
	Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability: Evaluation

	Lessons from practice

	Interministerial Consultations for Financial and Economic Affairs (IOFEZ) 

December 2004


Table of contents

1
Introduction
5
1.1
Historic context and background to the evaluation
5
1.2
Issues to be investigated and set-up of the evaluation
6
1.3
The structure of this report
7
2
Accessibility of budget and annual report
9
2.1
Introduction
9
2.2
Structure of budgets
10
2.3
Structure and content of the annual report
14
2.4
Accessibility and content of the budget
15
2.5
Conclusions
18
3
Efficiency of policy
21
3.1
Introduction
21
3.2
How well reasoned is the policy in the budgets?
21
3.3
How well reasoned are the policy documents?
23
3.4
Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability: result-oriented
25
3.5
Conclusions
26
4
Policy evaluation and policy information
29
4.1
Introduction
29
4.2
Ex post evaluations
31
4.3
Ex ante evaluations
35
4.4
Guaranteeing reliable policy information
37
4.5
Conclusions
38
5
Conclusions and recommendations
41
5.1
Introduction
41
5.2
Where do matters stand now, and where do we go from here?
41
5.3
Towards greater accessibility in budget and accountability
43
5.4
Towards a more effective policy
44
5.5
The reliability of policy information
52
5.6
Recommendations
53
Appendix 1. Members of supervisory committee
57


1 Introduction

1.1 Historic context and background to the evaluation

In 1997 the Lower House of Dutch Parliament made a proposal to accelerate the process of financial accounting and to improve its quality. This proposal can be regarded as the first move towards Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability (known in the Netherlands by the Dutch acronym VBTB). 

Accelerated accountability

To accord the importance due to the accounting process, it had to be moved forward. The Lower House of Dutch Parliament, the Minister of Finance, the other ministries and the Netherlands Court of Audit agreed that the financial accounting would be presented to the Lower House on the third Wednesday in May, this in contrast to the presentation in September which had been customary until then. The financial accounting for 1999 was presented to the Lower House for the first time on the third Wednesday in May in the year 2000.

Improving the quality of the accounting

One year after this initial move, an important step was taken. On 10 June 1998, the working group on Quality of Financial Accounting presented its final report entitled “The Annual Report in the Political Arena” to the States General. The primary recommendation in this report was that a broad accounting be given on policy, business operations and financial resources, the basic idea being to increase the practical value for the primary target group, the two houses of Dutch Parliament. To achieve this goal, policy objectives had to be stated in more concrete terms and in measurable units. If policy priorities were stated in the budget, it would be possible to show what progress had been made towards achieving policy objectives in the annual report. Furthermore, the accounting would be limited to broad outlines, and certain aspects (the agencies) would be accorded much less importance.

The Dutch government subscribed to the findings of the working group, and in its response to these recommendations cited a specific relationship between the annual report and the budget. Although the budget and the accounting are distinct, because they each serve a different purpose (authorization versus discharge), they cannot be separated. Accounting is a review of policy as proposed in the budget.

Van Zijl Working Group

In December 1998, a working group headed by then MP Van Zijl drew up a number of policy priorities. More or less parallel to these processes, an interministerial working group on “The budget in the 21st century” was instituted in May 1998. The primary objective of this official working group was to improve the contents and presentation of the budget in a way that would ensure that the budget was better geared to the needs of the target group, the States General. In analysing the budgets, the working group also held interviews with MPs, experts and the Netherlands Court of Audit. 

The result: “From Policy Budgets to Policy Accountability”

Ultimately the results of all these activities were compiled in a single report entitled “From Policy Budgets to Policy Accountability”. The report makes it quite clear that budget and annual report are inseparable.

This document announced a new style of budget. The new style budget would not take funds to be spent as its point of departure, but policy and what it was intended to achieve. Not in the form of important-sounding platitudes, but as concrete policy objectives. Focusing on questions such as: What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost? The primary objective was to make the new style budget more accessible not just for MPs, but for anyone who was interested. The new style of budget was accompanied by a new style of accounting – the annual report – in which the layout was the mirror image of the budget: Did we achieve what we intended?, Did we do what we meant to do for it? and Did it cost what we thought it would? The basic idea was to make it easier for the Lower House to compare the budget to the annual report and thus to assess government policy.

In the first progress report on “From Policy Budgets to Policy Accountability” in May 2000, it was announced that the process would be evaluated in 2004. This present report presents the result of that evaluation.
1.2 Issues to be investigated and set-up of the evaluation 

The original objective as stated in the document on policy budgets and policy accountability was: “Increasing the information value of both budget and accounting documents”. Ultimately, Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability became a broader operation than just a way of presenting policy intentions and results, growing into an instrument for a more effectively
 operating government. 

The main issue to be investigated by the evaluation was:

To what extent have the objectives of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability been achieved, and where is there room for improvement?

The evaluation has attempted to focus on the contribution made by this process to the objectives formulated and on relevant side effects. This was accomplished in two ways: interviews were held with MPs and other persons involved to find out how budgets are assessed by their users, and external experts analysed the content of the budgets, annual reports, policy documents and evaluation studies. The interviews worked with questions on general aspects, to which further questions could be added later: questions, for example, such as ‘how accessible is the information; are relationships clear?’ and ‘do budgets now focus more on policy; are they more transparent?’ According to experts on interviewing techniques consulted about the procedure, more relevant information is obtained in this way than by going one by one through a detailed and exhaustive list of questions to be answered either orally or in writing. The obvious disadvantage is that it is more difficult to compare the answers. It means that this report does not summarize the contents of answers, as in ‘x% of the respondents was of the opinion that …’.

The evaluation was conducted by the Interministerial Consultations for Financial and Economic Affairs (IOFEZ) with the help of a secretariat composed of employees of the Directorate General of the Budget and of various ministries. This was intended to be a way of making efficient use of knowledge of policy budgets and policy accounting and of the budget process. However, the risk inherent in this method is that of inadequate perspective and a lack of impartiality in respect of the subject to be evaluated. To overcome this risk, an independent supervisory committee advised on the methodological set-up and content of the study as well as on the formulation of this final report. The independent committee was composed of scholars and representatives from the ministries (management and policy departments)
. The committee said that “its advice was followed”.

1.3 The structure of this report 

The report of the evaluation of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability consists of the following parts:

· Chapter 2 discusses the original objectives from the government memorandum: how accessible are the budget and the annual report? What contribution was made in this respect by Policy Budgeting and Policy Accountability? 

· Chapter 3 focuses on the underlying objective of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability, which gained in importance along the way: improving the efficiency of government policy.

· Chapter 4 discusses evaluation research: are evaluation studies conducted, are their conclusions fully utilized, are they of good quality? This also serves as the interim evaluation which would be held in 2004 of the RPE and evaluations in central government (RPE);
· Chapter 5 reflects on the outcomes of the evaluation in the previous chapters and points out where there is room for improvement.

2 Accessibility of budget and annual report
2.1 Introduction

This chapter will discuss the question whether Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability has made budgetary and accounting documents more accessible, or easier to read and comprehend.

Before the introduction of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability, it was difficult to discern the main lines of policy in the budgetary and accounting documents. Such documents often started out with a detailed explanatory statement. The lay-out used followed the organizational set-up. Structure and content of the budget and the annual report have been redesigned by new legislation, and now take the form of the three initial questions (What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?). The purpose of naming specific objectives of policy is to point out the relationship with instruments and resources. “This must make the core of policy and the priorities clear at a glance”
, with a view to the different functions of the budgets for the users – primarily the States General. To increase the information value of the budget and accounting documents, they must contain the information that users want; it should be shown in a way that it is readily understandable and it must be available on time.

Starting from this, the following questions will be discussed in this chapter:

· Where has progress been made thanks to the new structure for budgets? The budgets for 2004 were compared with those for 1997 (some for 1996). The elements of the budget and the structure of the items it contains are systematically evaluated against the requirements of policy budgets and policy accountability (section 2.2).

· How do MPs, former MPs and external experts view the content of the new budgets? It was decided to ask the MPs a broader question than the external experts. MPs were asked, for instance, about accessibility, the image they had of policy budgets and policy accountability and the role played by policy accounting. External experts read and assessed the policy agenda as well as three policy articles in a budget. They were asked about aspects such as the clarity of the objectives, the relationship between policy, instruments and resources and the relevance of the effect indicators. 

The relationship of the budget items to policy is discussed in Chapter 3. Chapter 3 is about the effect of policy budgets and policy accountability on the efficiency of policy. It discusses the policy-related content of budgets and the policy documents: how clearly is the rationale of policy presented? Here aspects were investigated such as whether the relationship between policy, instruments and resources is clear and whether it has led to increased efficiency.

Structure of budgets

The budgets for 2004 were assessed to see whether they met the requirements for policy budgets and policy accountability when compared to those for 1997
 (sometimes for 1996). The Ministry of Finance developed its so-called “Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability Mirror”, which was meant to inform the Lower House about progress with the policy accounting requirements. The mirror monitors to what extent budgets satisfy the requirements for Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability as set forth in the Government Accounts Act and the national budget rules. An objective, for example, must be formulated in quantitative terms. The mirror in this case is merely mechanical: although it registers the presence of an objective, the content of that objective is not assessed (is it a logical objective or target figure, is the objective properly formulated). An opinion about the content is given in section 2.3 and in Chapter 3.

Budgetary statement, budget structure

All budgets start with a budgetary statement which summarizes expenditures, receipts and liabilities in respect of each budget item. Amounts committed are named even if they are the same as expenditures. Originally, liabilities were only to be included if they clearly differed from estimated expenditures. Generally the section on structure is one or two pages.

The policy agenda

The policy agenda is the most political element in a budget. It discusses political priorities and financial consequences of proposed policy. When it is compared to the general explanatory statement from the budgets for 1996, we see a substantial improvement: in that year an average policy agenda (then termed general part of the explanatory statement) took up 60 pages. The general section discussed general and specific developments, often grouped by policy field
, in a few cases supplemented by topics such as management, premises, personnel policy, administrative organization, opening hours of public services, etc. 

In the new budgets, it is attempted to keep the policy agenda brief and to the point, with 10 pages as a rule of thumb. In the budgets for 2004, the policy agenda took up an average of 18 pages, including the explanatory notes to the financial table. In the budgets for 2005 this part has become even shorter. The policy agenda has also become more geared to policy, more political, in the past year. It makes clear the link to the government programme and the Budget Memorandum
, and receives much attention from the ministers. It even turns out that several ministers personally oversee the production of the policy agenda.
The policy agenda – in practice – includes objectives for the cabinet term (or longer). This practice can put it on a tense footing with the budget rules, which state that the policy priorities must be stated for the budget year. Ministries do have the liberty to include a horizontal explanation in the policy agenda. Approximately 80% of the policy priorities from the 2004 Budget Memorandum were properly translated into the policy agendas. The policy agenda states the policy priorities, but is not intended as a summary of the various policy articles in the budget year.

The policy articles

Each ministry has an average of 10 budget articles per budget that are worked out systematically. Almost everywhere it was possible to categorize policy, performance and financial details systematically in a single policy article (see Chapter 3). This means that more than 800 articles from the entire national budget have been reduced to around 140 budget articles.

Table 2.1 shows that all ministries have made substantial progress in applying the requirements of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability to their budgets.

Table 2.1 How well do budgets comply with requirements set in Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability, 1997 - 2004

	
	1997 budget
	2004 budget

	1. Do the objectives comply with quality requirements?
	5 – 10%
	66%

	2. Do the policy articles comply with the quality requirements? 
	5-10%
	61%

	3. Is there information on performance or results of policy?
	10-15%
	51%

	4. Will there be any insight into efficiency?
	n.a.
	50%


Source: Ministry of Finance 2004.

For the national government as a whole, an improvement could be observed in relation to the inclusion of objectives, performance details and evaluation studies. In this context, insight into efficiency means that evaluation research has been programmed (e.g. scheduled in a table), but does not necessarily mean that it will ultimately lead to insight into efficiency.

Objectives and explanatory notes in the form of performance details or periodic evaluation research

The general objective is subdivided into one or more operational objectives. There is explicit attention to objectives such as reducing waiting lists. This is the only way that policy accounting can show what result has been achieved. The time horizon is often quite a way in the future (e.g. 2010).
Compared to 1997, substantial progress has been made. The objectives comply with the requirements for policy budgets and policy accountability in nearly 70% of the cases. This means that actual objectives of policy are specified, that the target groups of policy are stated and the time frame is clear. The objectives are also explained by describing the direction of the effects to be achieved, perhaps accompanied by performance details.
Box 2.1 The measurability of objectives
In contrast to what is suggested in legislation, it is often difficult to make objectives concrete in the form of data on effects (for example, ‘social cohesion’). External experts have observed this as well (see page 18, Chapter 2). The national budget rules state
:

- General policy objectives are expressed as much as possible in measurable target values that are capable of being influenced; they include an indication of the target group(s) and are placed in a time perspective;

- If it is not possible to express a general policy objective in measurable target values capable of being influenced, with target group(s) and a time perspective, a policy article then contains one or more operational objectives for which it is possible to indicate measurable target values capable of being influenced, target group(s) and a time perspective.
To help ministries further perfect the policy articles and performance details, use was made of a guide to formulating objectives and performance details
. The picture painted by this guide is the same: objectives must always be measurable. It would have been wiser to say ‘in as far as possible’, and to add the words ‘if meaningful’. 

