
The Andrew Doria

On the 16th of November 1776, the Dutch governor of the 
Caribbean Island St. Eustatius, Johannes de Graaff, gave 
the order to welcome the ship Andrew Doria with no fewer 
than eleven salute shots. In itself not an unusual pro-
cedure back in those days: all ships were welcomed with 
friendly welcoming bangs. However, the crew of the ship 
received the salute shots with much joy. After all, it was 
the first time a ship sailing under the American flag was 
greeted with such a warm welcome. In fact, it was the first 
time ever an American ship was formally welcomed by any 
foreign authority. This First Salute was interpreted by the 
Americans as the first recognition of their independence 
from the United Kingdom. The cannon shots on this sunny 
day in November 1776, 243 years ago, marked the starting 
point of a close and productive relationship between the 
stubborn Dutch and the free-spirited Americans. 

In the spirit of this longstanding connection, the Dutch 
Parliament recently established the U.S. Parliamentary 
Contact Group. This contact group provides members of the 
Dutch parliament a forum through which they can establish 
relations with members of the American Congress, staff 
of the American Embassy and other representatives of the 
United States in the Netherlands. In the remainder of this 

article, I will seek to paint a broad picture of the close and 
diverse connections the Netherlands and the United States 
maintain and argue the case for the establishment of the 
U.S. Parliamentary Contact Group.

Inter-Parliamentary Contact Groups

Parliamentary Contact Groups are ideal vehicles for Dutch 
parliamentarians to meet their colleagues from other coun-

tries. The groups 
organize regular 
reciprocal working 
visits, which help 
to create a bond 
between representa-
tives from different 
countries, and 
thereby strengthen 
the ties between 
nations’ legisla-
tive bodies. Until 
recently, the Dutch 
Parliament had four 

contact groups: France, Germany, Belgium and Great Bri-
tain. The Netherlands maintains strong economic, political, 
cultural and military ties with each of these countries; 
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they are our key international allies. Each group consists of 
roughly 15 members of parliament from all political parties 
represented in the Second Chamber. Furthermore, they all 
have a corresponding counterpart in the befriended parlia-
ments: the Dutch contact groups. 

U.S.-Dutch Relationship

Based on the abovementioned criteria, you would expect 
that the United States of America would also have such a 
special parliamentary group. When I became the spokesper-
son on Foreign Affairs for my party, I realized how benefici-
al it would be to create an official platform through which 
we can improve relations between the Dutch parliament 
and the U.S. Congress. No such platform existed at that 
point, an absence which was all the more remarkable when 
I learned that the Congressional Caucus on the Kingdom of 
the Netherlands in the U.S. Congress was actively searching 
for a counterpart group in the Dutch parliament. Why, 
then, not initiate one?

Natural Allies: Cultural Affinity

The Netherlands and the United States have a long his-
tory of mutual trust and respect. As mentioned in the 
introduction, this connection dates back to the American 
Revolution, during which the Dutch supported the Ame-
rican struggle for independence. Ever since, the countries 
have been able to rely on one another. It was former U.S. 
president G.W. Bush who stated that the two countries are 
“Brother Nations” and his successor Obama declared that 
“without the Netherlands there wouldn’t be a United States 
of America as everyone knows it now.”

The mutual respect and shared values have also led the 
Netherlands and the United States to act together on the 
international stage. Both countries advocate a free and 
open market economy and campaign vigorously for the 
protection and promotion of human rights. The Netherlands 
and the U.S. often have a similar stance about interna-
tional issues and regularly join forces within the UN, the 
NATO and the WTO. 

First official salute to the American flag on board an American warship in a foreign port. Painting by Phillips Melville, depicting 

Continental Brig Andrew Doria receiving a salute from the Dutch fort at St. Eustatius, West Indies, 16 November 1776. The artist 

shows the “Grand Union” flag flying at Andrew Doria’s stern and foremast peak (image: Wikimedia Commons)



Business: Mutual Economic Interests

The United States is an important trade partner of the 
Netherlands. According to 2014 figures from the Statistics 
Netherlands (CBS), the U.S. is the Netherland’s fourth lar-
gest trading partner in the world, both in terms of imports 
and exports. The trade relationship with the Netherlands 
is also important for the U.S.: Dutch companies were the 
third largest investor in the U.S. economy in 2014. 

