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ANALYSIS

In the second half of 2021, the Dutch warship HNLMS Evertsen joined the British Carrier Strike Group including HMS 
Queen Elizabeth during her maiden voyage in the Indo-Pacific region. This is a good example of naval International 
Engagement also known as naval diplomacy.1 This occasion gives us an opportunity to analyze the IE contribution to 
Dutch foreign policy and to draw lessons. 

Naval International Engagement (IE) means using naval forc-
es to support foreign policy, maintaining relations with other 
states through a range of activities from allied partner port 
visits to limited military operations below the level of armed 
conflict.2 It aims to influence other countries by messaging, 
deterrence or coercion. Although IE supports diplomatic ac-
tivities by embassy personnel, it primarily looks at the activ-
ities of warships. This analysis evaluates the dynamics and 
effectiveness of the naval instrument itself. Such an analy-
sis starts by defining the policy context.

INTERNATIONAL ENGAGEMENT AS FRAMEWORK
Dutch foreign policy considerations are grounded in the trad-
ing nature of its economy and the requirement for collec-
tive defense. Trading is not limited to the flow of goods and 
services, but also to flows of ideas, information, data, tech-
nology and capital. It’s not only shipping and port facilities 
but the entire architecture of physical and ICT-infrastructure, 
efficiency of border administration, supporting services and 
market access that provides competitive advantages. The 
Netherlands often scores in the top three in globalization 
indices.3 

The Netherlands needs collective NATO security for territorial 
defense, but Dutch foreign policy has always been predomi-
nantly maritime in nature. It’s defensive in attitude and uses 
networks and diplomacy as primary instruments. The Neth-

erlands leads the list of countries signing global multilateral 
treaties, and is second after the UK in signed war and peace 
treaties.4 Although seapowers tend to be frequently engaged 
in conflict, these conflicts are also less violent in nature. Sea-
power and trade go hand in hand, and trade is less threaten-
ing than force. Trade will flourish in stable security conditions 
in which the rule of law is respected. Particularly smaller and 
therefore weaker countries such as the Netherlands have 
even more incentives to promote international law as it will 
protect the weak against larger and autocratic powers. 

The Strategic Monitor 2021 made an analysis of the security 
and trading profiles of medium-sized powers. It revealed that 
the United Kingdom is leading as a free trader; its security 
policy is defensive in nature at a relatively low level of mili-
tary spending.5 Although British and Dutch strategic cultures 
differ, these policy characteristics mirror Dutch policies, and 
this provides solid ground for collaboration as we can see 
by looking back at the long record of cooperation between 
these navies. Brexit has only increased the requirement to 
maintain military ties and mutual support.    
 
Both trading and security characteristics can be summarized 
as networking. In networks competitive advantage is created 
if center or knot positions in different networks can be ob-
tained. Dutch strength lies therefore not in its power but its 
influence. Accordingly, naval IE deployments congruent with 
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its maritime identity are appropriate instruments to support 
Dutch foreign policy. They can safeguard specific Dutch inter-
ests, contribute to international defense solidarity and serve 
as leverage to support diplomatic efforts. 

These deployments do not aim for traditional physical ob-
jectives. Instead, they are designed to influence or shape 
international relations, perceptions and attitudes. In Dutch 
defense doctrine these are regarded as the cognitive dimen-
sion.6 The other dimensions are physical and virtual. The 
physical dimension includes all hardware such as ships, air-
craft and weapons. The virtual dimension is the non-tangi-
ble. It includes software and information objects that are 
collected and disseminated digitally e.g. as news messages. 
Its aim is to influence target audiences in order to create 
more advantageous conditions in the virtual and cognitive 
dimensions, particularly the latter. In joint doctrine this is 
called Information maneuver and could be displayed as in 
Figure 1 below.7 

Figure 1: Information Maneuver

Pijpers and Ducheine observe that: ‘This…interpretation 
sways the concept of information manoeuvre away from the 
traditional (kinetic) and enemy-centric utility of (armed) force. 
Which renders the question whether armed forces have a role 
to play in information manoeuvre.’8 

This article demonstrates that warship IE operations fall 
into the category of so-called information maneuver and that 
their supporting activities require more attention and possi-
bly more command and control capabilities within the Dutch 
defense organization. Debate exists over what types of ob-
jects in the virtual dimensions should be in military hands. 
This article argues for placing objects that are in any way 
related to physical military operations in hands of the mil-
itary. The question is what the ‘observe-understand-decide 
and act’ process looks like within the information maneuver 
and how its performance could be improved. This issue is 
addressed by the ‘Naval Diplomacy’ field of study.      

