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Chapter 2: Local politics and retail cannabis markets: The case of 
the Dutch coffee shops 
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Abstract 
Background: Cannabis coffee shop
80% of Dutch municipalities have no coffee shops. We investigated why such wide local differences 
exist. Methods: Regression analyses were carried out on data regarding the number of coffee shops 
per municipality, local council seat distribution and area demographic characteristics. A contrast 
analysis of municipalities with no/few vs. many coffee shops was also performed. 
Results: Whether a town has one or more coffee shops can be predicted in part by its population 
size, but more strongly by political composition of the local council. The larger the percentage of 
progressive councillors, the greater the probability that coffee shops are allowed. The number of 
coffee shop
population size); it generally has little to do with national-level party political preferences about 
drug policy. 
Conclusion: Both the demand for coffee shop coffee shop 
policy in the Netherlands. 

 

2.1 Introduction 
National policies on cannabis differ considerably across Western countries (MacCoun & Reuter, 2002) 
as does the extent of cannabis use (EMCDDA, 2008; Hibell et al., 2009). Yet a long series of cross-
national comparative studies have found no clear connection between national-level cannabis poli-
cies and prevalence of cannabis use (Cohen & Kaal, 2001; Decorte, Muys, & Slock, 2003; Kilmer, 2002; 
Korf, 2002; MacCoun & Reuter, 2001; Reinarman & Cohen, 2007; Reuband, 1995). Reuband (1995) 
concluded that trends in cannabis use evolve independently of drug policy, and countries with ‘liber-
al’ cannabis policies do not have higher or lower prevalence rates than countries with more repres-
sive policies. Kilmer (2002) has noted that despite de jure differences between European countries 
there is little difference in the de facto chances of getting arrested—which are very small indeed for 
cannabis users. Heated debates still persist about criminalisation vs. decriminalisation of cannabis. 
Such discussions are usually more normatively imbued than empirically grounded (Vuillaume, 2008). 
The Netherlands, with its ‘coffee shops’ where people can buy and smoke marijuana and hashish 
without penalty, is undoubtedly the most prominent example of cannabis decriminalisation in the 
Western world. However, this does not mean that the situation in the Netherlands is unique. In a 
survey of ‘experienced’ cannabis users in Amsterdam and San Francisco, Reinarman, Cohen, and Kaal 
(2004) highlighted many similarities in the use of cannabis. Unsurprisingly differences existed in the 
ways users obtained cannabis—predominantly in coffee shops in Amsterdam and mainly from deal-
ers, friends and friends of dealers in San Francisco (Cohen & Kaal, 2001). Even so, not all Amsterdam 
cannabis users obtained their cannabis in coffee shop
surveys (e.g. Abraham, Kaal, & Cohen, 2002). One reason for this is that coffee shops are restricted to 
those aged 18 years and older. Younger users get cannabis mostly from other sources. This was the 
case in Amsterdam (Nabben, Benschop, & Korf, 2008) and in other parts of the country too (Mon-
shouwer et al., 2008; Wouters & Korf, 2009). Another reason is that the role of coffee shops in the 
cannabis market varies greatly throughout the Netherlands. A large majority of municipalities have no 
coffee shops (Bieleman et al., 2008). Although some of the local users simply buy cannabis in coffee 
shops elsewhere, they are more likely than residents of places with coffee shops to buy it from 
sources such as illicit home-based dealers, delivery services or street dealers (Korf et al., 2005). 
The aim of this study was to focus on a question that has received little attention until now: How did 
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the interlocal variations in the availability of cannabis through coffee shops arise in the Netherlands, 
how large are such variations and how can they be explained? We investigate these topics from two 

local councils the freedom to permit coffee shops to operate under certain conditions, whilst also 
allowing them to ban coffee shops altogether if they so wish. The second perspective is economic: 
the smaller the demand, the less likely a town will have a coffee shop. 