Many of the objectives stated in the policy articles have to do with output or resources, such as “euros spent on TV spots”, “acres of land”, “carrying out strategic research”, “conducting policy evaluations”, “the armed forces must be able to make a high quality, high-tech contribution to international operations…”, “granting subsidies”. This overshadows the effects of policy.

Not all the articles are based on objectives; sometimes an instrument has been presented as an objective. Examples are ‘enforcement’ and ‘subsidies’ that are presented as objectives in themselves: are people aware that subsidies are actually instruments? Objectives vary as to abstractness, and the form given to the explanatory notes is different for each policy article. For instance, one ministry has answered the three initial questions What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost? for each activity or instrument, while others have done this for each operational objective.

Budgetary consequences of policy

All financial details (liabilities, expenditures and receipts) of a policy field are presented in a single overview called “the budgetary consequences of policy”. Although all ministries give this insight, the level of detail differs. Most ministries show expenditures at the level of operational objectives, and then further subdivide expenditures per operational objective – for example, by instrument of policy. This clearly shows the relationship between performance and funds. In all ministerial budgets, the table on budgetary consequences of policy shows a distinction between programme spending and overhead spending. Programme expenditures are extensively explained, often based on price and volume details.

Budget flexibility

The table entitled ‘budget flexibility’ is compiled to indicate to MPs where any scope is still available for liabilities that have not yet been entered into in a legal sense. In practice, however, the table and the data have shown themselves to be technical
. The  most important reason is that the table distinguishes various categories of liabilities that are only clear to insiders. And the ministries seem to have a hard time completing this table in the same way. 

Assumptions in calculating effects (critical factors)

This is where the most important variables for the success of policy should be entered. However, the assumptions behind the achievement of objectives and the success of policy (for example, economic developments) are hardly discussed. It is often not clear why, and when, certain instruments or measures will help to achieve targets, and to what extent this will genuinely contribute to the objective (see Chapter 3).

Section on business operations

Information on standards for internal control of finances and equipment is given in the section on business operations. All budgets include a section on the conduct of business, stating the risks and the measures to be taken for control or improvement.
Section on agencies
The section on agencies is a recurrent element in a ministerial budget. Almost all budgets discuss the agencies
 in both 1) the explanatory notes to the policy articles and 2) the section on agencies
. 

1 The section on agencies gives extensive information on objectives, products and services of an agency. 

2 In the explanatory notes to the policy articles, the qualitative information on agencies remains limited to naming the relationship between the agency’s task and the objective in respect of the policy field. What this amounts to is that merely naming the agency is presented as an instrument with which to achieve policy. In a few cases objectives, tasks, products or services of the agency are stated. The explanatory notes on agencies are generally brief. 

Whereas qualitative information on the agencies occurs twice in the ministerial budget, financial information appears three times: first in the separate budget statement for agencies; then in the form of a contribution to the agency in the table on budgetary consequences of policy; and finally, financial summaries of the agency are included in the section on agencies.

Information on agencies takes up a considerable part of the total volume of a budget, depending on the number of agencies. This section can account for up to 20% of the volume of the budget in pages. This is remarkable because an agency – from a practical point of view – is just the same as other organizational divisions, or in this case, policy departments within a ministry. Furthermore, the nature of the information presented is not always uniform.

Motions and promises

Once a year the budgets mention the state of affairs in relation to the implementation of the promises made by ministries and accepted by the States General. No more frequent monitoring takes place, and this information is not given in relation to the state of affairs on proposed legislative amendments.
Appendices (in-depth appendix, appendix on implementing organizations with the exception of agencies)

Appendices – containing primarily technical and detailed tables and information on conduct of business – account for over 20% of the number of pages of a budget. Very little use is made of information and communication technology in presenting the section on agencies, the motions and promises and the appendices to the budgets.

Responsibility
The distinction between direct and indirect responsibility
 has to do with the division of responsibility and the results to be obtained (i.e. effects in society). The following question must be answered here: “Is the minister directly and/or indirectly responsible for the results to be obtained?” From the point of view of the Lower House, the distinction into direct and indirect responsibility is of but limited value. In view of the mismatch between policy agenda and policy report, a minister will be hard put to indicate where his or her responsibility ends upon giving an accounting. The absence of critical factors – exogenous factors that are beyond the reach of the minister but that influence outcomes nevertheless – is the most important reason for this. This encourages people to formulate vague objectives. Clear political objectives can be formulated in advance if a minister can indicate (for each field of policy) a) how far his or her responsibility reaches and b) what assumptions have been made in respect of the factors that the government is unable to influence itself, but that still affect the outcome: the critical factors.
2.2 Structure and content of the annual report

The structure and content of each ministerial annual report is a mirror image of that of the budget
. The policy report is an exception to this. The annual report is presented to the Lower House on the third Wednesday in May. The debate on policy accounting is not a political high point, as appears from the debate on the Financial Annual Report of the national government for 2003. This is partly because the documents are fairly tedious. 

The budget describes the objectives to be achieved and the measures to be taken for this purpose in the budget year, and usually gives some insight into the policy agenda and the policy articles in a long-term perspective. The long-term perspective is primarily found in the policy agenda. The new style budgets thus look even further into the future than the subsequent budget year, discussing trends such as the ageing of the working population. The guiding principle in the policy agenda is “Where are we going in the long run?”

The annual report looks back on the previous budget year. It uses the same lay-out as the budget, thus forming a mirror image of it. However, the budget report does not usually draw comparisons between recent developments in policy priorities and long-term objectives or trends. The accounting is often bloodless because no attempt is made to review the policy agenda in terms of several years.

In this sense, the policy report and the policy agenda are mismatched. In contrast to the policy agenda, the policy report is often limited to a time horizon of one year. Pursuant to the national budget rules, however, the policy articles do provide insight into longer-term developments in the policy budgets. Because of this, the policy report does not contain information on changes which may have taken place in the political direction as set out nor on the influence of trends such as increased traffic.

2.3 Accessibility and content of the budget
Discussions of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability were held with MPs from nearly all political parties. Half of the members of the Upper and Lower House who were invited chose not to take part. However, interviews were held with all invited staff members of political parties.  Generally speaking, members who are relatively new to the Lower House are more critical of policy budgets and policy accountability than are MPs who have held their seats for a longer period. In addition to the interviews, external experts analysed the content of budgets of almost all ministries. The line of questioning used with the MPs was broader than for the external experts. MPs were asked, for instance, about budget readability, the image they had of policy budgets and policy accounting and the role played by accountability. Each of the external experts read and assessed the policy agenda as well as three policy articles in a budget. They were asked about aspects such as the clarity of the objectives, the relationship of the budget items with policy and the relevance of the performance data. In this section, the results of the interviews with MPs and of the analysis by external experts have been subdivided into: 

· The length of the budgets;

· The number of objectives;

· Clarity of the objectives.

Budgets as a consistent whole and the reasoning behind policy (e.g. the statement of the problem and the role of government) are discussed in Chapter 3.

The length of the budgets

There is a negative relationship between the sheer quantity of information and its accessibility. The amount of information is large because the cabinet aims for complete transparency. But this contrasts with the political outline of policy as stated in the policy agenda. Managing the huge quantity of information means weighing up both aspects in every single budget. Often the Lower House receives information on policy in other policy documents. It is frequently suggested that the number of pages should be limited and better use made, for example, of internet. MPs attach great value to the summary of motions and promises.

The following remarks are taken from the interviews and analyses in respect of the length of the budgets:

· “It was always hard work reading budgets, and this has now improved slightly.”

· “The documents would be a lot easier to take in if they were half as thick, but in the end the content is what counts.” “In my opinion, you should be able to pick out very quickly where the cabinet wants the country to go, the broad outline; I mean, the rest is just ballast: that is how I see it.”

· “There is a huge amount of bureaucracy (whether it is on account of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability or not); for instance, a nursing home has to produce 31 accountability documents.”

· “I have just received X’s annual report, but it is all Greek to me.  Part of the reason is the presentation. What I would like to see is just one page with the key figures, the way businesses do it, so that I can see business developments at a single glance. It has been my experience that I need to plod through the entire report just to get some sort of picture of the goings on at the ministry. Surely this is not good.”

· “It seems to me that Table (…) is better suited as an answer to a question from the floor than as policy information in a budget.”

· “I know that Lower House Chairman Weisglas also thinks this is important (X suggested interviewing him as well). He feels that debates should be about the broader line rather than going into detail. Perhaps this is a window of opportunity for Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability.”

· “Last year I spoke at a symposium attended by a great many Xs all of whom were involved in the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability process. All they did was complain about the piles and piles of paper it produced. Well, I sent that right back where it belonged. I said: but who produces all that paper? You do, don’t you? We never asked every single ministry to write an annual report like this. You people look just everywhere to find even more financial details. And then come running to tell us. I don’t even want to know! People think that I understand all this because I am the financial specialist. But I don’t want to understand! What I would really like is just to have summaries of it, summaries that tell you what we were going to do to make the streets safer, and that we hired so and so many police officers and that it didn’t help one bit. That is what I want to hear. And then they said: but we can’t do that yet.”

· “We need to simplify the regulations so that we can produce smaller documents that allow MPs to quickly get to the heart of the matter. One goal should be to put the key figures and objectives on a single sheet. Policy should be stated in simple, sexy terms. Shorter, faster, better: that’s what we need to keep in mind. It will bring politics and society closer together. Explanatory notes and in-depth analyses can go into appendices – on the internet, for example.” 

· “The Lower House is at fault; it asks about too many details; I find this annoying.”

· “A different, more limited, form of presentation is needed for the figures, to make it easier on those who are politically responsible. Enormous quantities of figures can simply be weeded out. What we need to know is the key figures, and they should be linked to the statement of the problem. We need to do something about this very soon, or else Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability will run away with us.”

The number of objectives

The budgets contain around 10 policy articles, with a few operational objectives per policy article. This shows that a great many objectives are set (over 400). Everything is a priority, and so in fact nothing is. This can be attributed to overly zealous intentions
 and to the formal requirements in accounting legislation and regulations, that lead to the contrived and technical presentation. For instance, an instrument or an activity is often presented as an objective, such as ‘conducting strategic research’. This obscures our view of the political priorities, while MPs are primarily interested in the broad political outline of policy precisely because their position is one of authorization and control
. Operational objectives can be selected more critically.
The following remarks were made during the interviews and analyses in respect of the number of objectives:

· “People should be more careful so there is less overlap; a list of operational objectives is confusing.”

· “There is no clear picture of the objectives of policy. The text just drones up lists of priorities.”

· “The first thing you notice is the very large number of objectives that are stated in both parts of the budget. The impression it leaves is that all policy departments were given an equal chance to put their two cents’ worth into the bag of policy ambitions.”

· “The objectives … are followed by the activities….. which show a huge overlap, just as was the case with X.”

· “Here too, one marvels at the extent of overlap with the policy articles X and Y.”

· “The general debate ought to be held one day after the presentation. And it ought to focus on large-scale developments, not on incidents. The fact that this is not the case is not the fault of the ministries, but basically of the Lower House itself.”

Clarity of the objectives

Many objectives are vague, and it is not clear what contribution the government intends to make to achieve them. Activities are regularly defined as objectives. It is also confusing that the same instruments are listed under several different objectives. 

The following comments about the clarity of the objectives were made during the interviews and analyses:

· “Talking about abstract objectives just sounds more important. It is appealing to talk in inspired terms, certainly in the case of X. But what are we actually going to do? When things become too concrete, when they are translated into concrete actions, they take on something most terribly mundane. … You hardly ever hear people say “Unfortunately, that is something we are unable to solve”. And yet a climate is emerging in the House in which ministers who dare to stick their neck out and give an answer like this are gaining respect.’

· “By and large, the objectives stated in the X budget and certainly too in what is meant to be understood … by outsiders is very abstract, sometimes even extremely so.”

· “Understandably, it is very difficult to make everything fully explicit, but this detailed elaboration of the general objective is about as clear as mud.” 

· “Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability helps bring objectives into better focus. But true insight into the key questions is still too often frustrated by the natural tendency of officials and administrators to hedge their bets and give veiled answers. After all, it saves them problems. But it is definitely an obstacle for the Lower House to do its work properly.”

· “There is distinctly a problem in that terms are used interchangeably when they do not mean the same thing; this is especially true of the relationship between objectives and activities or instruments.”

· “When you read this part of the policy article, it mainly gives you the impression that X basically consists of making plans and holding meetings. The objectives are formulated in extremely broad terms …” 

· “Secondly, a fairly large number of objectives are vague and full of commonplaces.”

