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Abstract 
In recent years the Dutch government has chosen a more active policy when it comes to 
combating marijuana cultivation. The dismantling of cultivation sites plays an important part 
in this policy. In this  describe how dismantling of cultivation sites is organ-
ised in the Netherlands. Then we present and discuss estimates of ext, we 
examine whether developments can be perceived with regard to the cultivation sites of can-
nabis, the types of growers and the cannabis market. In the implementation of the Dutch 
national government to control marijuana cultivation, several processes of change are iden-

 to the actual practice of site dismantling and to the broader public safety 
policies pursued. These include: 
1) commercialisation, 

 criminal proceeds, 
3) bureaucratisation and a preponderance of short-term operations, and 
4) the use of anonymous tips. 
It is concluded that each of these processes carries potential risks. 
 

6.1 Introduction 
Formerly a  importer of hashish, the Netherlands has steadily developed into a 
major marijuana-producing country (Decorte & Boekhout van Solinge, 2006; Jansen, 2002). 
Although this phenomenon of ‘import substitution’ is not typically Dutch, it is very likely 
that a clampdown some years ago on large-scale hashish smuggling has boosted the cultiva-
tion of marijuana for the domestic market. Since then, two  developments have oc-
curred. First, the cannabis market underwent major organisational and structural changes. In 
the past, a limited number of smuggling rings imported a large share of the hashish, which 
then found its way from  via ‘intermediary  to the consumer market (Korf 
& Verbraeck, 1993). This commercial structure has since been overturned, not least as a con-
sequence of  including liquidations, amongst the big players on the hashish market 
(Leistra, 2004). Partly in conjunction with the growing expertise in the cultivation of marijua-
na, whose quality became increasingly competitive with that of hashish, new players entered 
the Dutch cannabis market. That resulted in radical changes in cannabis distribution patterns, 
in terms of both the people involved and the organisational structures. In a second, more 
or less parallel development, the focus of law enforcement shifted from large-scale cross-
border hashish smuggling, which was mainly the remit of customs  to the control of 
clandestine marijuana cultivation on Dutch territory, in which the regional police forces play a 
crucial role. 
 
‘Netherweed’ is largely grown indoors. During the past decade, the Dutch government has 

 its policies to control marijuana cultivation14. What repercussions 

                                                           
14 T.k.24077-125.Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal vergaderjaar 2003-2004 publicatienummer 24077 nr.125 
(2004); T.k. 24077-184. Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal vergaderjaar 2005-2006 publicatienummer 24077 
nr. 184 (2006). 
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have these policies had in practice? What developments and trends can be  What 
results have been achieved in terms of numbers of cultivation sites dismantled and marijuana 
plants seized? Have the dismantling operations had an impact on the structure of the cannabis 
market or on the price or quality of marijuana? Is the Dutch strategy open to any criti-
cisms? 
 
From October 2006 to January 2007, we investigated the closure and dismantling of Dutch 
marijuana cultivation sites. Our study was directly motivated by uncertainty about the quality 
of current data on the number of cultivation sites being raided and the number of marijuana 
plants and seedlings or clones being seized. Several of the questions posed above can now 
be addressed using ndings from that study (Wouters, Korf & Kroeske, 2007)15. We will also 
draw on additional and more recent sources to shed light on issues that  
explored there. 
 
The original study was carried out in three stages. 
1. In the exploratory stage, we conducted face-to-face interviews with 7 experts and tele-
phone interviews with one key informant in each of the 25 Dutch police regions. The main 
focus was on the similarities and differences between the regions in terms of policy i-
tions, actors involved, and central record keeping. 
2. On the basis of these mapped data, we selected 6 regions for the in-depth stage of the 
study. Selection was based on regional variations in the intensity of dismantling efforts, the 
record-keeping systems employed, the engagement or non-engagement of dismantling con-
tractors, and the intended nationwide scope of the study. We carried out eldwork in the six 
regions and interviewed individuals who were knowledgeable about various aspects of mari-
juana cultivation and the site dismantling operations; they included polic n-
tlers, data managers and market experts. Most interviews were done face to face. 
3. In the broad-ranging stage, we conducted an oral survey. The questionnaire was adminis-
tered mostly by telephone to police  local  and staff members of 
dismantling, waste processing and energy companies; in the ‘cannabis coffee shop’ sector, it 
was administered mostly face to face. Nearly 150 respondents were interviewed. The aim of 
the broader survey was to obtain more quantitative data about strategies, records kept, 
numbers of sites dismantled, and trends. 
 