ed everywhere 
(EMCDDA, 2008). However, in the Netherlands, sale of marijuana and hashish to consumers is toler-
ated in what have become known as ‘coffee shops’, a public house which, in addition to selling can-
nabis, usually allows it to be smoked on the premises. Although the Netherlands is the only Western 
country with a system of legal toleration of cannabis, there are other countries where cannabis is sold 
relatively openly in somewhat comparable ways, such as ‘hash clubs’ in Denmark (Asmussen & Moes-
by-Johansen, 2004; Storgaard, 2005) and formerly ‘hemp shops’ in Switzerland (Fahrenkrug, 2004). 
Since the 1960s, the Dutch cannabis retail market has traversed different stages. In the 1980s coffee 
shops took over the market (De Kort, 1995; Korf, 2002). The legal basis for coffee shops had been laid 
down by the Dutch government when it decriminalised cannabis in 1976, amending the national Opi-
um Act to distinguish between cannabis (soft drugs) and ‘drugs with unacceptable risks’ (hard drugs). 
Criteria for coffee shops were developed in the years following decriminalisation: no advertising, no 
hard drugs, no nuisance and no minors. 
 

2.2 Local coffee shop policy and local demand 
Although coffee shop

right to decide whether or not to authorise coffee shops within their jurisdictions7. Many decided to 
close down all coffee shops or limit their number. By 1999, the number of coffee shops had almost 

reported 702 coffee shops (Bieleman et al., 2008). 
Not only can Dutch local councils decide whether or not to permit coffee shops; they can also deter-
mine how many they will allow, within the restrictions laid down by national legislation and regula-
tions. Although local councillors largely represent the same political parties that play prominent roles 
at national level, that does not always mean that local branches adhere to the national party line. 
Given the latitude that the national government has afforded to local politics, other considerations 
may conceivably contribute to local coffee shop policy. One obvious economic factor is local demand 

coffee shop then 
there is little point discussing its authorisation, even if the majority of councillors are from parties 
that favour allowing coffee shop f-
ten seems logical to make use of the coffee shop option, in view of the advantages it offers for en-
hancing public safety and limiting nuisance. The scale of the underground cannabis market might 
even compel local government to authorise coffee shops regardless of the political allegiance. Gen-
eral population surveys show not only that the absolute number of cannabis users in a town grows in 
parallel with its population, but also that the relative proportions of cannabis users are higher in ur-
ban than in rural areas. According to the latest national house-hold survey on substance use in the 
                                                           
7 Stc 1996-187.Staatscourant 27 september 1996 nr.187 (1996). Richtlijnen opsporings- en strafvorderingsbe-
leid strafbare feiten Opiumwet. 
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Dutch population aged 15–64, prevalence of use of cannabis in the last month was 7.5% in areas with 
the highest population densities, against 1.5% in the lowest-density areas (Rodenburg et al., 2007). 
During the period of rapid expansion of coffee shops, the economist Jansen (1991) investigated why 
in Amsterdam these were concentrated in the city centre. His study was informed by Hotelling’s clas-
sic theory of location, which gave a theoretical basis to the process of agglomeration of economic 
activities: ‘... as more and more sellers of the same commodity arise, the tendency is not to become 
distributed in the socially optimum manner but to cluster unduly’ (Hotelling, 1929, p. 53). Jansen not-
ed that coffee shops, which were initially found in back streets in the inner city, gradually relocated to 
busier streets and often to more expensive locations (Jansen, 1991). The notion of market-driven 
geographic concentration of coffee shops might still be a factor today, possibly even at a nationwide 
level, leading to clustering in certain cities or towns. 
 

2.3 Power and policy 
The Swedish criminologists Lenke and Olsson (1996) uncovered a paradoxical link between national 

all expect -of-centre parties pursued more restrictive 
policies on drugs than countries where right-of-centre parties had more support—‘the stronger the 

licy’ (Lenke & Olsson, 1996, p. 115). 
They traced this to a desire by conservative parties, whilst in opposition, to posture themselves as 
strong on law and order by putting the drug question at the top of their political agendas and argu-
ing for a more strenuous penal approach to drugs policy. Although progressive parties continued to 
give priority to social policy and treatment, they were wary of openly opposing the conservative 
demands for more repression, fearing a loss of electoral support. The concrete outcome was an in-

 
n-

ke and Olsson (1996) indicated that their conclusion might not hold true in future, should the con-
servatives begin addressing the working and lower middle classes. One might imagine progressive 
parties putting a greater emphasis on law and order in their rivalry with conservatives, and conserva-
tive parties introducing more repressive measures when they got into government. For some time 
now, a ‘culture of control’ has prevailed in the Western world, whereby politicians across the board 

focuses more sharply on the problem aspects of use (Vuillaume, 2008). 

transposed to the local level, in particular when it comes to local coffee shop policy in the Nether-
lands. 
 