· “If you ask me, this is a remarkable approach: There are many concrete problems involved in X, and there is clearly a role for the government to play in solving them. So why not just ‘translate’ the concrete problems into concrete actions?”

· “With a very few exceptions, the objectives are formulated in such abstract terms that it is impossible to determine in retrospect whether they have been achieved.”

· “A longer horizon for objectives.”

· “Sometimes you must have the courage to make agreements for longer periods; we indeed do this at X, but there too the time span of 10 years is in fact too short: it needs to be much longer.”

If it is difficult to formulate objectives, so it is to name good indicators. Vague objectives lead to vague indicators and to not charting results. Sometimes even internal performance such as duration or available data have been used as indicators. Performance is sometimes expressed in millions of euros (expenditures) – for example, € 200 million on 100 projects. This is usually meant to satisfy the formal requirements for ‘proper’ formulation of objectives as stated in the national budget rules. Many indicators have something artificial or contrived, but the fact that they are there complies with the formal requirement.

The following remarks were made about the indicators during the interviews and analyses:

· “The indicators of the effect on X (outcome) are clear, but their relationship with the efforts (input, output) of X is not so clear. Since the proposed indicators are primarily determined by decisions in business and industry, the obvious question is whether X can influence them and if so, how.”

· “Apart from the lack of a definition of terms … the question is to what extent the indicators can indicate how successful this policy is. If the indicators do not show any improvement, is this down to the indicators chosen, the type of policy or the quality of its implementation?”

· “This leans heavily on process indicators used by the Inspectorate.”

· “Sometimes the assumptions behind policy and policy instruments are explained. X is an example of how not to do it. Instead of saying why a particular approach was chosen, and why it is assumed that this will lead to achieving (certain) objectives, it says why the target figures will not be met. Why have the assumptions not been articulated?”

· “To the extent that it is possible to make general statements on this point, it should be remarked that the practical significance of the data presented is rather limited. It makes you think that the author of the budget often had to go to great lengths in order to comply with the formal requirements.”

· “Objectives here are trying much too hard to be ‘measurable’. People are simply too spastic about this. My criticism is about the technocracy encouraged by Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. Making objectives measurable is not a useful starting point.”

· “Performance is expressed in figures (number of pilot projects, number of projects, etc.) and an accompanying sum of money. This says next to nothing about what will actually be achieved.”

2.4 Conclusions
The most important progress has been made thanks to the new structure and to the inclusion of objectives in budgets. Starting from the three initial questions What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost? gives direction to policy (politically) and to implementation (internal management). Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability has laid down structural elements that can be retained and strengthened: the policy agenda and the policy articles.

The ‘old’ explanatory statement has been greatly condensed. The cabinet has done a complete about-face: the policy agenda is more political and less expansive compared to the explanatory statement. In addition, budget accounting takes place four months earlier than it did before the introduction of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. This has significantly improved its accessibility and with it, the exercise of the authorization and control functions by the Lower House.

Experts think the language in the budgets is woolly and that they contain too much information on agencies and the conduct of business as well as technical information. There is also a high degree of overlap with information from policy documents. The need for readable budgets is still great, and more progress still needs to be made. Greater use of ICT will lead to added value in the sense of user friendliness and accessibility. Information can be presented in a more structured manner. A more structured presentation of information fits is an international development, as appears from the presentation of the budgets in Germany (Bundeshaushaltsplan) and the United Kingdom (Spending Review). 

Objectives are many and vague, and the contribution made by the government towards achieving them is unclear. External critical factors are glossed over. High ambitions in combination with rigid formal requirements lead to many objectives. It often proves to be difficult and meaningless to make objectives more concrete by furnishing information on their effects.

The annual report is just not interesting. Generally, the policy report makes no attempt to compare recent developments in policy priorities with long-term objectives and trends as formulated in the policy agenda. Questions such as “Are we on the right course?” are hardly ever asked.

MPs still find the budgets very hefty, although slightly better than the ‘old style’ budgets. Illustrative for the quantity of information contained in budgets is the statement: “I don’t even want to know!”

3 Efficiency of policy

3.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the question of whether Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability has contributed to the efficiency of policy, which is its broader objective.
 Originally this broad goal was not an explicit objective of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability, but it was the underlying idea behind linking objectives, instruments and resources
. Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability attempts to make this link by answering the three initial questions (What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?). At first there was a certain optimism that this would open a window directly onto efficiency of policy. But as it has turned out, it is almost never possible to directly measure the effects of policy, and thus its efficiency. Positive effects of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability on the efficiency of policy therefore do not result from a direct measurement of effectiveness, but from more clearly formulated objectives, and from showing how policy instruments are expected to contribute to an objective. Efficiency is further promoted by clarifying the problem and the contribution to be made by the national government in solving the problem. If all these points are addressed during policy preparation, it is referred to in this report as policy that is well reasoned. 

This chapter will investigate how well the arguments behind policy are presented. This is done in section 3.2 on the basis of interviews with MPs and analyses of the budgets by external experts. As we shall see, policy – and thus the efficiency of policy as well – is debated on the basis of policy statements, not the budget. For this reason section 3.3 will look into the rationale behind five
 policy documents. Finally, section 3.4 will look at the effects of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability on the shaping of policy as it came forward from the interviews.

3.2 How well reasoned is the policy in the budgets?

In the previous chapter it was observed that the three initial questions (What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?) have a recognizable effect on the budgets. Although a budget often comprises a logically structured argument, objectives are not logically related to means. The causal relationship between the various elements is often unclear: it is formulated infrequently and then only in general terms. There is distinctly a problem in that terms are used interchangeably when they do not mean the same thing; this is especially true of the relationship between objectives and activities or instruments. There are very few references to underlying sources, studies or other documents.
Objectives may conflict with one another or be in line with one another
. Instruments enlisted may contribute to one objective of policy, but at the expense of another. But these aspects are not made clear in the budgets (by cross-references, for example). The question about government funding is not asked explicitly: why is the government involved in solving this problem. This leaves it unclear why government policy is necessary. In addition, the reader is often unable to form a good picture of what will take place in concrete terms, and what contribution will be made by the government. It is not clear to what extent the costs incurred are worth the benefits. 

Hardly any concrete objectives are formulated in terms of results. It will surely not be immediately clear how the measures are related to the objectives. Frequently, instruments are held to be objectives (and the policy objective behind them shifts out of focus). Moreover, objectives are formulated even though it is unclear what routes are open to the government (instruments) to help achieve the objectives. If performance data are present and well-defined, they often involve process related efficiency (such as throughput time) or they are given in abstruse terms. They seem to have no bearing on the results of policy, or they are completely off the mark.
The following remarks were made about the reasoning behind policy during the interviews and analyses:

· “The people who wrote it did indeed manage to present the policy in a logically connected manner.” “An integrated policy, one that is coherent and consistent, is clearly present in the documents, exactly as professed.”

· “For example, the debate on the annual report for 2003 brought to light too weak a relationship between funds and concrete objectives.”

· “My basic criticism: no lines are drawn between resources and policy! The financial side of things is completely separate from the substantive aspect. You don’t see what you spent your money on, which was, after all, one of the primary objectives of the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability operation. Although we are expected to exercise control, we are not really in a position to weigh the achievement of objectives against the enlistment of funds. What resources have been employed to achieve a particular objective? Could it have been done more cheaply? These questions may be asked too infrequently by parliament but when they are asked, there are generally not answered.”

· “It describes what X is already doing, sometimes what X is going to do, but not why X thinks that this will help achieve the desired effect. The relationship of objective to means is not specified. This means that input-output-outcome has not been defined.”
· “My main observation is that it is not always clear exactly what is to be achieved. This applies to the elements in relation to X. These elements seem to show a lot of overlap. In no single case is it clear to what extent the costs incurred are worth the benefits, not even in very broad terms. But this is – presumably – not the reason why the policy articles are worked out in detail. It would be more useful for the reader if the text made some more references to background material.”

· “The texts on the individual instruments also work with the following line of reasoning: ‘formulate in extremely abstract terms’ ------( ‘ensure that performance includes a wide variety of things, and not only outputs, outcomes and effects’------( and be cautious about articulating that the achievement of objective a may conflict with the achievement of objective b or c’. X is an example of this: performance is expressed in very broad terms, the summary of instruments is reasonable, but the question of why (why these instruments for these objectives) is not asked.”

· “In the dissemination of information, X is said to have difficulty incorporating new knowledge into business operations (p. 59). Without going into the reason behind this, the document goes on to describe a pilot project. This is not convincing.”

· “What it says on page 10 about the objectives is interesting, but there is no analysis of the problem. What is the problem?”
· “In addition, from an economic point of view, it can certainly not be taken for granted that the government should have too much involvement here.”
· “The question is whether the government can make a meaningful and significant contribution (other than providing for properly functioning markets for products and production factors, including X, etc.)? This question is not asked.”

· “The item on X does not discuss the expected efficiency gain if government organizations are converted into agencies.”
· “In my opinion, it is not adequately explained why the national government is involved in at least some of the activities described in this budget.”
· “It will not be immediately clear what the measures under points (i), (ii) and (iii) have to do with the objective. Nor is it explained any further in the budget.”
· “The question of whether this is an activity in which government should be involved – of why this particular task should require the involvement of the national government – is not even asked.”
3.3 How well reasoned are the policy documents?

The Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability secretariat investigated the line of reasoning behind five
 policy documents. In addition to studying the documents, talks were held with people who had been involved in writing them. The documents are aimed at long-term development: they are strategic vision documents. Several of the documents point out a relationship between the objectives, the measures and the need for funds (see box 3.1 for an example). Much attention is paid to the division of responsibility between the national government and local authorities and/or enterprises.

Box 3.1 Highlight on Mobility Memorandum

After an ‘introductory chapter’ and a brief (3-page) outline summary, for each element of policy such as ‘road traffic’ or ‘shipping and ports’ the following questions are discussed: ‘what do we want to achieve’ and ‘what are we going to do to achieve it’. The need for resources is discussed in a separate chapter, where the relationship is indicated for each aspect of policy between ambitions and available funds. 

For example, the ambition (i.e. the objective) for the policy area of ‘inland navigation’ is reliable arrival and departure times. Reliable arrival and departure times will be achieved (the instruments of policy) by performing maintenance on existing waterways: more locks will be built, bridges will be built higher, waterways will be deepened, moorings will be added. Particularly clarifying are the following:

1. The outline of the situation (the statement of the problem) per policy area or aspect of policy.  For example: for inland navigation, transport to and from the port generally takes place by road, so that it is essential for goods transhipment to take place quickly if inland navigation is to operate smoothly.
2. Explicit description of the responsibilities per policy area; for example, how they are divided between business, national government and local governments.   For maritime transport, it is explicitly stated that the companies are responsible for innovation and international safety and environmental standards. The national government is responsible for reducing the administrative charges. Local governments are responsible for providing adequate space at seaports – for instance, by allotting space in regional plans and zoning plans. Wherever possible, objectives are explained with target values, such as the waiting times at locks. For waterway maintenance, an amount of € 7.1 billion in government funds will be reserved during the period from 2011-2020. Target values are sometimes relative rather than absolute, as in average travel times. A comparison has been made of average travel times in London, Paris, in cities in the US and in the western urban conurbation in the Netherlands.
In a few of the cases studied, performance indicators (when they were meaningful) were largely present. It became clear from the interviews that not all objectives could be quantified, because they were mainly qualitative objectives. When matters are not national government responsibilities, nor is the national government directly responsible for their implementation, it is difficult to cite a performance level. Performance indicators are drawn up during the process in consultation with the implementing bodies – often, too, because the performance level still needs to be agreed. 

The policy documents show hardly any causal relationship between objectives, instruments and funding, and it is indeed difficult to demonstrate one. This means that the documents are not well reasoned.

The Mobility Memorandum forms a positive exception for the policy aspect of ‘travel times’. In a separate table, the effects of the ‘policy document alternative’ are outlined alongside the base case (unchanged policy). The other policy documents generally do not make clear the added value of the additional funding: the contribution to the effects made by the individual instruments or measures is not specified in them.

What is missing is a good system of cross-references between policy documents and underlying studies and between policy documents and the budgets.

Because the policy documents are vision documents (with a longer-term focus), it is extremely difficult to substantiate the efficiency of policy in them (Betuwe railway, for example). In practice, alternative policies are seldom compared and delayed execution, or execution in phases, of the policy alternative is not given any consideration. By working out policy (and alternatives) in concrete terms, the expected effects can be compared to the costs. However, in the follow-up to the policy making process there is often not a logical point at which to consider the efficiency of policy and to render an accounting of this. Because policy is elaborated in many different places and at many different points in time (budgets, policy documents, underlying studies), it is not possible to give a systematic assessment of efficiency. Policy documents are often based on other documents or studies. The Mobility Memorandum, for example, contributes to the achievement of the starting points of the National Spatial Strategy. The Mobility Memorandum is based on various analyses such as an ‘economic review of the Mobility Memorandum’ and the ‘Quick scan of the environmental impact of the Mobility Memorandum’; these underlying studies do consider the possible effects of policy.