Academic thought on Naval Diplomacy started to develop in 
the 1970s in the work of James Cable, Edward Luttwak, Ken 
Booth, and Vice Admiral Stanfield Turner. It addressed how na-
val capabilities supported deterrence and coercion. Recently 
Adam Lockyer, assisted by researchers from the Australian 
Sea Power Centre, elaborated on marketing theory areas such 
as psychology and strategic communications and added the 
insight that two images of Naval Diplomacy could be distin-
guished: the capacity-image and the strategic-image.9 

HNLMS Evertsen left Den Helder on May 21, 2021 to join the British CSG soon after. Its journey proceeded via Istanbul and the Black Sea, via the Suez Canal, Malacca Strait, 
passing the South China Sea, entering via Singapore Strait and leaving via Luzon strait arriving, after 5 weeks at sea, at Guam on the 6th of August. In East Asia, South Korea 
and Japan were visited. Pictured is HLNMS Evertsen in Kanagawa, Japan on September 5, 2021 (photo: viper-zero/ Shutterstock.com) 
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The capacity-image looks at the ability and readiness to per-
form tasks. This includes being able to operate effective-
ly with other navies and to maintain relationships. Political 
scientists would call this building social capital. The stra-
tegic-image looks at shaping other states’ (allies or com-
petitors) perceptions and behavior. The challenge is to bal-
ance these two images. The Australian experience in their 
Indo-Pacific Endeavour deployments is that these ‘tend to be 
more closely aligned with the capacity-image than the strate-
gic-image of naval diplomacy’ and a ‘better balance’ should 
be struck.10 The effective application of the strategic-image 
of naval diplomacy requires time, thought and broad foreign 
policy expertise. Perception of the target audience is difficult 
to predict. 

DUTCH EXPERIENCE 
Reviewing the objectives that the Dutch government aimed 
to achieve, we can conclude that a reasonable balance of 
the two images had been formulated in the government’s 
letter to Parliament.11 In terms of the capacity-image it aimed 
to conduct exercises with other navies, concentrating on in-
tegrating air defense within the Carrier Strike Group (CSG). 
The intention was to exchange information with and provide 
associated support to other EU and NATO missions and to 
strengthen relations with countries in the Indo-Pacific region 
in area such as diplomacy, security and economy. The stra-
tegic-image intentions were to promote Dutch interests that 
were described as stability, the rule of law, human rights and 
free trade. Port visits would be used to support industry pro-
motion. All strategic-image objectives were linked to allies, 
the US and the UK in particular. Intended posture or messag-
ing to Russia and China were not explicitly mentioned in the 
letter to Parliament. But it mentioned that HNLMS Evertsen 
would not transit the Taiwan Strait, which can be interpreted 
as a restrained posture. Also, exercising with NATO and oth-
er partners and mentioning ‘freedom of navigation’ implicit-
ly conveys the message to competitors that despite Brexit, 
nothing has changed in NATO’s solidarity, its allied readiness 
and our compliance with and support for international law. 
Despite Covid-19 measures, which caused some port vis-
its to be cancelled, all objectives could still reasonably be 
achieved. Finally, both images primarily exist in the cognitive 
dimension. The objective was not to physically protect some-
thing or to intervene somewhere but instead to influence per-
ceptions of both allies and competitors.
   
HNLMS Evertsen left Den Helder at May 22, 2021 to join the 
British CSG soon after. Its journey proceeded via Istanbul 
and the Black Sea, leaving Constanta (Romania) on June 30 
via the Suez Canal, the Malacca Strait, passing through the 
South China Sea, entering via the Singapore Strait and leav-
ing via the Luzon Strait and arriving, after five weeks at sea, 
at Guam on August 6. In East Asia, South Korea, Japan and 
Singapore were visited. During the return journey India and 

Oman were visited in October, and after two port visits in the 
Mediterranean HNLMS Evertsen arrived in Den Helder on De-
cember 5. During the deployments operations and exercises 
in cooperation with many navies including those of Romania, 
India, Japan, the US, UK, Canada, Malaysia and Singapore 
were conducted. All this contributed to both the capacity- and 
strategic-image of naval diplomacy.