2.4 Political parties and coffee shops: two perspectives 
National government in the Netherlands consists of coalitions of at least two parties, and often 
more. The same is true of virtually all local governments. 
Diverse views prevail at national level about drug policy in general and about coffee shops in particu-
lar. There are three confessional, or religiously based, parties, which espouse conservative views on 
many issues. The Christian Democrats, representing the largest party in the Dutch parliament, would 
prefer few or no coffee shops, whilst the two much smaller protestant parties are outspoken oppo-
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nents of coffee shops. In contrast, four political parties might be labelled as progressive in view of 
their support for continuing the policy of toleration; if anything, they would favour additional gov-
ernment regulation of cannabis in measures such as tolerating cannabis cultivation under strict su-
pervision, or even full legalisation of cannabis. A third viewpoint is seen in the right-wing liberal VVD. 
This party has no explicit standpoint on coffee shops, but since it adheres to free market principles, 
it is more inclined than the confessional parties to authorise coffee shops if there is the demand. 
Against this background, and assuming for a moment that preferences of local-level parties will be 
consistent with their national party programmes, one would expect – contrary to Lenke and Olsson’s 
thesis – that few coffee shops, or none at all, would exist in towns where religiously oriented parties 
are relatively strong. At the same time one would expect that towns with larger shares of progressive 
councillors would allow coffee shops. One might further expect that the strength of right-wing liberal 
council representa coffee shop
analysis to those three political traditions. Several new parties that recently entered the national par-
liament, such as Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom (PVV) and the Party for the Animals, had little or no 
representation in councils at the time of our study. Many local interest parties are also represented in 
councils; these appear to be divided rather evenly between proponents and opponents of coffee 
shops but their lack of uniformity prevented their inclusion in the study. 
We also investigated the coffee shop phenomenon from an economic angle. As noted above, the 
existence of coffee shops depends partly on the demand for cannabis. Overall, we would expect the 
presence of a coffee shop to be positively associated with a town’s population, and the number of 
coffee shops with the degree of urbanisation. We postulate that a critical threshold exists above 
which local councils, relatively independently of their political colour, allow at least one coffee shop. 

of Amsterdam coffee shops in Jansen’s (1991) study, it seems conceivable that a concentration of 
coffee shops would exist in certain municipalities or regions. 
 

2.5 Data and methods 
Every 2 years, the numbers of coffee shops in each municipality is published. In our analyses, we used 

coffee shops (Bieleman et al., 2008). 
The most recent data on the distribution of council seats by party were based on the 2006 local elec-
tions (Kiesraad, 2006). We converted the local distributions of council seats into three variables: the 
percentages of progressive, confessional and right-wing liberal seats. We used percentages because 
council sizes vary depending on the local population. 
Since the prevalence of cannabis use per municipality is unknown, the size of the local population, 
assuming that it correlates with the number of users, was used as a proximal measure for cannabis 

percentage of local residents aged 15–44, the age category in which recent and current cannabis use 

predominantly occurs (Rodenburg et al., 2007). Second, we used the average address density per km2 

as our measure of urbanisation; this is thought to be a more relevant and precise measure than popu-
lation density or other measures of urbanisation (Den Dulk, van de Stadt, & Vliegen, 1992). All data 

u-
ary 2007. 
At that time the Netherlands had 443 municipalities and a total of 16.4 million people. Table 1 shows 
the means and ranges of the variables we used. The number of coffee shops per municipality ranged 
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from 0 to 229, with an average of 1.58. 
Continuous variables were analysed using t-tests when comparing two groups. Categorical variables 

were analysed with Pearson’s chi2 tests. To ascertain which variables were associated with the pres-
ence (yes/no) of one or more coffee shops in a municipality, we performed multivariate logistic re-
gression analyses, using stepwise backward elimination based on likelihood ratios. Variables were 

and percentage aged 15–44); the second block contained the distributions of council seats (percent-
ages of progressives, confessionals and right-wing liberals). To determine which variables showed 
associations with the number of coffee shops in the municipality, we carried out stepwise multivari-
ate linear regressions with variables entered in blocks.  
 
