinity of well
stocked racks. And so, other organisations will very likely study the possibilities of
them becoming eligible for a share in the resources. This is possible in different
ways. One way is to reformulate the policy problem with which your organisation
is involved. Environmental management stresses the criminal or safety and secu-
rity aspects of their policy area. The Ministry for Agriculture puts tackling animal
illnesses in the category of safety. Another department will try to forge co-opera-
tive links with organisations which are already established in this policy area.
Whether it is through policy experiments, provision of expertise or collaboration
projects, bureaucrats are highly creative in this respect. They thus connect with
the popular policy sector, hoping to share in the generous budgets. In this way,
the policy sector becomes much broader than was originally thought. This inevi-
tably involves costs, although costs are regarded as profits by bureaucrats. How-
ever, the mechanism works as long as it generates benefits. If there are no oppor-
tunities for extra income or budget reductions, many parties disappear from the
scene, only to make their way towards other well filled racks.  

Local safety policy is a completely different field. It also has a different origin. It
concerns not so much large-scale events such as disasters or external threats, but
a creeping degradation of towns and cities. O'Rordian (1991) called this phenom-
enon 'institutional failure'. It is a playing field with different parties and different
problem definitions which partly relate to the criminal sphere and partly have the
character of social regeneration. That was perhaps also the reason why a great
deal of the safety and security policy initiated by the Ministry of Home Affairs did
not affect local authorities very much at all. This was because it was not related to
specific problems (i.e. problems which local authority leaders could recognise
sufficiently) and, of course, if no problems are raised, there is no issue to address. 

All this leads to attempts to integrate the diverse policy field, e.g. through the cre-
ation of a Ministry of Safety and Security (Brinkman report, 2006). Advocates of
this proposal claim that it would do more than simply put an end to the constant
squabbling between the Ministry for Home Affairs and the Ministry for Justice.
They are actually talking about a merger of the two ministries. It is also institu-
tionally possible to reinforce the policy area and to add other safety and security
subjects. A Minister of Safety and Security would replace the six or seven minis-
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ters who have safety and security in their portfolio at the present time. However,
with the formation of the fourth cabinet of Premier Balkenende, the proposal
failed to gain approval.

It is important to emphasize that turf wars and conflicts within the security field
are not only a recent phenomenon. The problems of internal security include
those which were already tackled before the development of the modern state. In
the Netherlands, we think especially of the public works provision. Citizens
formed associations which were designed to ensure that they kept their feet dry:
the water protection associations. These provided protection against the power of
the water, something for which the Netherlands later became noted. This task
was a traditional one which was later incorporated into the administrative struc-
ture of the country. The policy body was an exceptional one which included State
and Provincial Public Works as partners, and later on there were also links with
national administration and environmental management. Something which
started as voluntary associations (water protection associations) was soon exerting
a considerable influence over all those involved: levies, personal commitment in
the shape of dike control, and prohibitions such as no buildings on the dike. The
combination of voluntary and institutionalised pressure made these types of pro-
visions much more effective than many modern counterparts. 

The police and fire service also date back a long way. They have completely differ-
ent histories and have experienced various cultures. Being a police officer has
almost always been a professional career, whereas the fire service has often been
a voluntary operation. Research into safety and security risks shows that the
police and fire service do not always get on well with each other. In police circles,
the fire service sometimes tends to be regarded as an amateur company, while
fire service officers sometimes look upon the police force as an arrogant club.
Such impressions do not make it easy for them to work together. There is hardly
any formal tradition of co-operation between both organisations. Yet, interest-
ingly, this is not the case when they are in action. At the scene of fires or road
accidents, people who have never seen each other before seem to make a well
drilled team. The problems lie much more with the administrators and manage-
ment. At departmental level, relations are even more complicated. Traditionally,
the police have been connected with local authorities and the Ministry of Justice
(cf. Fijnaut, 2007). The Ministry for Home Affairs has only been involved for
about the past seventy years. However, there has also been conflict between those
two departments since the 1930s. Moreover, people are hardly ever praised within
their own organisation for working well together with other organisations. 