The case studies show that the debate in the Lower House is held on the basis of the policy documents: budgets play but a marginal role for the Lower House. Data from policy documents and the budget overlap. The achievement of the objectives and the level of performance stated in policy documents are not accounted for systematically. Sometimes specific agreements are made for progress reports and/or final reports; this is done, for example, by the Lower House assigning the implementation of a document the status of a ‘Major Project’. Sometimes quarterly reports are published containing some accounting.

Box 3.2 Well reasoned policy, but will it fly?
Even if an excellent rationale is given for policy plans, this is still no guarantee that they will be implemented. A specific and well presented document showing a clear relationship between objective, instrument and funding sets forth all relevant data systematically and clearly, so that a well-considered decision can be made. This serves to support the political decision making process. But ultimately the decision is a political one.
3.4 Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability: result-oriented

The interviews held in the context of the evaluation show that Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability has helped ministries and implementing organizations adopt a more result-oriented manner working.
The role of policy objectives in internal management has increased. The budgetary cycle is more closely attuned to the cycle of planning and control, and they have become broader than merely funding and operations. According to the interviewees, this trend will continue in most ministries even without further help from Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability.
The business-like thinking in concrete products and output fits in the prevailing international management culture and is regarded as a logical activity for the internal management. Within the ministries, greater emphasis is being placed on the relationship between the questions ‘what do we want to achieve’ and ‘what are we going to do to achieve it’. In practice, however, objectives are still formulated without the assurance of adequate instruments, or based on overly optimistic scenarios. For example, if less funding is available to achieve the objectives, it does not lead to their downward adjustment. So far no examples have been seen of economic cutbacks leading to any adjustment of policy ambitions. In this respect, Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability leads to a situation that is only real on paper.
Implementing organizations have observed that their talks with ministries have become more business-like, which has helped clarify the relationship between policy and implementation. The process of drawing up annual plans and discussing them with the ministry to obtain approval has led to debates on the objectives presented and on their effective implementation. Where possible, management is based on output – although not always consistently. For instance, requests for extra budget need to be very well substantiated, but reductions in budget or the addition of extra responsibilities certainly do not always imply a strict line of reasoning from objective to instrument to performance.
The pattern prescribed by Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability is being applied rigidly to the entire budget – for example, by working with diagrams to be completed or by selecting measurable policy objectives that are easier to assess in qualitative terms. This engenders the risk that performance measurement has a counterproductive effect. 

There are clear differences between the policy areas, the ministries and the directorates. Often an answer cannot be found by looking at output; it is necessary to go back to input. This has been reinforced by the fact that Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability is regarded as an instrument of the departments of financial and economic affairs and the Ministry of Finance. Policy is poured into a Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability mould without any flexibility as to its actual content. This causes the efficiency of policy to suffer because even the pouring of policy into a mould entails costs. These are costs of bureaucracy, for example, when a great many details (indicators) are collected about which a great deal of talking is done (and for which a lot of work is carried out), but which ultimately wind up on a shelf.

3.5 Conclusions

Budgets

It must be stated that the budgets are still not properly reasoned. The relationship between objectives, instruments and funds is often incorrect or incomplete, there is no problem analysis and the role of the government is not clarified. The reader is therefore unable to form a good picture of what will take place in concrete terms and what the proposed contribution of the government will be. However, it is not always possible to produce well-reasoned policy in budgets if the budget must be accessible and readable at the same time. A way out of this dilemma is to include more references to underlying sources, studies and other documents. Hardly any use is made of this possibility.
Policy documents

Policy – and thus the efficiency of policy as well – is debated on the basis of policy statements, not the budget. For this reason the rationale behind policy documents was also investigated. Policy documents use an approach based on the three initial questions What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?. They also outline the role of the national government, local governments or business and give a description of the problem. But the relationship between the efforts of the government and the expected effects is still not made clear enough. These documents do not yet offer explicit insight into the intended effects of policy. In practice, concrete alternatives and/or the phasing of an alternative are hardly ever made insightful. However, in the follow-up to the policy making process there is often not a logical point at which to consider the efficiency of policy and to render an accounting of this. Policy documents do make use of underlying studies which review the possible effects of policy.

Policy

Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability is an appropriate tool to help make internal operations more business-like. Respondents indicated that Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability meant that more thought was given to the intended results of policy. This is one route towards greater efficiency. Finally, respondents also pointed out the risks inherent in Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. Making effects measurable may imply quantifying policy that can better be assessed in qualitative terms. This leads to the risk that performance measurement is counterproductive and reality exists only on paper. There is also the risk that policy is poured into a mould without giving any thought to its actual content. The efficiency of policy suffers from this because pouring policy into a mould does entail costs, mostly administrative. 

4 Policy evaluation and policy information

4.1 Introduction

Evaluation research and Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability

Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability aims to promote the efficiency of policy not only through a better budget structure, but through evaluation study as well. Evaluation studies revolve around efficiency: what contribution will government policy make, or has it made, to achieving an objective, and what costs does this entail? Evaluation research therefore does not focus on the question of whether an objective has been achieved: this question comes up in the accounting given in the annual report. There an accounting is given of whether the actions proposed by government in the budget have actually been carried out, and – if data are available – whether the objectives have been achieved. It is usually not possible for an annual report to chart the effects of policy pursued in the previous year. The place for this is the evaluation study. Accounting in fact precedes the evaluation study. 

Evaluation study revolves around difficult questions: not only must it be analysed whether the objective has been achieved thanks to the policy pursued, but the side effects of policy must also be charted, whether they were intended or not. An evaluation of housing benefit, for example, is not only about the immediate effect of making housing affordable, but also – for example – about the effect on the poverty trap.

Within evaluation research, a distinction is made between historical, or actual, and ex ante evaluation study. In a ex post evaluation, the effects of policy are charted and compared to the costs, so that the efficiency of policy can be measured.
 In ex ante evaluation – before a policy measure takes effect – an estimate is made of the expected effects and costs, and then compared to possible alternative policy measures. The most familiar example of ex ante evaluation study is a cost-benefit analysis.
The Government Paper on Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability from 1999 indirectly discusses evaluation study: “It is not possible to formulate good performance data across the board in every policy area. This may be the case if performance is difficult to measure in quantitative and/or qualitative terms. There are other ways to measure efficiency and efficiency. For instance, policy evaluations …..” This quote tells us that, in 1999, the instrument of evaluation research was not yet an inseparable part of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. Gradually, as Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability took on a broader significance, policy evaluations became a part of it. This is clearly evidenced by the fact that the Dutch Central Government Performance Data and Evaluative Studies Regulation (RPE) took effect on 1 January 2002 in the context of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. Since then, policy evaluations have also been termed Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluations. 

Background to the RPE

This regulation replaced the Key Figures Manual from 1994 (Central Government Financial Information and Administration Manual (Hafir) A2.6) and the reference framework for evaluation tools from 1998 (Hafir A5.5). However, the history of the regulation goes back much further, long before Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability was introduced. As long ago as 1971 it was decided to start coordinating policy analysis, performance budgets and long-term estimates. Nonetheless, the Vonhoff Committee observed in 1980
 that the manner in which government action was evaluated was ‘laborious’ and received ‘too little attention’.  In 1991, policy evaluation received a new impetus when the government formulated the standpoint that policy evaluation should be a fixed element of every policy process. 

The RPE is a detailed elaboration of the Government Accounts Act. The Government Accounts Act stipulates that ministers are responsible for the efficiency and efficiency of policy as well as for conduct of business, that they must investigate these matters periodically and that they must inform the Netherlands Court of Audit when they institute a study as well as of its results (Articles 20 and 21 of the Government Accounts Act). The Act also indicates that the Minister of Finance may draw up rules in relation to the tasks and competencies belonging with these responsibilities. This has been done in the RPE.
Interim evaluation of the RPE

This chapter contains the promised interim evaluation in 2004 of the RPE and evaluations in central government. For this purpose, the two objectives of the RPE (and the side effects deemed to be relevant) have been investigated:
· guaranteeing the evaluation function within the central government. 

· guaranteeing that the policy information to be collected for the budget and the annual report meets the applicable quality requirements. 

Guaranteeing the evaluation function

Guaranteeing the evaluation is not an end in itself. The idea behind this is that efficiency of policy is served with good evaluations. The primary motive is accountability: what effects are brought about by the tax money spent? The second motive for evaluation is learning from experience in order to make policy increasingly effective (evidence-based policy). In this evaluation, the two types of evaluation research – ex ante and present – were used to discover the most important rules in the RPE, and how they contribute to greater insight into efficiency (and thus to the efficiency of policy). 

This chapter focuses on the quality of the evaluations that are published in the survey of evaluations in the central government, as set forth in the RPE, and not the other types of policy study that take place in the Netherlands. Apart from the studies recorded in the survey, a great deal of important study relevant to policy is done by planning offices, universities and other research institutes – for instance, research in the fields of social security, the environment and infrastructure (using the model in Research of Effects of Infrastructure). This research was not reviewed for this evaluation.

Box 4.1 The Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluation: a model for evaluation?

This evaluation is an example of how difficult it is to evaluate. The results are based on measurement of the effects of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability only to a limited extent  – this aspect cannot be taken any further – but on a large number of interviews and the opinions of experts on budgets, annual reports and policy evaluations. Translating the results into conclusions requires interpretation of the data material. This means that the evaluation does not meet the standards stated in the RPE.  And yet this evaluation does pretend to contribute to better policy.

Guaranteeing the quality of policy information
Compared to the budgets and accounting at the end of the nineteen nineties, today’s budgets present more information on policy results, both intended and achieved. From the point of view of the States General, this is a big gain. Policy information enables the States General to form an opinion of the results of policy. This information is of essential importance for the control function of the Lower House. As appeared during deliberation on the Government Accounts Act 2001, the Lower House is apprehensive of receiving information of ‘questionable quality’. It was for this reason that the Lower House submitted the motion by MP Van Walsem
. This motion may be regarded as a request to develop a practical framework with which to test the reliability of policy information
. In his letter to the Lower House of 10 June 2003, the Minister of Finance carried out the motion by MP Van Walsem
. The framework builds further on the quality requirements contained in the RPE. This evaluation investigated whether the quality requirements contained in the RPE lead to reliable policy information.
4.2 Ex post evaluations

The RPE on ex post evaluations

The RPE uses the following definition of ex post evaluation: ‘a systematic study of the effects of existing policy, the manner in which policy is implemented and/or the costs and quality of the products and services supplied’. Although this is a common definition of evaluation, it does set high standards: it measures what effects have occurred and to what extent they can be attributed to the policy pursued. This is difficult: the situation with policy must be compared to the situation with no policy or with a different policy (the counterfactual situation). What makes it so difficult to conduct this type of evaluation research is the construction of the counterfactual situation. Ideally, this is done by means of experiments – for example, by supporting one group of unemployed persons and not supporting another similar group, or supporting them differently. But in addition to experiments – which can have practical drawbacks – there are other ways to arrive at a credible counterfactual situation (for example, using econometric analysis of time series and cross-sectional files in natural or quasi-experimental situations to isolate the effect of policy). 

The RPE stipulates that policy must be integrally evaluated at least once every five years
. Exceptions are policy with objectives that cannot be evaluated within five years, and policy for which the costs of evaluation are higher than the benefits. The RPE is intended to encourage the evaluation of policy at the level of general or operational objectives.

The RPE makes the following requirements in respect of the quality of the evaluation: it must meet the quality requirements that apply for the methods and techniques of social science research suited to policy evaluation: these are validity (of the research set-up and the lines of reasoning used in the investigation), reliability and accuracy (of the research methods used), and practicability or usefulness of the research results. In the explanatory notes to the provisions of the RPE, these criteria have been worked out into a large number of more concrete quality requirements (see pp. 35-37 of the regulation) which can be reviewed in monitoring compliance with the regulation. 

In addition, the regulation contains procedural rules for reporting in respect of the proposed evaluation period (and the reasons, if the period deviates from the provisions of the regulation), the schedule for the evaluation, the way in which the management officials will be informed of the results of the study, etc. 

Research issues

Based upon the foregoing, the following questions are pertinent for ex post evaluation research in the context of the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluation:

· What is the quality of the evaluation research performed, and what was the effect of the RPE on it?

· What is the effect of the obligation stated in the RPE to evaluate policy once every five years?

· What is the effect of the other procedural rules in the RPE?

The quality of the ex post evaluation research 

According to the survey of evaluations in central government, as of 1 April 2004, 227 evaluations had been completed since the RPE took effect. To obtain an impression of the quality of the investigations, a modest sample of 20 evaluation reports was drawn. It was ensured that the distribution was well balanced, covering all ministries.
 