Table 1.  Characteristics of Dutch municipalities (n = 443) 
 Mean (SD) Range 

Number of coffee shops 1.58 (11.6) 0–229 

Population 36,925.5 (58,482.9) 946–742,884 

Address density 928.9 (701.8) 109–6030 

% aged 15–44 37.8 (3.4) 26.8–54.4 

% confessional council seats 28.7 (14.1) 0–88.2 

% progressive council seats 31.0 (15.6) 0–77.8 

% right-wing liberal council seats 14.4 (7.4) 0–36.4 

 
r-

centages of progressive and confessional council seats, and in the third block the percentage of 
right-wing liberal seats. In the analyses where the outcome variable was the number of currently 
existing coffee shops, Amsterdam was omitted as an extreme outlier. Amsterdam is home to as 
many as one third of all coffee shops in the Netherlands, but only to 5% of the country’s population 
(Bieleman et al., 2008). 

ence level. For the logistic regression analysis the average address density was divid-
ed by 100 to facilitate interpretation of the outcome. 
 

2.6 Results 

2.6.1 Local population, number of coffee shops, coffee shop density 
On the basis of 2007 population levels, no municipality with less than 15,000 inhabitants had a coffee 
shop. Only about one in 10 with a 15,000–20,000 population had one or more coffee shops. More 
than half of the municipalities with 40,000–50,000 people and all those with 100,000 or more resi-
dents had at least one coffee shop. The critical threshold thus apparently lies at a population of 
100,000. The average coffee shop density (number per 100,000 residents) is 1.14. Coffee shop density 
also increased with population size (Amsterdam has 30.8 coffee shops per 100,000 residents). Fig. 1 
gives a graphic representation of the relationship between local population, coffee shop presence 
and coffee shop density (with Amsterdam omitted). The percentage of municipalities with coffee 
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shops increased more or less linearly with population size. Coffee shop density also increased with 
population size, but not linearly. This means there is no simple rule of thumb to predict the number 
of coffee shop coffee shops per 100,000 people. 

 
Fig. 1.  Local population, coffee shop (CS) presence and coffee shop density (Amsterdam excepted) 

 
 
Fig. 2. Distribution of municipality council seats in municipalities with and without coffee shops 

 
 

2.6.2 Political composition and presence of coffee shops 
Fig. 2 shows the distribution of seats in the municipality councils, comparing municipalities with and 
without coffee shops. The confessional parties had almost a third of the seats in municipalities with-
out coffee shops, compared to less than a quarter in those with coffee shops. The progressive parties 
had over 45% of the seats in municipalities with coffee shops, compared to little over a quarter in 
those without coffee shops. The right-wing liberal seats showed almost no difference. Contrary to the 

a-
tive correlation between the percentage of confessional seats and presence of coffee shops (r = 

.260; p < .001), a positive correlation between progressive seats and presence of coffee shops (r = 
.504; p < .001), whilst the percentage of right-wing liberal seats made no difference (r = .005; n.s.). 
 

2.6.3 Demand side and presence of coffee shops 
The demographic variables we used as indicators for the demand side also showed a relationship with 
the presence of coffee shops (Table 2). Municipalities with coffee shops had, on average, 4.1 times as 

many inhabitants and 2.3 times as many addresses per km2 than those without. We also found a 
–44 years. 

 

2.6.4 Predicting coffee shop presence 
Table 3 shows the results of the stepwise multivariate logistic regression analyses examining associa-
tions with coffee shop 
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coffee shop presence; an increase of 1% in progressive seats leads to an increase in the chance of 
having a coffee shop 
1000 extra inhabitants, the chance increased by 7.7%. In addition, the address density played a role: 

with every 100 extra addresses per km2 , the chance of having a coffee shop increased by 7.1%. Our 
model predicts a relatively high percentage of variance. 
Results of the stepwise multivariate linear regression predicting the number of coffee shops in a 

municipality are presented in Table 4. The model has a high predictive value (R2 = .818). The number 
coffee 

shop, when keeping the address density constant. The address density itself also had some 
2 runs parallel with one 

coffee shop extra, when the number of inhabitants is kept constant. 
 
