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No One Is a Foreigner In Noord-Brabant 

Simply a New Neighbour
For anyone living in the Randstad, the term expat is 

all BUT unfamiliar. It seems that every street corner 

and service provider has added it to its marketing 

strategy. For the residents of Noord Brabant, 

according to Richard l'Ami of the North Brabant 

Development Agency (BOM), it is an unfamiliar 

word, and concept. 

the adult perhaps perplexed. Well, the non-Dutch adult that 

is, for the Dutch learn in their history the how and why of this 

particularity. For the non-Dutch, an overview of this how and 

why may well shed light on why Noord Brabant is so unique 

in the Netherlands, and more importantly on why today the 

term expat, or even expatriate, are unknown concepts in this 

part of the country.

A Little History
Geographically, Noord-Brabant once included territories and 

populations of what are today the Netherlands, Belgium and 

Germany. Historically, Brabant is intimately linked to the his-

tory of the Burgundy and Hapsburg dynasties, as well as to 

that of The Holy Roman Empire, while it is also linked to the 

history and people of what were then faraway lands - France, 

Spain, Austria, Germany, Luxembourg - and their royals, reli-

gions, and wars, not the least of which was the 80 Years War. 

Underpinning all of this was an evolving tradition of industri-

ousness, diplomacy, civil liberties and resilience.Until the 17th 

century, the area which is today Noord-Brabant was part of a 

Duchy on the rise, the Duchy of Brabant, which itself covered 

what is the present-day province of Noord-Brabant, the three 

NNewcomers are welcomed in the same warm manner in which 

Brabanders approach life itself - with curiosity, joie de vivre 

and the determination to find a way of balancing work and 

leisure. Much of this difference may well lay in the province's 

history, as well as a mindset which is particular to this part of 

the country.

You might be tempted to say; ªNoord-Brabant I can locate 

on the map of the Netherlands, but where is South-Brabant 

then?º If you were in the early years of Dutch primary school 

the answer would be straightforward: ª...there is no south 

dear, north is here in the Netherlands, and Belgium has only 

Brabant.º With this answer a child is immediately satisfied - 
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Belgian provinces of Antwerp, Walloon Brabant and Flemish 

Brabant, and the Brussels-Capital Region. 

From the 11th to the 15th centuries, this Duchy, through 

conquest and diplomacy, extended its influence and became 

one of the most prominent regions of the Low Countries. 

Its capital was Brussels, while Antwerp was its central mer-

chant port. In the late 16th century, Brabant became the 

battleground for the struggle between the Protestant Dutch 

Republic and Catholic Spain, which occupied the southern 

part of the Netherlands. Following the Peace of Westphalia in 

1648, which ended the Eighty Years War between Spain and 

the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands, attempts were 

made to introduce Protestantism. Noord-Brabant resisted 

this, however, and though today the role of Roman Catholi-

cism has been diminished, its influence on the character of 

the peoples and the region remains strong. 

For many Dutch people, it is the Roman Catholic past 

and influence that gives the people in this part of the country, 

Brabant and Limburg, their particular manner of being - open, 

relaxed, welcoming, fun-loving and congenial - which is cap-

tured by the expression bourgondische gezelligheid. Yet, if 

one looks at the history and sees how many different people, 

rulers, and populations have been through and contributed 

to the history of the province, it may well be that this too has 

had its effect on their manner of being. As early as the 17th 

century, French and English historians were already express-

ing amazement at Brabant's `pleasing mixture of joie de vivre 

and tolerance'.

With such a rich history of different cultures, and a long tra-

dition of welcoming neighbours from different `countries' into 

their province, its population tends to view newcomers in a 

different light; not as transients but rather as new neighbours, 

contributors to their own prosperity. In its modern rendition 

this means the province is used to the arrival of newcomers 

and that there are no `expats' in Noord-Brabant - simply new 

neighbours who speak another language and bring with them 

new cultural habits. 

Brabant Today
According to the BOM, in a publication entitled Europe's 

Heart of Smart Solutions, ª...there are more household con-

tents unpacked than packed for removal in Brabant.º It is not 
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only the arrival of people from other parts of the Netherlands 

that attributes to this fact, but perhaps more importantly the 

arrival of international employers and employees setting up 

their operations in and around Brabant's five main cities of 

Breda, Eindhoven, Helmond, `s-Hertogenbosch (also known 

as Den Bosch) and Tilburg.

