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Historians of neutrality have generally viewed the Great War as the event that 
witnessed the demise, or, in the words of the historian Nils Örvik, “the decline” of 
neutrality as an attractive and worthwhile foreign policy option for small states, 
especially small European states.1 For the Netherlands, a little country surrounded by 
several warring great powers between 1914 and 1918, this assertion proves to be all 
too correct. In 1914, neutrality was an exceedingly appealing option for the Dutch: 
they hoped it would protect their independence within Europe, guarantee them a 
degree of economic freedom to trade, maintain links with their South-East Asian 
colonies (principally the Dutch East Indies, present day Indonesia), and protect their 
hallowed identity as upholders of international law and peace.2 By the time of the 
signing of the armistice agreement in November 1918, however, all of these aims had 
been violated in some way. What the Netherlands did manage to do was refrain from 
becoming a belligerent, in itself an achievement given that many other European 
neutrals could not: most famously, Germany invaded neutral Belgium in August 
1914. Italy and Romania decided to join the Allied war effort in May 1915 and 
August 1916 respectively because the potential gains of victory were too good to pass. 
With similar justifications, but from the other side, Bulgaria joined the Central Powers 
in September 1915.3 

Why was the Netherlands fortunate to remain out of the war? Traditionally, 
historians have looked at the relationship between the Dutch and their neighbours to 
answer this question.4 Few would question that if either Germany or Great Britain had 
the desire, they could easily have invaded and captured Dutch territory. While the 
Dutch conscript army was not inconsiderable in size - nearly 200,000 men mobilised 
in early August 1914 -5 it could not combat a serious invasion attempt. Although the 
neutral was certainly better prepared for war in 1914 than it had been during the 
Franco-Prussian war of 1870 – 1871, and even though it was better placed to face an 
invasion in 1914 than it would be during the German invasion of May 1940,6 there 
were distinct concerns surrounding the defensive capabilities of the armed forces at 
the start of the Great War. First, and perhaps foremost, the four Field Army divisions 
mobilised across the country facing the eastern, southern and western borders; a 
situation, as we shall see, was forced upon them by the requirement to protect against 
possible neutrality violations wherever they may occur, and regardless of the actuality 
of such a threat. Without concentrated might, of course, the ability to withstand an 
invasion decreased significantly.7 Defence was further weakened by a lack of mobile 
and heavy artillery as well as by ammunition shortages.8 The two rings of 
fortifications in the heart of the country, the New Holland Waterline and fortified 
position of Amsterdam, were also in need of strengthening and modern artillery 
support.9 The Netherlands’ only real defence hope lay in the ability to use the New 
Holland Waterline to inundate the countryside and thereby halt any advance from the 
east. But inundation took several days. In ideal conditions, the Dutch may have held 



out against a concerted attack by a larger and stronger armed force in the short-term, 
but had little chance of doing so if the attack was protracted, involved heavy artillery 
(like that employed by Germany in the siege of Belgian fortifications in 1914), or was 
carried out before inundation was possible. 

Of course, any prospective invader had more than only Dutch military strength 
to consider. It also had to take into account the situation of its other potential enemies. 
In August 1914, Germany did not wish to route its armies through the Netherlands, 
even though the original Schlieffen Plan had envisaged passage across the province of 
Limburg.10 The German General Helmuth von Moltke made decisive alterations to the 
Schlieffen Plan between 1908 and 1911, which included the decision to respect Dutch 
territory in a future conflict with France, instead moving troops solely through 
Belgium and Luxembourg.11 Three interrelated reasons lay at the heart of von 
Moltke’s decision: firstly, the route through the Netherlands would delay the advance 
into France, which was, after all, the purpose of the whole exercise. The German High 
Command recognised that conquering the Netherlands was entirely achievable, but 
that it would take time and divert too many soldiers away from the principle aim. 
Secondly, keeping the Netherlands neutral would ensure that Britain and France could 
not use the Schelde (Scheldt) river to support the Belgian city of Antwerp, since the 
mouth of the river was in Dutch territory.12 The Schelde was, arguably, one of the 
most prized possessions of Dutch neutrality; highly desired by both warring sides for 
its geo-strategic position since it provided an outlet to the Channel from Belgium as 
well as a easily navigated route into Antwerp. In fact, one historian went so far as to 
proclaim that during the Great War both sets of belligerents believed that whichever 
power controlled the river could control the outcome of the war.13 Keeping the river 
out of enemy hands was a powerful motivating force for each warring side. The third, 
and perhaps most important, reason for respecting Dutch neutrality was that Germany 
hoped to use the Netherlands to evade any wartime blockade of its ports.14 Although 
many contemporaries believed in the decade leading up to the outbreak of war that 
any future conflict would be short and decisive, there were enough realists in the 
German High Command, including von Moltke, who foresaw that a military 
encounter involving both France and Russia had the potential to be a drawn-out 
affair.15 As a result, von Moltke’s statement that the neutral Netherlands was to be the 
economic “windpipe” through which Germany would “breathe” was entirely 
significant.16 