Table 2. Characteristics of municipalities with and without coffee shops (n = 443) 
 With coffee shop Without coffee shop   
 Mean (sd) Mean (sd) t p 

Population 86920.9 (102741.7) 21199.9 (12805.4) 6.570 .000 
Average Address density 1661.8 (855.7) 698.4 (443.0) 11.131 .000 
% aged 15-44 40.4 (3.96) 37.0 (2.7) 8.119 .000 

 
 
Table 3. Stepwise multivariate logistic regression (Amsterdam excluded) predicting the presence of coffee shops 
in municipalities 

n=442 
B(SE) p Exp(B) 95% CI 

 
    Lower Upper 
Constant -7.314 (0.748) .000 0.001   
% progressive seats 0.081 (0.014) .000 1.084 1.054 1.115 
Population/1000 0.074 (0.013) .000 1.077 1.050 1.104 
Address density/100 0.069 (0.037) .065 1.071 0.996 1.153 

Note. R2 = .450 (Cox and Snell), .675 (Nagelkerke). 

 

2.6.5 Unusual towns 
Although most smaller towns have no coffee shops (see Fig. 1), there are exceptions. In most local 
councils of the 10 smallest municipalities with one or more coffee shops, progressives hold more 
seats than confessionals, thus conforming to the generic pattern that the probability of coffee shop 
presence increases with the share of progressive seats. Although these municipalities vary in terms 
of address density, the density is above average on the whole, and in some cases substantially so. In 
terms of the percentage of younger population (age 15–
towns without coffee shops (not in table). Some serve as regional nightlife centres or are important 
tourist spots, and thus have relatively high numbers of pubs and dance clubs, and (as now emerges) 
one or more coffee shops. The North Sea resort of Zandvoort, with thousands of daily visitors in 

a regional nightlife scene and a ferry harbour for holidaymakers on their way to islands off the coast 
(which have no coffee shops). A further reason why exceptionally small towns may have coffee 
shops is that neighbouring municipalities may have reached agreements whereby one of them au-
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thorises coffee shops, which can serve the region (Bieleman et al., 2008). Often the latter town al-
ready is a regional nightlife centre. 

There are also larger municipalities without coffee shops. Interestingly, the 10 largest of these had 
greater numbers of progressive than confessional seats 
pattern whereby coffee shop probability increases with progressive representation. These municipali-
ties varied in address density, but two of them (Berkelland and Lingewaard) had markedly low ad-
dress densities, plus relatively larger confessional council representations (though progressive repre-
sentations were still slightly greater). In terms of younger population (age 15–44), they did not 

coffee shops (not in table). In contrast to the smaller 
towns with coffee shops, these larger ones had no particular touristic or nightlife function. In 6 of the 
10, the most obvious reason for the absence of coffee shops was that they were located near a larger 
city with coffee shops. Three others had no coffee shops because they were party to agreements 

coffee 
shop, but no suitable location had yet been designated. 
 
Table 4. Stepwise multivariate linear regression (Amsterdam excluded) predicting the number of coffee shops in 
municipalities (n = 442) 
n=442 Beta (SE) Stand Beta p 
Constant -1.461 (0.149)  .000 
Number of inhabitants / 1000 0.083 (0.003) 0.954 .000 
Address density/100 -0.046 (0.018) -0.072 .013 

R = .904; R2 = .818. 
 

2.6.6 Towns with high coffee shop densities 
As reported above, coffee shop density (the number of coffee shops per 100,000 residents) increased 
with local population. The increase was non-linear. Amsterdam was the most extreme exception, 
having the highest density by far. When we consider Amsterdam and the 10 other Dutch municipali-
ties with the highest coffee shop densities, in 9 of the 11, progressive parties held outright majorities 
in the local councils. In eight, the proportion of younger population was higher, and sometimes much 
higher, than the nationwide average of 37.8%. Most such towns and cities had universities or colleg-
es. All also served as regional nightlife centres, tourist attractions or both. r-
dam drew many young tourists, whilst two of the other towns were near international borders: Win-
schoten attracted relatively higher numbers of cannabis smokers from Germany, whilst Maastricht 
drew them from Germany, Belgium and France. 
 