The quality of these reports was assessed on the criteria of validity, reliability and usefulness as stated in the RPE. Since these are not operational criteria, the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability secretariat worked them out in greater detail (see www.minfin.nl/vbtb-evaluatie2004, where the results of the assessment are given as well). The quality was assessed by the secretariat and by evaluation experts within the national government (Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis, Social and Cultural Planning Office, WODC Research and Documentation Centre of the Dutch Ministry of Justice, the expertise centre of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature Management and Food Quality, the IOB
 and the Office for Strategy and Policy of the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations).

The majority of the evaluation research conducted was qualitative, largely based on interviews and surveys of the persons involved, as well as document analysis. The investigations focus very much on the instruments. The majority of the research was not aimed at the effects of policy, and not a single study managed to chart the effects of policy. To do this, it would have been necessary to investigate what would have happened if the policy had not been implemented. The absence of this counterfactual situation (what would have happened without policy or with a different policy?) is not explained nor is it justified. This picture corresponds with the outcomes of several interministerial policy reviews (known by their Dutch abbreviation IBO) in which it was observed that developing well reasoned policy variants is hindered by the absence of good evaluations of the effects of policy (see for instance the policy reviews on labour market policy, technology policy, integration policy and efficiency and coherence of development cooperation).

After reviewing the evaluation reports, an expert meeting was held with the evaluation experts, who assessed the quality of the evaluation research. The ensuing discussion showed that the following problems need to be resolved:
· Too few evaluations of effects are conducted
Most of the evaluation research studied did not investigate the effects of policy. Usually the studies involved process evaluation or monitoring.

· Unclear policy objectives
Policy is evaluated, the intended objective of which is unclear (or vague). Although a researcher can still attempt to focus on the effects of an instrument, without a properly formulated objective, it is quite difficult to measure the relevant effects and impossible to assess them. 

· Insufficient guarantee of impartiality 
Experts expressed doubt of the level of independence of the studies. 

· Quality of the reporting was inadequate 
The quality of the reports studied made it difficult to assess the quality of the research, and caused doubts to rise in this connection. 

The policy makers who had been involved in the evaluation research were interviewed about how the outcomes were used. According to them, most evaluation studies had in fact been put to use. They referred to compliance with the recommendations in a letter to the Lower House, etc. This outcome is contradictory with the picture sketched by those interviewed in the context of the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluation (see box 4.2).

The effect of evaluations once every five years

The foregoing shows that, in itself, making evaluations obligatory is not sufficient guarantee of good research. On the contrary, it leads to a flood of research which is irrelevant from the point of view of efficiency. Assuming a certain capacity for research (both among policy makers in the form of budget and time to outsource studies, and among researchers to conduct them), it is plausible that an obligation to evaluate (basically) everything leads to a decrease in the quality of research, or forms an obstacle to improving quality. It must be emphasized that this is not an effect of the RPE: the obligation to evaluate policy once every five years has been in existence longer than that. The idea behind the RPE is precisely to reduce the number of evaluations by stimulating policy evaluations at the level of general or operational objectives. This would (a) cause the number of evaluations to decrease and (b) increase the relevance of evaluations, because these studies would look more closely at the effect on objectives. However, this type of evaluation has not yet got off the ground. Ministries say that it is not yet clear how these evaluations can be given shape.

Box 4.2 Policy evaluation in the policy cycle 

One of the themes that came up in the interviews on Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability was policy evaluation. Several interviewees said that they attached great importance to policy evaluations. Statements that illustrate this: ‘Evaluations give you insight into whether policy is good or not’,  ‘I am very much in favour of policy evaluation’ and ‘everyone sees the benefit of a retrospective review’. In short, no one is against evaluations. These positive views about the value of evaluations are contrasted by many negative feelings about current practice:
‘There is less attention to evaluations. This is not at all good. Evaluations are seen as a duty, and so there is a tendency to learn nothing from them’. ‘The odd thing is that lessons are hardly ever learned from evaluations; they are almost never a topic of debate or discussion. ‘Very few political choices are based on policy evaluations. The focus throughout the policy cycle is rarely on the evaluative aspect of the process. ‘The culture is along the lines of ‘we do our best, why not just take our word for it’ ’. 

Some interviewees said that policy cannot always be evaluated and that it is difficult to determine whether an effect was achieved thanks to the policy. 

The RPE was also discussed during the interviews. Two positive statements: ‘The RPE is the most important instrument of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability’ and ‘The RPE has brought a bit more bureaucracy, but that is not such a bad thing’, are offset by the following critical remarks: ‘Evaluations do not need to be subject to regulations’, ‘The RPE will not bring about renewed attention to evaluations’. ‘I am no big fan of the RPE; it is too specialized and too rational’,  ‘The effect of the RPE has perhaps been that fewer evaluations take place. Because it costs more money to record everything, money that can better be spent on evaluations’.
One of the experts who assessed the contents of the budgets also remarked as follows:
‘Every year a great deal of information becomes available from research. But it is very much the question whether it is put to systematic use in the context of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. What is lacking is a good bird’s-eye view from which the various investigations and other information flows are assessed, weighed, interrelated and put in perspective, and from which policy conclusions are drawn. It would be quite useful to have an orderly overview grouping the most important findings in relation to developments in input, process, output and outcome for each policy sector. Such an overview would increase the chances of budget debates focusing on the broader outline. The impact of much of the research is not very great, in part because there is such an abundance of sometimes contradictory data.’
Experts also observed that effects of policy can be charted by making better use of existing databanks such as the Social Statistics File of the Central Statistical Office. 

The general impression left by the interviews is that policy evaluations are potentially of great value, but that right now their role in the policy process – with some exceptions – is marginal. 

Strictly speaking, an evaluation at the level of policy objectives would involve the simultaneous evaluation of the instruments aimed at one objective. Based upon the definition of evaluation in the RPE, theoretically this could be done in two ways:
· First evaluating individually each of the instruments used to achieve the objective and moving from there to a meta-analysis or synthesis for the entire set of instruments. This is certainly very expensive and labour intensive, and will often not be practicable. Take for example the objective of prevention and protection of health, for which the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports uses a large number of instruments which are in themselves often quite small-scale. 

· Evaluating all the instruments used at one go by comparing reality to the imaginary situation that not any of them had been enlisted. It is doubtful that such an evaluation would be very useful, if it were even possible. For example what if we were to attempt to evaluate in this way the expenditures on primary schooling as shown in the budget of the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, or the expenditures on curative medicine. 

A comprehensive programme for evaluations of the effects of policy is therefore an illusion. This, however, makes it an obstacle to focusing evaluation capacity on the aspects of policy the effects of which can be measured, and to conducting other forms of research to increase the efficiency of policy.
The effect of the procedural guidelines in the RPE

The procedural regulations for conducting and utilizing evaluation studies have but limited value as long as the quality of the evaluation research is below par. At present, studies that are in any way related to a budgetary article, but that are not evaluations, are nevertheless presented as such in order to comply with the RPE. This explains why the survey of evaluations in the central government includes much policy research that, strictly speaking, is not evaluation research. More in general, procedures like this can lead to ‘tick the box’ behaviour without added value. As remarked previously, the RPE contains a list of quality criteria which is over two pages long (see pp. 35-37 of the RPE). These criteria are certainly not unreasonable, and if they serve the purpose of a checklist or reminder for experts, then they are not a problem. But if they result in regulations stating that research needs to be reviewed on the basis of these criteria (and procedures assessing whether this is done), it merely means a greater administrative burden without added value. After all, research of good quality is performed by professionals and is critically assessed by other professionals. Such experts are in a position to assess research without a detailed set of criteria, whereas an inspector without sufficient expertise is not able to do this, no matter how well put the quality criteria. This, in combination with the clarity provided by the Government Accounts Act on the responsibility of the technical ministers, is cause to reconsider the procedural rules in the RPE. 

4.3 Ex ante evaluations

The RPE in the area of ex ante evaluations

The RPE defines ex ante research as systematic study of the expected costs and benefits of possible policy alternatives (in terms of funds or resources enlisted and effects). The two most important provisions in the RPE in the area of ex ante evaluation study are:
· For every new policy, or every policy change, the obligation to give due consideration to the question whether ex ante evaluation is meaningful and whether it ought to take place. According to the RPE, we may speak of new policy when objectives of policy are added or changed, or when a new policy instrument is enlisted. 

· The due consideration given to the question whether ex ante evaluation is meaningful must be documented in policy proposals and/or policy articles in the budget. In principle, documentation would therefore have to be available for every single policy change, stating the outcome and argumentation behind the choice whether or not to conduct ex ante evaluation.  

Research issues

The relevant questions to be answered by ex ante Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluation studies are:

· How often has this instrument been enlisted since the RPE took effect?

· Is documentation available stating the reasons if this instrument was not used?

· What is the quality of the ex ante evaluations conducted so far?

How often has this instrument been enlisted?

In the survey of evaluations in the central government 2004, eight ministries have listed 42 completed ex ante evaluations that were started on or after 1 January 2002. In view of the large number of policy changes, this is a remarkably small number. Apparently either a ex ante analysis is often not considered opportune, or the research that has been done is not listed in the central survey. It has appeared that ex ante research as defined in the RPE is not always recognized as such, or is omitted from the central survey for other reasons. 

It is interesting to see how the studies are distributed over the ministries, which ex ante evaluations are listed and which are not. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment is well represented with 20 of the 42 analyses. The studies of this ministry, however, prove to be limited to estimated budgetary consequences of measures that are under consideration or possible ways of decreasing administrative charges: it is not the effects of policy that are studied. It is striking that the survey of evaluations does not include a single cost-benefit analysis: apparently not all ex ante studies that satisfy the definition in the RPE have been listed on the survey of evaluations for 2004. It is also striking that the ex ante evaluation included by the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management is an interministerial policy review (IBO), but other ministries have not included any such reviews. This means it is unclear for what purpose the survey of ex ante evaluations was set up in the first place. Certainly not all ex ante studies are listed, while on the other hand, some of the reports referred to on the list are difficult or impossible to trace. Is this based on a consideration of whether or not to conduct ex ante research?
The general impression is that in many cases the studies listed on the survey of evaluations are not there as the result of a consideration of the question whether or not to conduct ex ante research, as the RPE stipulates. The research is only termed ex ante because it is not historical (‘other research’). Enquiries with the Ministry of Finance and the other ministries confirmed that often no consideration had been given to the question of whether or not to conduct a ex ante study. 

The quality of ex ante evaluations

The quality of the evaluations conducted was assessed on the basis of a non-random sample of eleven studies chosen from 27 listed on the survey of evaluations for 2004 (the title of 15 of the 42 studies showed that they were not ex ante). The review showed that the ex ante evaluations listed were generally not ex ante in the sense as defined in the RPE. Efficiency and efficiency were not part of the standard investigation. Only four of the eleven studies compared well detailed alternatives alongside a zero or reference alternative. Because of this, the outcomes are debatable, or it is unclear whether the alternatives offer a good (let alone optimal) solution to the problems observed. Moreover, a good problem definition and problem analysis are lacking in a number of cases.
The framework used in a study is not always clearly outlined in the conclusions and recommendations. The description of the objectives and the research issues or questions frequently leaves a lot to be desired, and in many cases the research set-up, data collection or analysis have been left open to criticism, while the impartiality of the research is guaranteed in too few cases. 

4.4 Guaranteeing reliable policy information

This section will investigate whether a review of policy information based on the criteria of validity, reliability and usefulness stated in the RPE leads to reliable policy information.
In order to assess the quality of the information provided, a monitoring system needs to be set up in which the criteria of validity, reliability and usefulness as stated in the RPE are operationalized. Take the criterion of usefulness, for instance. Operationalization of this criterion leads to the following types of questions with which to assess the usefulness of the information provided:

· Are all evaluation studies, performance data, third party information and other textual and/or graphic data that are found in the budget also found in the annual report (relevance)? If not, has this been adequately explained and have the grounds been included in the annual report?

· Have all outcomes of evaluation studies, performance data, third party information and other textual and/or graphic data that were promised during the budget debate in the States General been included in the annual report (relevance)?

· Is the information presented in the article understandable for the Dutch Lower House? In other words, is it clearly structured, is it unambiguous, does it contain no specialized terms, can it be read on its own and does it contain clear cross-references if necessary (readability)?

· Are the data comparable over time? If not, have the changes (e.g. in the method of measurement) been specified (comparability)?

· Have the graphic overviews in the annual report been presented as much as possible in a way similar to that in the budget, so that no unnecessary confusion will arise in comparing the annual report and budget, for example because the scale has been altered (comparability)?

In themselves these are reasonable questions that may certainly be asked about the information provided. For instance, to take the first requirement as an example, it is quite understandable to ask that data used in the budget be found in the annual report as well, bearing in mind that the aim is for accountability information in the annual report to be the mirror image of the information in the budget. But it can lead to counterproductive effects, i.e. less information is included in order to meet this requirement, or information is included that is simple to assess. Another effect of this requirement is that information that became available after the budget debate is prevented from being included in the annual report; it can even ensure that information must be included in the annual report while it is already out of date. 