Even though the term `expat' may be relatively unknown 

in Brabant, the BOM, under the guidance of Richard l'Ami, 

himself a former expat, is planning to launch an Expat Desk 

towards the end of 2009 to cater to the needs of this growing 

international population coming to settle in the province. The 

way it will be set up is unique, though. A back end office will 

be set up in Eindhoven for the more practical bureaucratic 

requirements international employees have to fulfill in order to 

work and live in the Netherlands, and will be complemented 

by front line offices in the other four major cities of the prov-

ince. It is here that the more practical end of things such as 

referrals to local resources for housing, day-care, schooling, 

etc., will be taken care of; the softer side of living in a new 

country, and a new environment, looked after at the level it 

matters most - closest to home, in true Brabant style.

Noord-Brabant has always been internationally inclined. 

Today, however, its international character is perhaps best 

reflected by the presence of the many international companies 

in the province and its continued efforts to attract more and 

more foreign enterprises to its region. According to Richard 

l'Ami of the BOM, there are already over 1,100 international 

companies in Brabant, which provide up to 80,000 direct jobs 

and 80,000 indirect jobs, and he calculates that one in seven 

Brabanders have, as a result, a direct relationship with inter-

nationals - thus continuing a history of regular interaction with 

other cultures; cultures from further afield than merely neigh-

bouring European countries, as well as Canada, China, Japan, 

Russia, Singapore, Taiwan and the United States of America. 

Noord-Brabant has capitalised on its central location in 

Europe as well as its excellent transport infrastructure, to 

position itself as a European centre for international enter-

prises, not simply a Dutch one. It is physically situated at the 

intersection of North-West Europe's economic corridor and an 

indication of distances exemplifies how close the province is 

to many important European cities of economic significance. 

The distance to Brussels is 80 km; to Amsterdam 100 km; to 

Paris 450 km; London 300 km; Hamburg 250 km; Dusseldorf 

70 km; and Frankfurt 350 km. 

The presence of so many international companies already 

attests to the attractiveness of the province for foreign invest-

ment, while the welcoming nature of the people themselves is 

bound to solidify this growing trend. In testimonial after tes-

timonial of representatives of the companies already present, 

mention is made not only 

of the facilities, expertise, 

knowledgeable labour pool, 

etc. of the province, but also 

of the fact that the icing on 

the cake is the nature and 

spirit of co-workers, neigh-

bours and business partners. 

According to Richard 

l'Ami there is one other point 

of attraction when investing 

and living in Brabant - and 

that is the beauty of the land-

scape. Despite Brabant's 

industrial growth and pro-

ductivity, there is a proud tra-

dition of preserving the envi-

ronment. While the national 

average of land left unspoilt 

is 12.2%, in Noord-Brabant 

the countryside and wood-

lands account for 17.4% of 

the territory. This stands to reason, says l'Ami ª...where else 

would Brabanders be able to enjoy the life of leisure they so 

treasure.º

For Business and Pleasure
Noord-Brabant may well be Europe's Heart of Smart Solu-

tions, but is also the heart of Warm Welcomes - for businesses 

and individuals alike, here for the shorter or longer term, Bra-

bant is well worth getting to know.
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For information on investing in Noord-Brabant and testimonials 
of those who have done so, visit www.foreigninvestments.eu.
•
Brabant Development Agency Goirleseweg 15, 
5026 PB Tilburg - P.O. Box 3240 - 5003 DE Tilburg
Tel.: 088 - 831 11 20 - Fax: 088 - 831 11 21
www.foreigninvestments.eu - info@foreigninvestments.eu

For information about the individual cities which make up 
BrabantStad, the provinces five major centres, visit the English 
language pages of: 
  Breda `Event City' at www.breda.nl
  Eindhoven `Brainport of the Netherlands' at 

www.eindhoven.eu
  Helmond `surprisingly different' at www.helmond.nl
  `s Hertogenbosch `A meeting place' and `dynamic network 
  Tilburg `A City that moves' at www.tilburg.nl
  A mere selection of things not to miss in Van Gogh's home 

province, Noord-Brabant: National Park de Biesbosch for 
the `sounds of silence' www.biesbosch.org

  Van Abbe Museum of contemporary art 
www.vanabbemuseum.nl

  Carnaval for a `warm' winter festival done Brabant-style 
  Festival Mundial for s summer festival of world music 

www.festivalmundial.nl
  Efteling for a family adventure in fairytales and more 

www.efteling.nl
  Open Air Museum in Eindhoven for a historical experience 

www.historisch-openluchtmuseum-eindhoven.nl
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