2.7 Conclusions and discussion 
The percentage of progressive seats in the local council emerged as the most important predictor of 
whether a town had coffee shops or not. However, population size and urbanisation were almost 
equally strong predictors. The percentage of 15- to 44-year-  
As to the number of coffee shops in a municipality, population size was the strongest predictor, fol-
lowed by degree of urbanisation. Urbanisation, however, was negatively associated with the number 
of coffee shops. Though this might seem illogical, it indicates that in municipalities of similar popula-
tion, those with the most widely dispersed dwellings have more coffee shops than more compactly 
built communities. The most plausible explanation is that cannabis consumers prefer shorter distanc-
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es to their coffee shops (Wouters & Korf, 2009). Although lower address densities in municipalities of 
equal population size might also mean that more people live at a single address, as in student digs, 
this seems unlikely here; that would imply a greater proportion of young people, but we controlled 
for the percentage aged 15–  
We therefore conclude that the political composition of the local council generally does make a dif-
ference in a municipal decision for or against authorising coffee shops, but not in the number of cof-
fee shops. The latter appears to depend primarily on the scale of local cannabis demand. 
Although local population size was found to be the chief factor in terms of demand, a contrast analy-
sis of municipalities that stood out because of the unexpected absence or presence of coffee shops, 
or because of a high coffee shop  and re-
gional arrangements). In future research, it would be interesting to study these additional factors and 

 
Our analysis included all Dutch municipalities, thus ruling out selectivity. A word of caution may be 
needed about our choice of the years from which we drew the analysed data. We used local election 
results from the spring of 2006 and a coffee shop tally from late 2007. In the period of less than 2 

ence of current local politics on the presence and number of coffee shops may not 
have had time to materialise. It might therefore be advisable to replicate our study using a wider time 
frame. Also some coffee shops are small and draw limited clienteles, whereas others are much larger 
and have far more customers. Our study did not analyse such differences, but they may well have 

r-
ders have relatively large coffee shops; that may also explain why only a few such border towns 
emerged as having high numbers of coffee shops or high coffee shop densities relative to the local 
population. 
Whilst Lenke and Olsson (1996) concluded that the presence or absence of conservative parties in the 

would not necessarily hold if drug policy were to be made at the local level, or if right-of-centre par-
ties were to turn to new groups of voters. As this article has shown, local policy-making indeed ex-

 second 
contingency, there has recently been a rise of new-right parties in the Netherlands, as in other coun-
tries. Such political parties combine economically left-leaning standpoints with right-wing outlooks in 
cultural terms. Many working-class people now vote for right-wing parties, whilst people from higher 
classes vote for parties on the left (Achterberg, 2005). Wacquant (2004) has pointed to another shift: 
a rise of paternalist conservatism, expressed through coercive measures that, in the years preceding 
the current economic crisis, were increasingly developed and imposed on socially excluded citizens 
(such as the poor, the homeless, the petty criminals). At the same time, more and more parties in the 
United States and Western Europe adopted stances whereby government, business and the well-
functioning citizenry were accorded great freedom. In both the new-right and the paternalist con-

-and-order 
perspective, rather than in public health terms. Regarding the Netherlands, this allows no room for 
coffee shops; the debate centres on the nuisance caused by coffee shops, the dilemma of the canna-
bis supply chain, and the dangers to youth posed by exposure to drug use. As a consequence of this 
debate, Dutch drug policy has undergone a turnabout from a public health to a law-and-order ap-
proach. Even though the progressive parties’ preferences lie with a liberal drug policy, they do not 

t to impose their wishes. 
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More recently, Dutch policy on coffee shops has come under additional pressure in debates involv-
ing border towns. Some towns experience nuisance from busy coffee shops frequented mainly by 
German, Belgian or French customers, who take their cannabis back across the border (Fijnaut & De 
Ruyver, 2008). The Dutch central government, citing drugs prevention, has also banned coffee shops 
from opening in the vicinity of schools and ordered the closure of those already there. In contrast, 
mayors of many towns with coffee shops have proposed to formally regulate the whole cannabis 
supply chain. This is counter to national government policy, which opposes any regulation of canna-
bis cultivation for supplying coffee shops. The outcome is a secret of the future. Possibly the local 
councils will succeed in maintaining their relative autonomy; possibly national-level politics will in-
creasingly intervene in local policy, adopting regulations to curtail the local room for manoeuvre 
now available. That progressive political parties will try to bolster their law-and-
if only to steal the thunder from paternalist conservatism. 
 
The au
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