This chapter is about the dismantling of marijuana cultivation sites. But just what do such 
sites involve in the Netherlands? They are furnished to enable the cultivation of marijuana 
plants. The plants grow in pots or trays placed under grow lights. Plunger pumps, irrigation 
systems and other professional or semi-professional equipment are often present as well. 
Cultivation sites may be found in sheds, warehouses or other commercial buildings, as well 
as on other types of premises such as private dwellings. Outdoor cultivation also takes place, 
                                                           
15 The study was commissioned by the Commissioning Research Division (EWB) of the Research and Documen-
tation Centre (WODC) at the Netherlands Ministry of Justice. The content of this article does not necessarily 
represent the views of the WODC. 
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but on a lesser scale. y, a grow of ve or six plants in a cupboard is against the law, but 
it is often not regarded by police as an actual cultivation site. In such cases, the plants are of-
ten seized but no charges are pressed. 
 

6.2 Policy 
As the study showed, the intensity of the cultivation clampdown varies between police re-
gions. Nevertheless, a clear nationwide trend is emerging of increasingly frequent and vigorous 
police cooperation with other institutions and with commercial rms. Increasing numbers of 
organisations are involved in dismantling operations, and cooperation between them is intensi-
fying. The dismantlement policy is being formalised under the label ‘comprehensive ap-
proach’. More and more regions are putting their cooperative arrangements onto paper, draw-
ing up contracts to enable exchanges of information and  responsibilities. 
Dismantlement has become a structured, streamlined and even routinely conducted cam-
paign; nancial interests play an increasingly prominent role. Energy companies, sometimes in 
conjunction with private dismantling contractors, are the most important partners in the actu-
al dismantling operations. They have a dual function. Because electricity for many marijuana 
cultivation sites is illegally tapped, it is safer to have professional electricians shut off the 
power. But the energy companies also have much to gain from closing down as many sites as 
possible, as the police report enables them to claim large sums in back payments for the stolen 
electricity. Dismantling rms are increasingly popular because they save the police a great deal 
of money and dirty work16. Housing associations are also involved in the dismantling activi-
ties, though they are not usually present when a site is raided. 
With the exception of acutely dangerous situations that require immediate action, the phe-
nomenon of ‘harvest days’ has spread over many parts of the country. Many police regions 
mount planned, all-day actions to bust several cultivation sites in sequence. On average, each 
region holds roughly one harvest day per month, raiding an average of ve cultivation sites, 
but there are differences both between and within regions (Table 1). Only a few regions work 
exclusively with harvest days, and there are only a few regions that rarely or never hold them. 
Most regions employ combinations of harvest days and ad hoc raids. Of the regions that stage 
harvest days, some do so every week and others only a few times a year. 
 
Another development is the  of criminal proceeds under the so-called Pluk-Ze 
legislation. Reportedly, the policy on dismantling marijuana cultivation sites generates a sizea-
ble proportion of the revenues obtained by government under this legislation (which also 
applies to hard drugs trade and other criminal activities). So-called ‘grow shops’, where 
equipment and supplies for cannabis cultivation can be purchased, also appear to be increas-
ingly targeted by law enforcement authorities in their campaign against marijuana cultivation 
and the organisers behind it. 

                                                           
16 
companies for which dismantling is only one of their activities. 
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Table 1. Do regions dismantle several cultivation sites on pre-planned ‘harvest days’ or dismantle each site ad 
hoc? 