Even more troublesome than operational criteria for usefulness are operational criteria for validity and reliability in a monitoring system. How can the quality of policy information be determined on the basis of criteria? As was stated earlier, professionals are in a position to assess research without a detailed set of criteria, and an inspector without sufficient expertise is not able to do so, no matter how well put the quality criteria. 

More in general, a set of standards for the reliability of financial information is not appropriate for assessing the reliability of policy information. The degree of exactness that is possible with financial information cannot be achieved in measuring expected and actual policy performance. For example, it is quite well possible to account for every single penny of the money spent by the government on reintegration of the unemployed. But the effect of reintegration policy on a person’s chance of finding a new job can be determined with much less precision. This is true of most policy areas: it is possible to determine exactly how much public money has been spent, but not what this yields precisely in terms of societal effects.

Guaranteeing a reliable estimate of the societal effects of policy requires good researchers, good techniques and good data. But even if these conditions are met, an estimation of the policy effect will always be shrouded in uncertainty. 

In other words, elaborating a set of standards for policy information on the basis of the criteria in the RPE does not guarantee reliable policy information (counterproductive effect and lack of expertise on the content), but it does impose a control burden in the form of work instructions, file compilation, manuals, trial reports, improvement plans, etc., that contribute little or nothing to the reliability of policy information.

4.5 Conclusions

The number of policy evaluations has expanded enormously. In his 1977 inaugural lecture entitled ‘Does policy have any effect’, Hoogerwerf observed that next to nothing was done to study effects of policy. In 1992 Leeuw was still able to observe that too little was done in the way of evaluation (see Produktie en effectiviteit van overheidsbeleid, Utrecht, 1992). But this has since changed dramatically: in the meantime, the survey of evaluations in the central government registers some 250 evaluations a year. It is improbable that this is the result of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability, and more particularly of the RPE: in principle, the obligation to evaluate policy once every five years has applied since 1992, and a goodly number of acts and regulations contain provisions to this effect.

Rules were formulated to give shape to the evaluation function. The objective behind those rules is to chart the efficiency of policy and thus to improve efficiency. The RPE has not yet contributed to this objective. 

It uses a strict definition of ex post evaluation: a systematic study of the effects of existing policy, the manner in which policy is implemented and/or the costs and quality of the products and services supplied. This sets very high standards: actual effects are measured, as well as the extent to which they can be attributed to the policy pursued. It has been observed that not a single study in the sample cited above succeeded in charting the effects.

The general impression given by the interviews is that policy evaluations are potentially of great value, but that their current role in the policy process – with a few exceptions – is marginal.

The RPE aims for comprehensive programmes of ex post evaluation research of the effects of policy. But this is not possible in many cases: a comprehensive programme of evaluations that satisfy the definition in the RPE is therefore an illusion. Given the limited evaluation capacity among researchers and policy makers, it forms an obstacle to (a) focusing the evaluation capacity on the aspects of policy the effects of which can be properly measured and (b) conducting other forms of research to increase the efficiency of policy.

Little ex ante evaluation takes place (based on the studies listed in the survey of evaluations) and there are no indications that this is due to systematic consideration of the question whether to conduct ex ante studies. The small number of ex ante evaluations listed are generally not truly ex ante in the sense as defined in the RPE, and efficiency is not a standard aspect of the studies. The majority of the studies have shortcomings in various fields. Finally, it was observed that in its present form the usefulness of the survey of evaluations is limited. Surely not all ex ante studies are listed, while some of the reports referred to in the survey of evaluations are difficult or impossible to trace. Actually, quite some ex ante evaluation does take place – for example, in the fields of Transport, Public Works and Water Management, and the Environment.

The added value of actions that arise from the procedural regulations is doubtful. This in combination with the clarity of the Government Accounts Act on the responsibility of the ministers is reason to reconsider the procedural rules in the RPE. 

The experts consulted indicated that improvement is needed on the following points if the evaluation function is to be improved: more effect evaluations; clearer policy objectives, a better guarantee of impartiality of the evaluations and improving the quality of the reporting.

In practice the control of policy information has an entirely different nature than that of financial information. In reaction to the Van Walsem motion, the criteria in the RPE have been used as a set of standards for policy information. However, this has not proven to guarantee reliable policy information, while elaboration of the procedural criteria can lead to counterproductive effects and to very large burdens of control without actually guaranteeing quality. 

5 Conclusions and recommendations 

5.1 Introduction

Five years after the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability memorandum was first published, it is time to take stock of it. Are we on the right track with Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability? What has gone well? Where is there room for improvement; where do we go from here? 

Before discussing these questions, it is helpful if we first put Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability into perspective. Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability as an instrument for a more transparent and effective government is a logical follow-up to the operations in the nineteen eighties to increase legitimacy and manageability of government spending. These operations were not painless; they took much time and effort. It was therefore only to be expected that the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability objectives would not be achieved within five years. It is a process that takes time, so it is wise to investigate from time to time whether we need to recalibrate the instruments. In addition, we need to be aware that Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability fits in an international trend: In many other countries similar operations have been set up that are known by the name of ‘New Public Management’. There too, experience has shown that finding the best way to give shape to government policy is an ongoing search process. 

5.2 Where do matters stand now, and where do we go from here?

The Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluation shows that hard work is being done in this field; progress has been made thanks to this approach, as to both accessibility and efficiency. 

The most important improvement in the field of accessibility is the new structure and inclusion of objectives in budgets and annual reports. Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability has laid down structural elements that can be retained and strengthened: the policy agenda and the policy articles. The policy agenda is more political and less extensive than the ‘old’ explanatory statements. The policy agenda is the place where political priorities can be explained. It is an enormous improvement compared to the old general introduction to the explanatory statement. The structure of the budget articles is now much more based on the objectives of policy and not on the instruments. The ‘old’ explanatory statement has been greatly condensed. Finally, it must be observed that accounting takes place four months earlier than it did before the introduction of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. This has meant significant improvements in accessibility as well as in the exercise of the authorization and control functions by the Lower House.

Despite these improvements, MPs and external experts still find the budgets lengthy and hard to read. Objectives are many and vague, and it is unclear what contribution the government makes to achieving them. The size of the policy agenda is a point that still requires attention. The language used is woolly and it contains a lot of information on business operations as well as technical information. There is also a high degree of overlap with information in policy documents.

In the field of efficiency, respondents indicated that Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability had stimulated people to give more thought to the intended results of policy. This is an incentive to greater efficiency. But the relationship between objectives, instruments and resources is still not clear enough (the three initial questions What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?); a problem analysis and the role of the government in solving the problem are both absent. The reader is still often unable to form a good picture of what needs to be done in concrete terms, and what the government contribution has been or will be.

The approach using three initial questions (What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?) can also be recognized in the policy documents. Although these documents often specify the role of the government, there is room for improvement in the link between objectives, instruments and resources.

The state of affairs in ex ante evaluations as painted by respondents is fairly sombre: a great deal of ex post evaluation research takes place, but this does not review the effects of policy, and hardly any research is ex ante. This conclusion refers to research required by the RPE and listed in the survey of evaluations in central government. It should be emphasized that outside of this context, much important research relevant to policy is done by planning agencies, universities and other research institutes and that this research is also used in policy preparation. 

The criteria stated in the RPE have proved not to be adequate as a set of standards against which to assess the reliability of policy information, and their elaboration can lead to counterproductive effects and to very large burdens of control without any actual added value. 

Where do we go from here?

In addition to improvement, the picture as sketched in this report shows a number of important shortcomings of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. It may be stated that Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability has arrived at a point where the focus on achieving two objectives – more accessible budgets and greater efficiency – stands in the way of further improvements. After all, it is a nettlesome business to achieve two different objectives using one and the same instrument: the budget structure. 

The budget does not become more comprehensible if the budget goes into every single aspect of policy in great detail (this can also be done in the policy statement or underlying studies). The structure of the budget can be of help in presenting policy, but this does not tell us the best design. Decisions on objectives and the shaping of policy are discussed in the policy debate. Practice shows that the policy debate is held on the basis of policy documents and progress reports and not on the basis of the budget. The budget can make references to those policy documents and progress reports. 

Policy does not become more effective if the budget structure is decisive for the shaping of policy. An oft heard complaint is that Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability reduces everything to measurable quantities. But many government objectives and many aspects of performance simply cannot be expressed in figures. And even if it is possible to quantify objectives to some degree, management that is based on a quantitative objective will lead to neglect of effects that cannot be quantified. But Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability is not about expressing objectives in target figures, but about presentation of a well-reasoned policy; one way of accomplishing this is by demonstrating a clear relationship between objectives, instruments and resources. 

The conclusion is that, in future, it would be better to keep the two objectives of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability rather more separate. The Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability operation still aims at the same objectives, but different routes will be taken towards a more accessible budget and towards greater efficiency. Both aspects will be discussed in the following sections.

5.3 Towards greater accessibility in budget and accountability

The authorization and control functions come in first place

The budget must ensure that the first objective of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability is fulfilled as far as possible. The most important purpose served by the budget is authorization and control: the government asks permission to spend money, and needs to account for it later
. This leads directly to the standard for the budget: parliament must have sufficient information to be able to exercise its authorization function. The Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability memorandum lays down a number of structural elements that should be retained and strengthened: the policy agenda and the policy articles. Accounting, in the form of an annual report, must be related to this.

The budget therefore must contain a budget statement, a policy agenda and an explanation of the policy articles. The table showing budgetary consequences of policy is at the heart of the budget and the annual report. The explanatory notes can be improved by decreasing the number of priorities and perhaps also by separating new from existing policy. 

Measurable objectives if possible and meaningful

Often, the general objectives of policy can only be formulated in qualitative terms. If possible as well as meaningful, they can be expressed as target values that can be measured and that are capable of being influenced. The general objectives must be elaborated into operational objectives.

Budget should make better references to policy documents

In addition to concise and informative, government documents should also be complete and transparent. In recent years, budgets have sometimes been used to bring matters before parliament that more properly ought to be put in separate documents: strategic visions, summaries of international cooperation, legislative programmes, knowledge development, overview of main activities of advisory councils. In budgets we also often find repetitions of matters that are very well explained in the policy documents or elsewhere. These additions often get in the way of the need to sketch a concise picture.

The new budgets have a ‘reference function’ and are not meant to function as ‘reference works’. The need to be concise while nevertheless being complete can be satisfied by making judicious use of references and internet (hyperlinks) while ensuring that budgets can still be read and understood as separate documents. Agreements can be made on progress reports and accounting information in a sort of introductory general debate between the ministers and the Lower House. This will make it easier to exercise the authorization function. The Minister of Finance advised the Lower House to hold an introductory general debate
. By holding such a debate, in which the Lower House can make concrete agreements with the relevant minister, the House can best assure itself of good information – for example, on the efficiency of policy. In other cases it is assumed that an accounting is rendered in the annual report.

5.4 Towards a more effective policy

Retain and elaborate the three initial questions

During the policy debate, political priorities are determined and instruments selected for achievement of the objectives as formulated by politics. To make policy more effective, the policy debate must retain a strict focus on the three initial questions (What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?); in fact they need to be worked out in greater detail. This must take into account the various forms that can be assumed by government responsibility. The role of the government depends not only on the characteristics of the policy area, but also on political preferences. 

Policy starts with a problem that is felt to be political or with a long entertained wish. For example, people want more employment opportunity, better schools, shorter waiting lists in health care, more safety, fewer traffic jams, etc. In the framework of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability, these are general objectives that ask for a political vision: can the national government contribute to solving these issues, and if so, how?
Only once it is clear, in political terms, what the government is expected to do (nothing, regulate, subsidize, outsource, produce, etc.) can meaningful operational objectives be chosen. Because the role of the government can take on a wide range of shapes, the nature of operational objectives can also differ greatly. The government wants to achieve the operational objectives as a contribution to the general objective (outcome) in terms of socially desirable outcomes. For example: the government wants to achieve the operational objective of lower administrative expenses and in this way to contribute to achieving the general objective of greater prosperity and more employment opportunity. 

More concrete operational objectives are easier to account for

Often the operational objectives have not been expressed concretely enough and it is unclear where the national government’s accountability lies. A more clear-cut distinction between operational and general objectives would help to better define government responsibility. 

If the general objective can be quantified (fewer people disabled for work, shorter waiting lists), then a quantitative operational objective can be linked to it. Although this can be inspirational, if national government policy is only one of the determining factors – as is the case for employment opportunity, for example – then its value becomes doubtful. It becomes very easy to explain why the objectives have not been achieved. 

More important than measurable general objectives is presenting a convincing rationale for the way in which the operational objectives and instruments will contribute to achieving the general objectives. Although the contribution of government will often consist in doing something, it is also quite well possible that the national government is expected to withdraw its influence. 

Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability and the shaping of policy
The government has various policy options to achieve its general objectives, and the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability approach allows for different ways of giving shape to policy. By showing that the operational objectives are a logical consequences of the problem analysis and a political weighing of the various options, Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability can promote the quality of political debate on policy that has been pursued and will be pursued in the future. What Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability can do is to chart the choice process, from defining the problem to proposing and clarifying solutions. 