The capacity-image was built through exercises and opera-
tions during which HNLMS Evertsen proved to be a reliable 
platform fully integrated within the CSG and well able to con-
duct several warfare command and control tasks despite 
some limitations (5-eyes only) to the ability to exchange in-
formation. It was able to gain invaluable experiences in car-
rier operations, competently controlling F-35 aircraft. Particu-
larly in seamanship tasks, HNLMS Evertsen did well as it led 
the Suez Canal passage and carrier Replenishment during 
sea operations. Not all exercises were equally sophisticated 
as many exercises with less-cutting-edge navies were part of 
the program. Nevertheless, also these activities improved 
mutual understanding, interoperability and enhanced part-
ner readiness. In this way, mutual Dutch-British naval ties 
could be strengthened as the Netherlands has proved to be 
a trustworthy ally. It was also clear that the current status 
of naval capabilities has weaknesses. The ship could not be 
equipped with an organic NH-90 helicopter. Such a decision 
is understandable in the context of general material readi-
ness and NH-90 introduction challenges and the main task 
for anti-aircraft warfare, but it was also a lost opportunity to 
gain realistic operational anti-submarine warfare experienc-
es with a state-of-the-art helicopter that has specifically been 
designed for that purpose.
 
ALLIES AND COMPETITORS
In assessing the strategic-image two audiences need to be 
distinguished: allies and competitors. Both Russia and Chi-
na were competitors that were encountered during the jour-
ney. The passages in the Black Sea were conducted in co-
operation with HMS Defender as the carrier remained in the 
Mediterranean. During and after the visit of both warships to 
Odessa, encounters with the Russian armed forces occurred 
and these appeared in both the physical and virtual dimen-
sion. Cyber harassment occurred when fake Automatic Iden-
tification System (AIS) information was broadcast on June 19 
by unknown sources displaying positions and routes of both 
HMS Defender and HNLMS Evertsen travelling to and return-
ing one nautical mile from Sebastopol at Crimea. In reality 
both ships had remained alongside in Odessa throughout 
the period of the fake AIS broadcast.12 This spoofing could 
easily be countered by displaying photographs of the ships, 
and therefore its impact was limited.

Stronger harassment was experienced after the departure 
from Odessa. On June 22 Russia’s National Defense Con-
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trol Center reported that the Russian Navy was tracking the 
British destroyer Defender and the Dutch frigate Evertsen 
and had conducted drills, simulated attacks and electronic 
launches using Bal and Bastion coastal defense systems 
in Crimea. On June 23 Moscow claimed to have fired warn-
ing shots at the British destroyer and to have dropped four 
bombs in its path.13 The false claim was quickly rejected by 
the UK government, and it reported that a gunnery exercise 
was held by Russian forces and no shots were aimed at HMS 
Defender. HMS Defender had deliberately passed through 
the Ukrainian territorial waters near Crimea expressing that 
the UK did not recognize these as Russian territory. An in-
teresting aspect that differed from Cold War practice was 
that harassment was carried out not by physical action but 
by virtual methods such as fake news messages. Possibly 
a ‘real life’ shot across the bow was considered too risky, 
and this virtual method was equally efficient in creating an 
effect in the cognitive dimension by messaging that Russia 
was determined to defend ‘its properties’ in Crimea. Russia 
could claim that it had scared off the Defender and chased it 
out of Crimean waters without physical risks. British reaction 
was also adequate and demonstrated the importance of the 
simultaneous synchronization of physical action by the De-
fender at the scene of action and counter-messaging in the 
virtual dimension far away by the British Ministry of Defence 
(MOD). During the Cold War such action was much more con-
centrated in the physical dimension.
                  