 Number of 
regions 

Single approach for entire region: 
Exclusively or primarily harvest days or primarily ad hoc 1 
Primarily harvest days (and some ad hoc) 3 
Primarily ad hoc (and some harvest days) 1 
Ad hoc raids only 1 
Approach varying by districts within region: 
Primarily harvest days or primarily ad hoc 12 
Primarily harvest days or primarily ad hoc or ad hoc only 2 
Primarily harvest days or ad hoc only 1 
Primarily or exclusively ad hoc 4 
Total regions 25 
 
 

6.3 Seedlings and plants, small and large sites 
Dutch police make no clear distinction between plants and seedlings, nor is there any com-
monly  concept of ‘cultivation site’. Although there is a generally accepted minimum of 

ve plants to qualify as a cultivation site, this is not standard, and some locations are counted 
as cultivation sites even if they contain no plants or seedlings.17 Thus,  differ widely 
and this has consequences for the registrations kept.  
In practice, the terms ‘small’ and ‘large’ cultivation sites are frequently employed. Although 
the number of plants is the most important criterion to distinguish these, there is again no 
clear dividing line: technical equipment present at a site is also taken into consideration. 
When the number of plants is considered, wide variations can again be seen between re-
gions. All this notwithstanding, locations with over 500 plants are generally considered 
‘large’ cultivation sites. 
The more technically advanced and organised a cultivation site is, the more likely it is to be 
labelled as professional. Here again, there are no hard and fast criteria, and experiences with 
earlier raids seem to provide the basis. Given the lack of uniform  on what consti-
tutes ‘small’ and ‘large’ cultivation sites, statistics about this item should be treated with cau-
tion. 
 
  

                                                           
17 Such sites are equipped for cultivation, but plants have either not yet been planted or already been harvest-
ed. 
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6.4 Number of sites dismantled 
Determining the number of cultivation sites dismantled per year within a particular region 
often requires gleaning data from various sources and comparing different databases. No 
established, standardised register of dismantling operations exists in the Netherlands. More-
over,  locations are not  in all parts of the country as marijuana cultivation 
sites, nor always in the same fashion. Not a single police region consistently records marijua-
na propagation facilities (where clones or seedlings are produced) as a separate category; 
most regions record them – consistently or inconsistently – as cultivation sites. Drying facilities 
(where harvested plants are laid out to dry) appear rather less likely than propagation facili-
ties to be recorded as cultivation sites. Only a few regions record drying facilities as a sepa-
rate category. An additional anomaly is that locations which do not, or no longer, contain any 
marijuana plants at all may still be recorded as cultivation sites (as mentioned above), yet 
there is no consistent, universally applied rule governing this. Finally, the same dismantling 
operation may be recorded more than once, as when two separate individuals record the same 
operation under different document numbers. To ascertain the number of sites dismantled, it 
does not  to merely click a button in one of the management information systems (BPS, 
X-Pol, Genesys) of the Dutch police, as the result would often include a plethora of other 
cannabis offences. If one decides to use such a system, more  selection followed by 
manual processing is necessary to get any reliable results at all. Consulting the records of dis-
mantling contractors is the best alternative way to obtain reliable gures. Table 2 summarises 
the different data sources that were available in each region. 
After making any necessary extrapolations and adjustments for over and underestimation, 
we succeeded in estimating the numbers of dismantled sites in most regions. Undoubtedly 
these gures contain some statistical noise, as we were sometimes forced to make assump-
tions (which we explicitly stated in our report, but which remain debatable) and we cannot 
guarantee that the adjustments we made were exhaustive. Logically, then, ‘estimates’ is the 
only right term to use here. 
On the basis of our study, the conclusion seems  that about 6,000 marijuana cultiva-
tion sites were dismantled both in 2005 and in 2006, which amounts to some 500 a month. 
These gures certainly contain a margin of error, but we are unable to explicate it any further 
on the basis of our study. Presumably, though, it would not exceed a few hundred sites more 
or less. We emphasise that these gures refer to dismantling activities only. We have no way 
of estimating the total number of marijuana cultivation sites in the Netherlands. 
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Table 2. Data sources for estimating the number of dismantled cultivation sites, by police region 
 Rough 