The various ways in which policy can be shaped using the approach of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability can be demonstrated in the field of education. Various national objectives can be formulated for this (such as fewer drop-outs, higher scores on an international test) and then the educational institutes can be charged with achieving them. It is a typical approach for Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability: what do we want to achieve (objectives), what are we going to do to achieve it (ask the responsible organizations to carry them out). But if these organizations are to be held responsible for a measurable performance, the government must know exactly what educational institutions need to do to achieve the general objectives behind this. It also means that the expected performance must be set down in indicators for the responsible organizations, so that later it will be possible not only to assess whether the general objectives have been achieved, but also whether any shortcomings in terms of the general objectives can be attributed to not having achieved the operational objectives, or whether the conclusion must be that the approach chosen was inadequate to achieve the ambitions (in terms of general objectives). 

Another way of achieving general objectives is a more demand-driven educational system. In such a model, the choices made by consumers of education determine the way funds are distributed to the institutions. On the basis of information, educational participants opt for the best education. This encourages educational institutions to attract more students. An important role of the government in such a model is to guarantee adequate information (objective, allowing for comparison) to students so that they can make an informed choice. An accountable government would then set itself goals in respect of this specific task. Although the general objective of policy in the field of education does not need to change, the operational objectives have changed a great deal. 

National government does not know what is needed and what is possible
Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability does not imply that the public sector should be a centrally managed system, nor that objectives can or should be thought of only in quantifiable terms. And that is fortunate, because the national government does not always know exactly what performance is required, or even what performance can be expected. This applies not only to education, but also to large parts of the public sector. For instance, police officers are often more aware of what is needed and what services can be provided by a police force than does the national government. Giving greater scope to the responsible organizations is not a plea to transfer public money to the various divisions of the public sector in the belief that the money will be spent effectively. Organizations in the public sector must be required to account as well as possible for what they achieve with taxpayers’ money. Moreover, they need to do this in a way that allows a wide variety of types of performance to be compared, so that these organizations can exchange their experiences and have an incentive to improve their own performance (‘naming and shaming’). It would need to be investigated within the public sector at what level an accounting can best be rendered in all fields where the government is active.

Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability is not a synonym for measurable policy

The big drawback about performance indicators, key figures, performance contracts, etc., is that numbers start to determine policy. Among the unintended effects, reality may be represented too simply or management may be driven by inappropriate performance (the number of fines does not say anything about how safe the country is). The danger inherent in performance indicators is that it can lead to quantifying policy that can better be assessed in qualitative terms. This entails a risk of an unnatural effect of performance measurement. We must safeguard against this “measurability paradox”. 

Box 5.1 Geert Mak on accountability
The achievement culture is currently rife in all sectors of government; even kindergartners have to score, even crime must lead to production. It is just one aspect of our permanent negation of truth. Early last year, the management of Utrecht police district Paardenveld was reprimanded because the target figures for arrests of persons suspected of committing violent crimes had not been attained. The explanation – there just happened to be very few violent crimes in the period in question – was dismissed. This same judgmentalism, which is at the heart of much new cabinet policy, is based on distrust: a professional recognizes the work of another professional and is therefore not afraid to delegate, an uncertain amateur can only cling to numbers.
A focus on the government’s contribution

What does this mean for the accountability of national government? In the first place, the national government should be judged on the action it takes and the intended effects, to the extent that it can control them directly. The place to see what has come of the operational objectives of the cabinet is the annual report. This report will have at least make it plausible, but should preferably demonstrate, that the actions of the national government have contributed, or will contribute, to achieving the general objectives. This therefore implies that the contribution of the national government to the policy objectives must be the focus of its budgets and its annual reports.

Towards better reasoning behind policy
Alongside the three initial questions What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?, the problem analysis and the rationale for the role of the government must take on greater importance in standard policy preparation. This means that policy makers will also need to become familiar with Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. This is an important challenge for the coming years. Only when policy is well argued can it be assessed in the annual report whether the concrete actions proposed by the government were actually carried out, and can evaluations assess whether the assumptions on which policy was based are correct. At the same time, this means that the quality of policy evaluation – both ex ante and retrospective – must improve. The regulation that has applied since 1991 that policy evaluation must be a permanent part of every policy process must remain in full force. However, some changes need to be made to the structure and design of the evaluation function to ensure that evaluation research is done well and is useful. 

Ex ante evaluation must become a natural part of the policy cycle
As has been mentioned, an important addition to the present approach (three initial questions What do we want to achieve?, What will we do to achieve it? and What will we allow it to cost?) is an explicit statement of the problem and of the responsibility of government in solving it. Also, more explicitly than is now the case, an analysis must be available of the policy options, the effects they are expected to have and a political assessment of these options. However, in the previous chapter we saw that ex ante evaluation research – that attempts to promote the quality of the decision making process – has not got off the ground. This does not need to mean that no attempts are made during policy preparation to chart the effects of proposed policy. The discussion of the future of social security, for example, definitely attempts to do just that. The fact that cost-benefit analysis – a form of ex ante evaluation we are all familiar with – is not recognized as such, shows us that the RPE is not close enough to actual practice in respect of ex ante evaluations. The solution must be sought in a better integration of the ex ante evaluation in the policy cycle. Policy makers will need to familiarize themselves with ex ante evaluations too. We need to ensure that, in preparing new policy or in changes in policy, the relevant questions are asked and are answered as well. This can be accomplished by requiring ex ante research, but also by ensuring that the answers to the relevant policy questions are available in some other form. The relevant questions are:

· What is the problem behind the need for policy? 

· What is the cause of this problem?
· Why does the government feel responsible for solving this problem? 

· Why does the responsibility lie at the level of the central government (and not at a local or EU level)?
· What objective can be formulated for the solution of the problem? 

· What instruments can be enlisted? 

· What contribution do the proposed instruments make to the objectives formulated? What are the costs, and what positive and negative side effects might this have?
· What steps need to be taken in order to evaluate the policy properly? 

If these questions are answered systematically, the result is well reasoned policy. The depth of the answers will differ per case (see box 5.2).The bigger the budgetary or societal interest, the greater will be the need for well argued policy. Although it is difficult to state an exact and general limit, this will mean that a cost-benefit analysis is desired if costs and/or effects surpass a certain level – if it is possible to chart costs and benefits. The shape this will take still needs to be determined.
Box 5.2 Is ex ante evaluation too time-consuming?
One of the obstacles to the performance of ex ante evaluations is the limited amount of time available. Often, a response must be given very quickly and under political pressure to problems in society. In such a case, it is generally not possible to do a cost-benefit analysis on account of the length of time it takes.
Rational policy preparation is possible nevertheless, as appears from the quick scan of investment proposals conducted by the planning agencies in 2002 on instructions from ICES*. Over 200 were assessed in a relatively brief period, amounting to at most a few days of research per project. The decision was made on the basis of a structured assessment framework revolving around the criteria of legitimacy, efficiency and efficiency.
· Legitimacy refers to the question whether there is a reason for government intervention. This primarily depends on whether the market is yielding suboptimal results. If the market does not lead to socially desired outcomes, we speak of market failure. Examples of market failure are collective goods and external effects. 

· Efficiency refers to the contribution of a measure to objectives such as extra economic growth, nature, environmental improvement, or socio-cultural objectives. 

· The relationship between the social costs (whether monetarized or not) and the benefits determines the efficiency of a measure. 

· This aspect also considers important side effects resulting from the measure.
Other aspects reviewed in addition to these assessment criteria included the extent to which the proposed measure was geared to the problem analysis, and whether alternative solutions to the observed policy problem might possibly be more effective and efficient. 

* Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis, National Institute of Public Health and Environmental Protection, Spatial Planning Office, Social and Cultural Planning Office (2002), Selectief Investeren - ICES-maatregelen tegen het licht, The Hague
Towards a better programme of policy evaluations
Ideally, the effects of all policy ought to be known. Freely translated, this is also the ideal that the RPE attempts to achieve with a comprehensive programme of evaluation research. In practice this ideal cannot be achieved because it is impossible to determine the effects of complete policy areas or changes in them (such as a system reform in health care), or only possible at very high costs. This is regrettable because evaluation is a valuable accounting tool: what effect was achieved by enlisting taxpayers’ money? It is not a disaster for the second motive of evaluation studies, which is learning from experience so as to arrive at increasingly effective policy. In practice, the choice is not usually one of a yes or no to government policy, but the question what aspects of policy might be changed. 

The object of current evaluation strategy is to learn everything, but ultimately little is known about the effects of policy. At the same time, much knowledge remains unused. As an expert cited in a previous chapter said, we need an overview – per policy sector – of the most important findings in relation to developments in input, process, output and outcome. Such a summary would increase the chances of budget debates focusing on the broader outline.
A strategy is therefore recommended in which (a) the available knowledge is put to better use and (b) the evaluation research of the effects of policy gets off the ground. The following proposal is made for this purpose:
1) a programme of a specific form of policy evaluation: policy analysis. In principle, a policy analysis should be available periodically for every general or operational objective of policy. The programme of policy analyses should follow the policy cycle.
2) a programme of evaluation research of the effects of policy.
In re of 1) Programme of policy analyses

A policy analysis is one manner of ex ante evaluation at the level of operational or general objectives as set forth in the RPE. A policy analysis is taken to mean a policy study in which the following questions are asked in respect of a particular field of policy (defined as the policy aimed at a general or operational objective):
a) What is the problem behind the policy? Is this problem still current?
b) What is the cause of the problem?
c) Why does the government find it is responsible for solving this problem?
d) Why does the responsibility lie with the central government (and not at local or EU level)? How has the responsibility been shaped and why? 

e) What objective has the government formulated for the solution to the problem?
f) What instruments are being or will be enlisted? What relationship is there between the instruments? Do these instruments overlap? What is known about the implementation of policy?
g) Do the instruments contribute to the objectives formulated (to a solution of the problem)? What are important positive and negative side effects?
h) How is it decided what funds will be allocated? What is the argumentation behind this? 

i) Obvious further questions are: “What are the alternatives for existing policy? What do they cost and what are the expected effects?” These subsequent questions are ex ante and can be asked in the policy analysis, but also in a follow-up to it.
It is no coincidence that these questions are largely similar to the questions that were asked earlier in order to arrive at a well argued policy. In other words, policy analyses are a logical way of terminating an approach aimed at achieving greater efficiency in policy.
It should be emphasized that evaluation research of policy effects – question g) in the above list – is part of the policy analysis. In other words, a policy analysis must contain a synthesis of the available evaluation research of the effects of policy. For instruments for which no evaluation studies are available, it must be stated explicitly whether it will be possible to outsource such research at some point in the future. A policy analysis is therefore an opportunity to systematically take stock of the possibilities of evaluation research. A policy analysis is even meaningful when it is not possible to perform an evaluation study of policy effects – for example, because a problem analysis and an explicit statement of the role of the government lead to a better rationale of policy. In principle, therefore, all policy articles can be subjected to a policy analysis. 

Pursuant to the Government Accounts Act and on the basis of practical considerations, the responsibility for conducting policy analysis can best stay with the ministry in question, with the Ministry of Finance acting as a review board. A point that deserves attention is the impartiality (and also the quality) of the policy analyses to be conducted. In Chapter 4 we saw that experts were dubious as to whether evaluation studies are carried out with enough impartiality. This is why we recommend a systematic review of the quality of policy analyses by independent experts who have good insight into the policy fields and the possibilities of evaluation research. Within a ministry, the department for financial and economic affairs and the research department can help safeguard quality.

In re of 2) Programme of evaluation research of the effects of policy

Policy research in the form of proposed policy analyses does not lessen the need for evaluation research of the effects of policy. Researchers have stated that although evaluation studies of the effects of policy are difficult, they can be done more often than would appear from present practice.
 To increase the efficiency of policy, it is highly desirable to conduct specific research of the effects of policy whenever it is possible and meaningful. This research can distinguish between elements of the system determined by the central government (for example, a different funding system for education or the introduction of a no-claim scheme in the health care system) and aspects of the system of which other parties are in charge (schools choosing a teaching method, doctors choosing between different treatment methods). The responsibility for the first type of evaluation lies with the national government; for the second type of evaluation the national government can act as a facilitator – the more so if too little research is conducted in that area. In health care, for example, much research is done of the efficiency of treatment methods; in education much less.

Ministries and experts should jointly and systematically investigate where evaluation studies can be used to measure the efficiency of aspects of policy – for example, in the context of proposed policy analyses. 

Evaluation research, policy analysis and interministerial policy reviews

To clarify the relationship between the various forms of policy research, Table 5.1 summarizes a number of characteristics of evaluation research, policy analyses and interministerial policy reviews:
· An evaluation study of the effects of policy is an in-depth study. If the effects of policy are to be measured well, the research must involve concrete policy measures or readily definable aspects of policy. Compared with the other forms of policy study, this one is more in-depth, and the policy fields covered are smaller.
· A policy analysis is a systematic description and assessment of existing policy on the basis of a checklist. A policy analysis relates to a particular field of policy of a particular ministry (defined as the policy aimed at a general or operational objective). 