While Germany had, therefore, good reason to refrain from interfering with 
the territorial sovereignty of the Netherlands in 1914, the Allies, and especially Great 
Britain, had more than ample reason to seek Dutch involvement in the war at this 
stage. The Allies would have obtained immense advantage from being able to use the 
Schelde to supply troops and materials to Antwerp. Likewise, the potential use of 
Dutch ports as a blockade breaker by Germany was very clear in their minds. As a 
report of the British Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) concluded in December 
1912: 

In order to bring the greatest possible pressure to bear upon Germany, it is 
essential that the Netherlands … should either be entirely friendly to this 
country [Great Britain], in which case we should limit their overseas 
trade, or that they should be definitely hostile, in which case we should 
extend the blockade to their ports.17 

Rotterdam was, of course, already a major trading haven for Germany, ranking 
second only to Hamburg itself.18 Nevertheless, despite the attractions of forcing the 



Dutch to enter the war, there were two overarching reasons why the Allies could not 
violate Dutch neutrality. Having ostensibly entered the war to protect the rights and 
privileges of neutral Belgium, Britain could not then be seen breaching the same 
sovereign rights and privileges of the neutral Netherlands.19 Secondly, Germany 
would not have allowed Allied capture of the Dutch nation, and the Allies knew this, 
the principle reason why Britain did not seriously consider this option until very late 
in the conflict (September 1918), at which time Germany could no longer prevent any 
Allied military activity there.20 At any rate, during the opening months of war, the 
Allies were in no position to defend or attack more territory while they were losing 
ground to the Germans in Belgium and France. 

After the deadlock on the Western Front developed late in 1914, Germany 
should have had fewer qualms about violating the borders of the Netherlands. The 
strategic reasons for avoiding Dutch territory in August had disappeared, since France 
was not defeated. Of course, the German armed forces were themselves now stretched 
in their commitments on several fronts in the east and west, accounting for at least 
part of the reason why they continued to respect the Netherlands’ sovereignty. Above 
all, however, the Dutch proved to be essential sources of goods, both smuggled and 
legally traded.21 In fact, economic historians have argued that the Dutch economy 
thrived in 1915 and 1916 because of the unending demand for produce and goods in 
Germany.22 Until the summer of 1916, the Netherlands was the most important 
foreign supplier of foodstuffs to Germany: Dutch exports of cheese, butter, eggs, 
potatoes and meat, for example, tripled between 1913 and 1915. According to 
Chancellor Theobold von Bethmann Hollweg, one of the principal reasons why 
Germany could keep fighting on two fronts during the first two years of war came 
down to this trade.23 Of course, Dutch territory provided useful flank cover in case of 
an amphibious assault from the west as well.24 In other words, the neutral neighbour 
was an extremely useful neighbour for Germany. 

It would seem, therefore, that the balance of interests of each warring side kept 
the Netherlands neutral during the Great War. Such a statement – namely that Dutch 
neutrality relied on the wishes of the great powers – nevertheless, threatens to neglect 
the precarious situation of the country during the war, as well as the immense pressure 
it faced to compromise with the belligerents. Neutrality did not stop the Central or 
Allied powers from exacting as many concessions and advantages out of Dutch non-
belligerency as possible, so much so, that the rights, privileges and obligations 
imposed on neutrals by international law were violated and largely made redundant by 
the actions of the warring states. Especially in 1917 and 1918, after the United States 
entered the war, the Netherlands had to negotiate its independence, its economic well-
being, and its military security. Its sole aim became the prevention of an invasion, at 
whatever cost.  