estimation* 
BPS, ‘soft 

drugs’ code 
Internal records, 
BPS special form 

Dismantling 
firms 

Amsterdam Amstelland X X  X 
Brabant Noord X X X X 
Brabant Zuid Oost X  X X 
Drenthe  X   
Flevoland  X   
Friesland   X X 
Gooi- en Vechtstreek  X X X 
Gelderland Midden   X  
Gelderland Zuid  X   
Groningen X  X  
Haaglanden   X X 
Hollands Midden  X  X 
Kennemerland    X 
Limburg Noord X X   
Limburg Zuid X X X X 
Midden en West Brabant  X X X 
Noord Holland Noord  X X X 
Noord Oost Gelderland  X  X 
Rotterdam Rijnmond X X X  
Twente X X   
Utrecht X X  X 
IJsselland  X X  
Zaanstreek Waterland X X  X 
Zeeland X  X  
Zuid Holland Zuid  X  X 
Total 11 18 13 15 
* Estimates not based on a record system. 

 

6.5 ‘Small’ cultivation sites 
There were some manifest differences between regions in terms of the numbers of disman-
tled sites recorded. In regions that also recorded ‘small’ cultivation sites, estimates averaged 
twice as high as those in regions that did not (Table 3). A complicating factor was that 
many such regions were pursuing relatively more active policies against marijuana cultivation. 
Even so, comparison of the data showed that the average number of plants, clones and seed-
lings was about 100 lower per cultivation site in the regions recording small cultivation sites 
than in other regions. Hence, those regions apparently either perform relatively more small 
dismantling operations, record their operations more liberally, or both. 
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Table 3. Numbers of sites dismantled and plants and seedlings destroyed in regions that did or did not 
record small sites 

 Small sites 
recorded 

Average 
2005 

Average 
2006 

Average per year 

Dismantled sites Yes 377 405 390 
No 202 156 179 

Plants and seedlings 
destroyed 

Yes 411 502 457 
No 511 615 563 

 

6.6 Number of plants and seedlings 
During the dismantling of a marijuana cultivation site, the plants are usually counted one by 
one, but calculations or estimates are often made when the numbers are very large. Although 
normally these are carefully considered and explained, the very quantities involved imply a 
risk of estimation errors. Seedlings (usually clones) may also be carefully counted, but are 
rather more likely to be estimated. The techniques by which they are produced make it gen-
erally easier to calculate the numbers than is the case for plants. Here too, though, the chance 
of erroneous estimates increases commensurately with the number of seedlings in a cultiva-
tion site or propagation facility. 
Variations are seen between and within regions when it comes to determining the numbers 
of plants and seedlings. One difference involves whether or not small numbers of plants, for 
instance fewer than ve, are counted at all. Especially relevant is that some regions always 
count these in making records while others do not. But given the relatively low numbers, the 
total numbers of recorded plants are not seriously affected. More important is that some 
regions always include small operations like these in their statistics on the number of dis-
mantled sites, while others sometimes or never do. This ma  affect the total 
numbers of recorded dismantling operations in particular regions. 
In most police regions, the numbers of marijuana plants  during dismantling opera-
tions are recorded in all districts, but there are also regions that do not do so consistently. This 
means the available records of  do not represent full nationwide totals; this 
applies even more to seedlings. When numbers of plants are recorded, that is done in vari-
ous databases. A relatively common data source is internal police records. Another is the rec-
ord systems of the dismantling rms. Quite often, seedlings are recorded as if they were 
plants. 
Some regions were unable to retrieve any gures at all on  plants and seedlings 
from their record systems. Most regions could produce  but frequently those 
referred to numbers of plants including seedlings18. These gures could no longer be broken 
down. For that reason, the estimates we give here comprise the numbers  
plants and seedlings altogether. Because even rudimentary data were lacking in some police 

                                                           
18 While the number of plants at a cultivation site can be rather small, seedlings are generally only found and 

 large numbers. 
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regions, our estimates are also not fully comprehensive for the Netherlands. 
On the basis of our data, we estimate that roughly 2.7 million marijuana plants and seedlings 
were  during cultivation site dismantling operations in 2005 and about 2.8 million in 
2006. Although this suggests a slight increase over the two-year period, it does not yet qualify 
as a clear upward trend. 
 