· An interministerial policy review (IBO) gives a neutral description of possible alternatives for existing policy. The political assessment of the policy options developed will be stated in the government position. As does a policy analysis, an interministerial policy review may relate to a particular field of policy, but often has a different scope. For instance, it may investigate several policy fields (e.g. independent administrative bodies or control towers) or a single aspect of policy (as in the case of the possibilities of an open system in education). 

Policy analyses and interministerial policy reviews are therefore basically quite different forms of policy research. But in practice, a policy analysis can take on elements of an interministerial policy review if it suggests alternatives for existing policy, and an interministerial policy review may contain elements of a policy analysis, depending on the extent to which existing policy is described and assessed. 

This relationship between policy analysis and policy options makes it possible for analyses in relation to policy fields in which the cabinet would like to see policy variants to be conducted within the context of an interministerial policy review. This complies with the obligation to carry out a policy analysis. Examples of recent interministerial policy reviews of this nature would be those on the future of the labour market, technology policy and the efficiency of development cooperation.
Table 5.1. Relationship between evaluation research, policy analysis and interministerial policy reviews

	
	Evaluation research
	Policy analysis 
	Interministerial policy reviews

	1. Selection of topics and programming
	Ministry together with external experts (selective)
	Appropriate ministry in consultation with Ministry of Finance (in principle comprehensive)
	Council of Ministers (selective, around 6 to 12 each year)

	2. Responsible party 
	Ministry (often carried out by third parties)
	Ministry, assessed by independent experts and Ministry of Finance
	Impartial chairman on the basis of instructions issued by the Council of Ministers, coordinated by the Ministry of Finance

	3. Public
	Yes
	Yes (under responsibility of ministers involved)
	Yes (after government position)

	4. Government position
	No
	No
	Yes

	5. Purpose of study
	Effects of existing policy (focus on instruments)
	Argumentation and review of existing policy 
	To develop policy alternatives 

	6. Role of independent experts
	Large
	Large
	Large


5.5 The reliability of policy information

Policy information actually includes all non-financial information furnished to the Lower House, and covers a very wide range of topics, from CO2 emissions to the number of deaths resulting from a heat wave. Policy information is provided to the Lower House not only in the annual report, but at numerous other occasions as well – for example, for the written and oral handling of legislative proposals, financial debates, written and oral parliamentary questions, by permanent, general and temporary parliamentary committees, and in the annual budget debate.

Policy information is of essential importance for the control function exercised by the Lower House. As appeared during the debate on the Government Accounts Act 2001, the Lower House was apprehensive of receiving information that is of ‘questionable quality’. The cabinet then proposed the quality requirements contained in the RPE as a set of standards for reliable policy information. However, the same approach used for financial information does not guarantee the reliability of policy information. In addition, the risk of counterproductive effects and inefficiency is inherent in such an approach.

For this reason the following approach is proposed to ensure the quality of policy information. When accounting for the policy information presented in budgets, memoranda, etc., the source must be clearly stated (Central Statistical Office, Central Planning Office, Bovag, Netherlands Association of Dieticians, Ministry of X, etc.). Agreements can be made with the Lower House about the policy information to be provided and its relevance – for example, during the budget debate or an introductory policy debate. In the event that the Lower House has any doubts about the quality of the policy information, the minister can be called to account. After all, it is always the minister who bears final responsibility for the reliability of all policy information used in daily dealings with the Lower House; it is a part of his or her ministerial responsibility. By rendering an accounting, the minister can remove doubts or take measures to improve the quality of the policy information –  for example, by using more or different sources or involving experts. During the budget debate or the policy debate (for example, the introductory policy debate), the Lower House can also come to the conclusion that there is a big risk in respect of the quality of policy information. In that case the Lower House might, for example, request an audit of the origins of the policy information, in which external experts are called upon to assess the quality of the policy information.

Recommendations

3 Continue working on Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability because we are definitely not there yet: there is still a great need for accessible budgets, for better accounting and greater efficiency. The Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluation has shown that most improvements needed are substantive, and that policy makers must become familiar with Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. 

4 Make Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability more concrete: state the responsibility of the national government and that of other parties, what the government will do concretely and when. By being concrete, it becomes clear what the government stands for. Make government performance measurable if it is meaningful. 


5 Do not try to achieve the objectives of Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability with a single instrument – the budget:

· Make the budget more accessible and improve accounting by focusing on the authorization and control functions (see Recommendation 4). 

· Promote efficiency by strengthening Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability with more clearly reasoned policy and policy documents (see Recommendation 5) and with a better programme of evaluations (see Recommendation 7).

6 Budget and report are indeed distinct – in that they each serve a purpose of their own – but they cannot be separated. The primary purpose of the budget is to obtain advance authorization and that of the annual report is to grant discharge in retrospect (accounting function). The accounting looks back on the proposed policy as contained in the budget. Only a budget (front) that is in order can improve the accounting (back). Structure the budget and the annual report in a way that gives maximum support to these functions:

· The explanatory notes to the policy articles must contain the information needed in order to authorize spending. For this purpose, ensure that the articles are structured along the lines of questions about objective, concrete performance and about instruments. Good information also means information specifically for this purpose.

· Conversely, the annual report must contain accounting information on the policy articles.

· The policy agenda has become much more policy oriented in the past year by linking it with the coalition agreement; this has the full attention of the ministers. This positive development must be extended to include a meaningful policy report. The policy report should analyse the developments in the year under report in the light of the long-term objectives as they are stated in the policy agenda.

· The government wants to be fully transparent: Much information on collective expenditures can be presented in a structured fashion on internet. This will make it possible to limit the amount of information on agencies and business operations in the written documentation.

· Avoid repetition, stating the broader outline in both budget and annual report. Include references to other documents. Ensure that the budgets and annual reports can all be read and used on their own.

· Retain information on contribution-financed social security and tax-financed expenditures in the budgets, even though they do not require the formal authorization of the States General.


7 Ensure that policy in the policy documents and policy proposals that go to the Lower House are well argued:

· State the problem.

· State the role of the national government and why.

· State what the national government is going to do, with a view to the socially desirable outcomes and in concrete terms, and when these actions will take place, thus leading without further ado to a sort of performance indicator. 

· Explain clearly why, how and to what extent the proposed actions will contribute to the objective formulated.

· For new policy or amended policy, compare the effects of the proposed policy to possible alternatives (including simply omitting new policy). 

· Provide output as well as input data in order to assess the efficiency of policy. This means that the authors need to decide in advance which data will need to be available in retrospect for purposes of policy evaluation.

8 The previous recommendation implies that ex ante evaluations will become a part of policy preparation. In principle, these are questions that should always be asked, but the form may vary, depending on the time available and the policy area. The more important the budgetary or social interest, the greater will be the need for a clearer rationale behind policy. Although it is difficult to state an exact and general limit, this will mean that a cost-benefit analysis is desired if costs and/or effects surpass a certain level – if it is possible to chart costs and benefits. This will have to be determined in consultations between the minister involved and the Minister of Finance.

9 We recommend an evaluation strategy in which (a) the available knowledge is put to better use and (b) the evaluation research of the effects of policy gets off the ground better. The following proposal is made for this purpose:

· Programme policy evaluation at the level of general or operational objectives. In principle, every policy area should come up, but this may be deviated from if there are good arguments. There is a set list of questions to be examined (but this too this may be deviated from if there are good arguments). This type of evaluation is termed policy analysis. Programming policy analyses is not a mechanical exercise: they must follow the policy cycle. If the idea is to develop policy options, policy analyses may take place in the context of an interministerial policy review (IBO).

· Based in part on the proposed policy analysis, together with experts, programme a limited number of good quality evaluation studies of the effects of policy. 

10 Bring the RPE in line with these recommendations. Focus the RPE on the substance of policy analyses and evaluation research. Strike provisions and explanations in the RPE that encourage ‘tick the boxes’ behaviour with no added value. Safeguard the quality of policy analyses and evaluation research by having it reviewed and assessed by others than the responsible policy makers (independent experts, research departments, financial and economic affairs departments and the Ministry of Finance). 

11 Turn the survey of evaluations in central government into an overview of completed policy research published by ministries on internet so that they can learn from one another.

12 Non-financial information – including policy information – is of a different nature than financial information, and so different manners need to be used to safeguard its quality. Guarantee the quality of policy information not through the use of the criteria contained in the RPE, but by clearly stating its source and by making concrete agreements with the Lower House during the budget debate or the policy process. For instance, this might take the form of an introductory policy debate. In specific cases the Lower House may request an audit of the origins of the policy information, in which external experts are called upon to assess the quality of the policy information. This is a different way of dealing with the request of the Lower House as formulated in the motion by MP Van Walsem for a practicable framework with which to assess the reliability of policy information. However, this proposal implies that no official audit is done of the quality of policy information. In place of this, the audit and the auditor’s certificate will focus on the financial information; the non-financial information in the annual report will be assessed – as is the case in business – as to whether or not it is contradictory with the financial information.
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� In this report, the term efficiency refers to the relationship between the societal effects of policy and the costs incurred to achieve these effects. It therefore also includes efficiency. The efficiency of policy increases if more policy effects are achieved with a given budget or if less funding is needed to achieve a given level policy effects (efficiency).


� The members of the supervisory committee are stated in Appendix 1. 


� Government memorandum on Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability, 19 May 1999.


� The budget cycle for 1997 was chosen as the basis of comparison because that was the year when the terminology of policy budgets and policy accountability first started to be used: e.g. Annual Report in the Political Arena and implementation of the motion by MP Melkert et al. The 2004 budget is the most recent budget to be completely approved. The Draft Budget for 2005 was still under discussion during the evaluation.


� The very extensive general part of the explanatory statement was accompanied by a very extensive explanatory section to each separate budget article; in over half the budgets the number of pages devoted to the explanatory notes per budget article was over one hundred.


� Chapter 3.


� This specifically refers to cases when budgets contained the elements set forth in Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability. However, no opinion is given as to the content and the relationship between these elements. 


� National budget rules 2004, provisions and regulations p. 17.





� Ministry of Finance, May 2002.


� When the recommendations from the Policy Budgets and Policy Accountability evaluation are worked out in greater details, this table will present different content.


� Recently agencies have come to be referred to in the Netherlands as ‘services that work with a cost-benefit-administration’. But because an evaluation looks back in retrospect, we will use the term agencies.


� Their length ranges from a single paragraph to eight pages.


� Formerly termed responsibility for the system and for results.


� These findings are confirmed in the report entitled “Rijk Verantwoord 2003” by the Netherlands Court of Audit, May 2004. 


� Netherlands Court of Audit, Tussen beleid en uitvoering, 2004.


� The authorization and control functions (in conjunction with the granting of formal discharge) serve the allocation function.


� In this report, efficiency refers to the relationship between the societal effects of policy and the costs incurred to achieve those effects. It therefore also includes efficiency. The efficiency of policy increases if more policy effects are achieved with a given budget or if less funding is needed to achieve a given level policy effects .


� The words objectives, instruments and funds could be replaced by effects, performance and resources.


� These are the following documents: 1. Towards a safer society, 2. Plan for Higher Education and Research 2004, 3. Mobility Memorandum, 4. Rural Development Policy Document, 5. National Spatial Strategy.


� For example, as a result of the differing interests and the consensus culture.


� These are the following documents: 1. Towards a safer society, 2. Plan for higher education and research 2004, 3. Mobility Memorandum, 4. Rural Development Document, 5. National Spatial Strategy.


� In this report, the term efficiency refers to the relationship between the societal effects of policy and the costs incurred to achieve these effects. It therefore also includes effectiveness. The efficiency of policy increases if more policy effects are achieved with a given budget or if less funding is needed to achieve a given level policy effects (efficiency).





� “Elk kent de laan die derwaarts gaat”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Committee on Change of Structure of National Government


� Lower House, parliamentary year 2001- 2002, 27 849 and 28 035, no. 24.


� Policy information is sometimes referred to as non-financial information.


� Lower House, parliamentary year 2002 – 2003, 27 849 and 28 035, no. 25.


� A similar provision is contained in Article 4:24 of the General Administrative Law Act: “If a subsidy has been granted on the basis of a statutory provision, at least once every five years a report is published about the efficiency and the effects of that subsidy in practice, unless statutory provisions should provide otherwise”. 


� With the exception of the Ministry of General Affairs, which did not record any evaluation research in the survey of evaluations in central government.


� Inspectorate for Development Cooperation and Policy Evaluation.


� In addition, the budget must also comprise the contribution-financed expenditures, although they do not formally require the authorization of the States General.


� Letter of 6 June 2003.


� See also box and Council of State, Annual Report 2003, Appendix 4 Checklist for policy analysis review.


� See e.g. M. Cornet and D. Webbink, 2004, 'Lerend beleid: het versterken van beleid door experimenteren en evalueren', internal document of Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis, The Hague. 


� See e.g. H. Oosterbeek, 2001, Voortschrijdend inzicht, Inaugural speech at University of Amsterdam.
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