In the 2016 report Trade and Investment figures Nether-
lands-USA, the Netherlands Enterprise Agency came to the 
following conclusions:

Bilateral trade in goods in amounted to 48 billion euro 
in 2016. 17,7 billion euro of that sum were goods 
exported to the U.S. In addition, the Netherlands ex-
ported 17 billion euros in services to the U.S. in 2016. 
Furthermore, the bilateral investment relationship is 
very intensive. At year-end 2016, Dutch companies 
had e 170 billion of foreign direct investment (FDI) 
in the U.S. Vice versa, U.S. companies are the major 
foreign investors in the Netherlands. At the end of 
2016, the American business sector had approximately 
118 billion euros worth of FDI in the Netherlands. 

Furthermore, 12% of the companies in the Netherlands 
have an American parent company: roughly 1200 in num-
ber. These corporations have more than 200,000 Dutch 
employees. Overall, the economic importance of the U.S. 
for the Dutch economy is huge and vice versa. 

National and International Security

The Netherlands strongly depends on NATO for its defense 
and military capabilities. The Netherlands and the U.S. 
maintain a good relationship within the security alliance. 
In the past years, the Netherlands has made important 
contributions to several NATO missions, such as the trai-
ning missions in Iraq, the police missions in Afghanistan 
and the NATO efforts to combat piracy.

Additionally, both countries work closely together on 
combatting (international) terrorism. Besides the Dutch 
military contribution to the anti-ISIS coalition in Syria, 
the Netherlands and the U.S. are co-chairmen of the Global 
Counter-terrorism Forum and the Foreign Terrorist Fighters 
Working Group. Moreover, both nations are party to the 12 
Counter Terrorism Conventions of the UN, and they have 
both committed themselves to combatting drug smuggling 
and organized crime.

The Changing Political Climate

As described above, the two countries have many and 
strong binding factors. At the same time, we have seen 
that the self-evident bond between the Netherlands and 
the U.S. has weakened over the last few years. The chan-
ging world order, primarily as a result of the rise of China, 
has caused the U.S. to gradually shift its focus to the East. 
This Pivot to Asia, instigated under the Obama administra-
tion and continued by the current administration, affected 
the U.S. connections with Europe and the Netherlands. The 
U.S. is demanding more self-reliance from the European 
nations. 

As a small country, the Netherlands is highly dependent on 
the strength of its alliances for its economic welfare and 
security. It is therefore of utmost importance to preserve 
and maintain the relationship with the U.S., especially 
since the European Union is still incapable of playing the 
role of security patron. The military strength of the U.S. is 
essential for the safekeeping of the Netherlands. Further-
more, both countries need to keep the trade relationship 
fair and healthy, since the economic interests are huge on 
both sides.

Although the United States under President Trump has 
regularly exerted unfair pressure on and acted in a hostile 
fashion against its closest allies, the general thought on 
both sides of the Atlantic is still that the shared norms and 
values create a lasting companionship. The U.S. is more 
than the incumbent administration. The American Con-
gress, the legislative body with the power to oversee the 
executive branch, sets its own course and has substantial 
influence on U.S. foreign policy. More mutual support at a 
parliamentary level, in the form of the U.S.-Dutch Contact 
Group, therefore contributes to closer and more beneficial 
cooperation. This way we ensure that we can also build a 
strong relationship for the next 243 years.
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Martijn van Helvert is a Dutch Member of 
Parliament for the Christian Democratic Party. 
He is the party’s spokesman on Foreign Affairs, 
Human Rights and the Persecution of Christians. 
Van Helvert is founding Chairman of the U.S. 
Contact Group.

Would you like to react?
Mail the editor: redactie@atlcom.nl.