16.2 The fall of the 'safety and security' issue?

‘What goes up, must come down’, so this must also be the case for the ‘insecurity’
policy issue. Of course, it is important to distinguish between agenda status and
actual importance of a policy in terms of its capacity, the invested means or its

Governance of Security_van maesschalck.fm  Page 326  Wednesday, October 1, 2008  8:37 AM



16 What goes up, must come down? 327

effectiveness. It is entirely possible that an issue decreases on the political and
societal agenda, but that the associated policy field still maintains the same capac-
ity and same effectiveness on the field. Indeed, arguably, some policy sectors
function better and more effectively within the comfort of the shadow of a techni-
cal subsystem with only experts. In fact, this is the standard mode in the frame-
work of Baumgartner and Jones2: incremental policy change in a policy subsys-
tem, i.e. a state of partial equilibrium. This equilibrium is sometimes punctuated,
when the policy monopoly within the subsystem is challenged. Then the issue
reaches high on the political agenda and drastic policy change becomes possible.
Once the policy issue has been addressed and the new policy has been sanc-
tioned, the policy makers and the media will lose their interest and the policy is
again left to the experts within the policy subsystem. 

So what can we expect for the 'security' issue, knowing that gravity will pull it
down sooner or later? Will it simply be referred to a policy subsystem where it
will successfully continue outside the public eye or will the lower agenda status
lead to a reduction in capacity and coherence of the policy and eventually into less
and less effective security policy? The framework of Baumgartner and Jones
would suggest that the two crucial factors here are the creation of a real policy
subsystem and a supporting policy image that has considerable legitimacy in
wider society. When this is the case, chances are high that the policy will maintain
its capacity, in spite of its low agenda status. It is questionable whether these two
conditions are indeed present for ‘security policy’ in Belgium and the Nether-
lands. We discuss each in turn. 

16.2.1 Viability of the expanded policy subsystem

There clearly has been a drastic expansion of the policy subsystem, following the
expansion of the issue itself. Actors that play a role concerning security not only
include those of the criminal justice system, but also emergency services, agen-
cies to protect food safety or safety in the workplace, private security companies
and consultants, etc. This expansion might, in turn, lead to a weakened policy
community that might easily fall apart. In spite of the shared umbrella concept of
‘security’, these agencies really are very different, populated by people from very
different professions, working in very different institutional contexts. That weak
institutionalization in turn also increases the chance of reduced funding. 

It is useful, in this context, to take a look at two contrasting Dutch examples from
other policy fields. On the one hand, the evolution of community work (‘opbouw-
werk’) in the Netherlands is an example of insufficient institutionalization. This
policy field has been popular for many decades. It started in small, underdevel-
oped rural communities in 1930s and later travelled to big cities, first in older dis-

2. Kingdon’s agenda-setting framework is not very useful to conceptualize the process of lowering on
the agenda, except for saying that the issue is low and that there are no significant changes
because there is no window.
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tricts, but later to new housing developments and then to all parts of the cities. It
was at its height in the 1960s and 1970s, but that period also marked the start of
the decline, prompted by studies such as those by Peper (1972). Lack of institu-
tionalization (including fierce competition within the policy community) and lack
of political dexterity on the part of the main actors in the field were key factors in
this story of decline.  The policy of the Ministry for Housing, Regional Develop-
ment, and the Environment (VROM) in the field of the environment, on the other
hand, has been much more successfully institutionalized. This evolution was not
only due to thick layers of regulation, but also to the many active and visible envi-
ronmental organizations, often funded by the ministry. This was further
strengthened in the 1990s, when the ministry started funding local authorities to
help them develop their environmental infrastructure. All this accumulated to an
impressive infrastructure that ensured sufficient attention to the environment. 

16.2.2 Viability of the expanded policy image

As for the policy image, one might wonder how effective such a broad issue defi-
nition will be at justifying the power of a broad policy venue. We would hypothe-
size that perceived results and perceived costs will play a crucial role. Decision
makers must be convinced of the importance and urgency of the problem and of
the benefit of the solutions provided. We discuss results and perceived costs in
turn. 

There are some reasons to doubt whether the newly created policies indeed gen-
erate (or are perceived to generate) sufficient results. Cachet and Ringeling in the
volume ‘Safety and security policy’ (Dutch title ‘Veiligheidsbeleid’, 2004) describe
ambitious statements, but very limited realization on the ground. Of course there
have been some results or succes stories (cf. Stone, 1997), but they are not over-
whelming. This could be due to at least four problems. First, history can be dia-
bolical. The incident that originally was the reason for mobilisation on an issue at
the start of a cycle can prove to be a symbol of the failure of the policy at the end.
Second, results in the field of security are often subjective in nature: feelings of
security could play a role that is at least as important as objective crime statistics.
Third, the broad definition of the policy field also implies a very vague definition
of results, which in turn makes it very easy to fail. Finally, there is also a problem
of assessment of the results. Boutellier (2002) points out that modern society is
increasingly less tolerant of accidents and insecurity and is increasingly eager to
look for somebody to blame if accidents occur. Governmental actors are among
the most common 'usual suspects' to be blamed. If this observation is correct
then we can expect public appreciation of government to be falling however well
government organisations are performing in practice. 