The costs of the Great War for the Netherlands were high. While many 
contemporaries saw neutrals as ruthlessly profiteering from the war, neutrality proved 
not to be the hoped for cash cow ready to be milked at will. The Netherlands did 
profit handsomely from the first few war years, while it still had trade links with its 
colonies, could obtain materials from abroad, and had stockpiled goods at hand. Its 
trade and credit arrangements with Germany were especially lucrative, as were the 
profits made by professional smugglers.25 However, the Allies quite naturally saw any 
advantage obtained from Dutch neutrality by the Germans as a threat to their war 
effort. The blockade could not work if Germany avoided its consequences by 
obtaining materials from its neutral neighbours, including Switzerland, the 
Scandinavian countries, and the Netherlands. As a result, and rather quickly, Great 



Britain and France extended the provisions of the blockade and interfered in the trade 
and shipping rights of these neutral states. They ensured that by late 1916, the 
Netherlands was receiving only a fraction of pre-war supplies, a situation hindered 
further by shipping losses due to the war at sea.26 The Allies also pressured the 
Netherlands and its neutral colleagues into a series of stifling agricultural agreements, 
further limiting their export options to the Central Powers.27 Furthermore, private 
trading institutions such as the Netherlands’ Overseas Trust worked closely with the 
Allies to ensure the blockade restrictions were upheld.28 As a result, by 1917, 
Germany had lost most of the economic advantages attached to the neutrality of the 
Dutch state. For the Netherlands, it meant that Germany would be less willing to co-
operate in the future. 

With the entry of the United States into the war in April 1917, the 
Netherlands’ uncertain position heightened further. It had relied on American imports, 
especially grain and artificial fertilizers, to improve its own agricultural output and 
feed its population, as well as to create a surplus to sell to Germany, thereby keeping 
its powerful neighbour on side.29 The Dutch, like so many peoples in industrial 
nations, were not self-sufficient. As a belligerent, the United States not only 
suspended much of its trade with neutrals, but also imposed strict blockade rules in 
line with Britain and France.30 Throughout 1917 and 1918, all three associated powers 
placed greater pressure on the Dutch, and other nations bordering Germany, to abstain 
from trading with their enemy.31 Since the Dutch relied on imports of coal and other 
industrial materials from Germany - the Dutch were also not industrially self-
sufficient - they really were stuck between a rock and a hard place, between the devil 
and the deep blue sea,32 since Germany would not sell them coal without receiving 
food in return. Eventually, the compromises reached between the two sides, ensured 
that Dutch exporters lost almost all say in how much they could trade, with whom, 
and even at what price. 

It is in terms of military security, above all, that the precarious situation of the 
neutral Netherlands during the Great War is best illustrated. As mentioned above, the 
200,000 conscripts and officers mobilised in the Dutch armed forces on 1 August 
1914, prepared, however inadequately, for an invasion. Unlike their counterparts in 
warring states, however, the Dutch military had a dual responsibility: to defend the 
nation under attack, and, if an invasion failed to eventuate, to protect and uphold the 
nation’s neutrality.33 When Germany subsequently invaded Belgium and Luxembourg 
on 3 August 1914, the Dutch breathed a huge sigh of relief. The maintenance of 
neutrality now became the primary responsibility and focus for the army, navy and 
fledgling air force. 

As a result, soldiers spent most of the war years preventing the misuse of 
Dutch territory according to the obligations laid down in international law. Hence, 
troops patrolled the borders on the look-out for foreign military personnel crossing 
into the country, most of whom were interned in camps as was their equipment and 
horses (in total about 45,000 German, Belgian and British troops as well as a handful 
of French and American pilots spent their war years in Dutch internment facilities).34 
Troops also checked all cargo leaving and entering the country at the borders and 
naval ships patrolled harbours inspecting all merchant vessels, to ensure no military 
contraband was traded, under the obligation that belligerents may not use neutral 
countries for military gain.35 In fact, policing and preventing illegal trade, in the form 
of smuggling, also became one of the most time-consuming tasks fulfilled by the 
military.36 To this end, the government forced a “state of emergency” (staat van beleg 
or “state of siege”) on almost three-quarters of the nation by late 1917, to give the 



armed forces extraordinary powers to deal with smugglers.37 The “state of siege” 
jurisdiction helped commanders curb “un-neutral” press publications as well, and to 
dabble in local affairs with the aim of improving on and protecting neutrality. 