HNLMS Evertsen was also at sea in this period, and on June 
24 it was harassed by Russian fighter aircraft that passed at 
close range. Theses armed aircraft conducted simulated at-

tacks and jammed electronic equipment of HNLMS Evertsen. 
HNLMS Evertsen closely monitored these intimidating and 
unsafe Russian actions but didn’t escalate, and accidents 
were avoided. Although the Dutch government described 
these actions as irresponsible and aggressive, underlining 
that HNLMS Evertsen’s operations were entirely legitimate 
in accordance with international law, it was not until June 
29 that this statement was published.14 A quicker reaction 
could have better exploited Dutch messaging. Possibly this 
indicates Dutch desire to avoid imprudent reaction beyond 
what it could manage, but undeniable real-time alignment 
of physical operations by its warship and responsiveness 
by the Dutch MOD and its political leadership needs to im-
prove. Also, the relatively late dispatch of the letter to Par-
liament, not proactively but in response to Parliamentary re-
quest, contrasts with the British seemingly well-coordinated 
synchronization of policy publication and the CSG’s maiden 
voyage.15 British reaction was quick and adequate although 
it could have been the result of learning from experience. 
The HMS Dragon in 2020 and HMS Duncan in 2018 had 
experienced similar scenarios.16 Naval diplomacy requires 
practice and understanding. Nevertheless, the Dutch govern-
ment could still exploit Russian aggression and Dutch par-
ticipation via diplomatic channels and the visit of the deputy 
commander-in-chief of the Dutch fleet to Moscow to express 
Dutch views and negotiate an updated agreement on the 
prevention of Incidents at Sea (INCSEA).17 During the pas-
sage through the South China Sea, HNLMS Evertsen and the 
CSG were met by the Chinese Navy, but this interaction was 
appropriate and professional.

ANALYSIS

Sailors assigned to forward-deployed amphibious assault ship USS America (LHA 6), man the rails before a fueling-at-sea in the Phillippine Sea with Royal Navy destroyer HMS 
Defender (D36) (photo: Flickr / U.S. Pacific Fleet / CC BY-NC 2.0)
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Exercises and port visits in the Indo-Pacific (IP) region sup-
ported Dutch diplomatic efforts.18 In the larger context the 
Netherlands had formulated ‘Indo-Pacific Guidelines’ in 
2020, a policy that in 2021 would be integrated into the 
‘EU strategy for cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’.19 Although 
Covid-19 prevented the crew from enjoying recreational visits 
in most ports, ceremonial welcomes and occasional meet-
ings, such as receiving the Japanese minister of defense, 
could be conducted. Although these visits by warships may 
appear as symbols hailed by authorities and appearing in 
the media, they nonetheless provide leverage for diplomats 
and politicians to influence policy-making by active partici-
pation in conferences and meetings. The messages sent by 
the ambassadors of France, Germany and the Netherlands 
in Singapore included phrases such as: a ‘commitment to 
a multi-dimensional approach, combining trade, develop-
ment cooperation, global challenges and security, in order to 
strengthen the rules-based order’; ’elevation of the relation-
ship between ASEAN and the EU’; ’The strategy of the EU for 
cooperation in the Indo-Pacific pertains to a larger effort to 
build Europe's strategic autonomy.’20 By this visible presence 
of European warships, unity among the European countries, 
solidarity with Indo-Pacific democracies and commitment to 
international law could be signalled.

CONCLUSION
Warships act not only in wartime or in peacetime mainte-
nance of maritime security but also in International Engage-
ment (IE) with other states: both allies and competitors. 
During the Cold War this was, and in the field of naval war 
studies it still is, called Naval Diplomacy. IE operations by 
warships fit well into Dutch foreign policy. In contemporary IE, 

the virtual dimension and information warfare have gained 
a much more prominent position. This development makes 
Information Maneuver theory applicable to naval operations. 
Analysis reveals that both the Australian and Dutch navies 
have been successful in creating capacity-images but that ef-
fectively building a strategic-image still needs to be learned. 
In particular a closer real-time alignment of operations at 
sea and Information Warfare and Strategic Communication 
by the Ministry of Defense is required.   

Henk Warnar is Captain in the Royal Netherlands Navy  and serves as Asso-
ciate Professor in Maritime Strategy at the Netherlands Defense Academy.    
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