Similar problems occur in the assessment of costs. The broader a policy field is
defined (assembling previously separate fields under one umbrella), the higher

Governance of Security_van maesschalck.fm  Page 328  Wednesday, October 1, 2008  8:37 AM



16 What goes up, must come down? 329

the perceived costs will be and thus the heavier the burden of proof will be to jus-
tify those costs. Budgets that were never considered all at once are now being
added together, leading to very high amounts and matching visibility. If this high
visibility coincides with a lower agenda status of the policy field in question, it will
become very difficult to defend these budgets. This problem is of course rein-
forced when the results are difficult to prove (see above). All this leads to an
increasing competition between the key actors for increasingly scarce resources,
which of course puts pressure on the structural consistency of the policy field.
Organizations (e.g. in the field of environmental safety or workplace safety) will
try to increase their individual profile and/or to connect with other, perhaps more
fashionable, policy fields to attract additional funding. A weakening of the con-
sistency of the policy image can thus lead to a weakening of the policy venue. 

Conclusion

The enthusiasm for a policy issue seems so great at the height of its success that
decision makers, media and citizens tend to forget the self-evident truth that eve-
rything that goes up must eventually come down. Thus, in this article we not only
attempted to analyze the rise, but also the fall of the 'insecurity' policy issue and
the associated policy domain. 

Applying this to the cases in question, we tentatively assume that the broad issue
definition that ‘insecurity’ currently has, particularly in the Netherlands, will not
hold for too long. ‘Veiligheidsbeleid’ is currently so broadly defined that its institu-
tional counterpart will have coordination difficulties, eventually leading to some
parts breaking off again. 

Yet, the dynamics of agenda-setting are such that this development does not nec-
essarily have to be a bad thing. The past has shown that, even when broad-
brushed policy issues tend to fall apart, the former sub-issues start floating
around in the ‘primeval soup’ of the problem stream again. Their advocates look
for other successful issues under which they can ‘drop’ their issue. Thus, it
becomes possible that environmental hazards that are currently considered secu-
rity issues return to their original ‘home’ of the ‘environment’, particularly given
the high worldwide agenda status of the latter.

This contribution has mainly focused on empirical questions and has attempted
to avoid normative issues. Yet, we would like to conclude this chapter with a brief
discussion of two nagging normative questions. 

The first question concerns the desirability of a high agenda-status of the ‘safety
and security’ issue. We would argue that this agenda status itself is not really
desirable.  Indeed, a constant reminder of the importance of insecurity could
even strengthen feelings of insecurity and thus undermine some of the policy
goals. Yet, to the extent that it is instrumental in achieving necessary change in
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obsolete institutions that provide inappropriate answers to insecurity problems or
to acquire necessary budgets for a neglected policy field, high agenda status can
be an important condition and thus a desirable goal. For example, the prison pol-
icy in Belgium deserves a higher agenda-status on the decision agenda than it
currently holds. In spite of the spectacular incidents that could act as focusing
events to push the issue forward, the necessary breakthrough in this field has still
not occurred. In sum, high agenda status can be desirable, but only to the extent
that it is instrumental in furthering other goals that are desirable in themselves. 

The second question concerns the growing expansion of the ‘insecurity’ issue,
typically under the label of ‘integraal veiligheidsbeleid’. Although this expansion
can be observed in both countries, it is particularly strong in the Netherlands. Is
such integration desirable? It has as an important advantage that it strengthens
coordination and ‘chain management’ and increases the chances of synergies
between the activities of the different actors. Yet, it also carries with it two impor-
tant dangers. First, if the overall strategic management is too powerful, it could
reduce the creative tensions and the healthy dynamics of constant debate between
different actors with different viewpoints and different interests. Yet, we would
argue that this is not yet the case in Belgium and the Netherlands. Practice rather
suggests that the coordination mechanisms and the overall concept of ‘integraal
veiligheidsbeleid’ bring people together in a debate for the first time, rather than
suffocating any existing debate they might have. Second, and slightly related to
the previous concern, there is a risk of ‘colonization’ of adjacent fields by ‘security
policy’. For example, policies that were previously considered social or welfare
policies and designed as such could now become elements of security policy. If
this goes too far, the risk emerges that they are purely perceived as instrumental
policies towards more security, rather than as the social policies that are appreci-
ated for the intrinsic value they really offer.
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