By 1917, upholding neutrality requirements became so time-consuming and 
comprehensive that the responsibility to maintain an adequate level of defence 
suffered. Meeting defence needs involved not only mobilising one’s available 
resources in the direction most likely to be at threat, but also to improve and keep 
one’s armed forces as strong and well-supplied as possible. The irony behind the 
requirements – organising in terms of the most likely threat and improving the 
technological and material base of the military – was that they were seriously 
undermined by continued neutrality. The nature of neutrality relied heavily upon the 
perceptions of outsiders. To be classed as truly neutral, therefore, the army had no 
choice but to mobilise in every direction from which an intrusion could potentially 
occur. No apparent bias in military measures should be discernable, in case one or 
other belligerent perceived it as favouring their enemy. In other words, what was most 
obvious in defence terms, namely to concentrate on a possible invasion from 
Germany or around the Schelde river mouth (a coveted asset for both the Allied and 
Central Powers), was simply not possible.38  

Likewise, the war prevented the Dutch from keeping up with the technological 
advances made in the belligerent armies. If they had joined one or other side, they 
could have obtained the necessary expertise, equipment and supplies to augment and 
maintain at least a nominal level of parity. As a neutral, isolated from the war fronts 
and from the industrial capacities of the warring states, this support was entirely 
lacking. In other words, the obligation to stay neutral undermined the ability of the 
armed forces to fulfil their traditional role of defence. Of course, if the belligerents 
continued to respect the neutrality of the Netherlands, the military would not need to 
use its defensive capabilities at all. But, given that the value of a nation’s neutrality 
decreases as the strength of its military power weakens, the decline of military 
readiness ensured that the Dutch had to rely increasingly on their neighbours’ support 
of neutrality, rather than on their own ability to protect their borders. This situation 
became all the more apparent in the final two years of war, and signalled above all, 
that by November 1918, the security of the Netherlands existed on entirely shaky 
ground. 

How dangerous the situation actually became for the Netherlands during the 
war, is highlighted best by a series of crises affecting the country between March and 
May 1918. On 20 and 21 March 1918, the United States and Great Britain 
requisitioned all Dutch ships anchored in their ports, using a rarely used legal 
principle of angary (the right of a state in crisis to take over the property of other 
countries if the needs of war require it).39 The requisitioning came after months of 
tense communications, during which the Allies demanded that the Dutch release a 
merchant vessel for Allied use (with the purpose of transporting Allied trade, military 
materials or troops) for every ship with raw materials leaving their ports to the 
Netherlands. Bound by neutrality obligations that Germany would not have let them 
breach, the Dutch had no option but to repeatedly deny the request. The Allies thus 
forced the situation by requisitioning the ships, an act which certainly made the 
Germans furious. As a result, the German leadership threatened to declare war on the 
Dutch, if they did not give similar concessions in turn, including the right to transit 
military goods across neutral territory.40 The Dutch, fully realising the need to 
concede something to Germany, could do little more than negotiate an appropriate 
settlement, even if it came at the cost of its own independence and strict neutrality. In 



the end, the Allies agreed to grant Germany the right to transit as much sand and 
gravel, used to build concrete pillboxes on the Western Front, through the 
Netherlands.41 At this stage of the war, with Germany launching the opening moves 
of a huge offensive in Belgium and France, the Allies could not risk a German 
invasion of the Netherlands as well. They did not have the soldiers or resources to 
divert elsewhere. The Dutch themselves could only breathe another huge sigh of 
relief. 

The Netherlands managed to stay out of the Great War. It did so thanks in 
large part to the fact that both sets of belligerents had too much at stake to let their 
enemies take control over the country. The Great War, however, changed the viability 
of Dutch neutrality significantly, so much so, that the hopes and desires attached to 
neutrality in 1914 had disappeared in 1918 and the strength of that neutrality had also 
taken a severe dive. The war years illustrated above all that neutrality failed to live up 
to its promise as a valuable foreign affairs policy, and should have served as a 
warning that in a world where military might and industrial capacity were so closely 
connected, a small industrially weak nation like the Netherlands would never be able 
to protect its independence and sovereignty, however hard it may try, without credible 
support from elsewhere. Neutrality could not be the answer, but the options for the 
Netherlands in the future in a far from stable continent looked far from rosy.  
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