6.7 Trends and policy 
The control of organised crime in and behind marijuana cultivation was an important argu-
ment for intensifying policy. What we see in practice, however, is that police action is often 
triggered by instances of public nuisance. This might explain why relatively few outdoor cul-
tivation sites are seized, though it is also conceivable that few such sites actually exist in the 
Netherlands. Our study does not justify the conclusion that organised crime is now either more 
involved, or less involved, in marijuana cultivation than was previously the case. If anything, 
we observe a tendency for law enforcement authorities to increasingly target smaller growing 
operations as well as larger ones. 
In our survey, we inquired whether respondents had noticed changes in three areas: the types 
of cultivation sites, the types of people owning and running them, and (no less important) 
the market. People were most likely to report shifts in the types of cultivation sites, and al-
most a quarter believed these were major changes. The most characteristic change seemed to 
involve relocation to different types of premises (fewer sites in private dwellings) or areas 
(more sites outside urban areas), as well as scale enlargement and technological advances. 
Half of the respondents believed that changes were occurring in the marijuana market, and 
many of them  these as major changes. The fewest changes were reported in the 
types of growers; less than 10% believed there were major changes, and the reported changes 
mostly suggested greater variation. This, in combination with the types of cultivation sites 
being encountered, led some observers to speak of a more sinister atmosphere and an in-
creasing involvement by organised crime in marijuana cultivation. 
 
Table 4. Price in euros per kilo of marijuana (most commonly sold type), 2004-2006, in three regions 

 Average sd Median n 
2004     
Amsterdam Amstelland 2800 341.32 2900 11 
Haaglanden 2881 432.55 2825 8 
Rotterdam Rijnmond 2429 341.39 2600 7 
2005     
Amsterdam Amstelland 3306 322.53 3300 9 
Haaglanden 2886 504.74 2800 7 
Rotterdam Rijnmond 2743 545.76 2950 7 
2006     
Amsterdam Amstelland 3529 423.44 3525 12 
Haaglanden 3478 720.72 3200 9 
Rotterdam Rijnmond 3550 267.71 3600 7 
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Others contradicted this, though, and it may be too hasty to assume criminal involvement 
simply on the basis of the technical equipment found at cultivation sites. 
Although not all observers reported changes in the marijuana market, many of those who 
did so spoke of very  shifts, pointing mainly to the soaring price of netherweed, 
particularly in 2006. Data we obtained at the kilogram level indeed  this price rise 
(see Table 4). Yet this cannot automatically be attributed to the dismantling operations, or 
at least not entirely. The summer of 2006 was a hot one, and the number of crop failures was 
relatively high. We detected a mild sense of panic in the marijuana market, and the very 
rumours of supply shortages may have driven prices even higher. Our impression that the 
prices had again begun to decline by the end of our study leads us to doubt whether there is a 
continuing upward trend. 
All things considered, we conclude that the dismantling of marijuana cultivation sites, in com-
bination with accompanying measures such as evictions, may have triggered some changes 
such as the relocation of cultivation sites, but that relatively autonomous processes were also 
at work.  among these were technological innovations, most of which were neither 

 to marijuana cultivation nor  to the Netherlands. 
 

6.8 Possible criticisms of the Dutch approach to controlling marijuana 
cultivation 
In the implementation of the Dutch national government to control marijuana cultivation, 
several processes of change may be  which relate to the actual practice of site dis-
mantling and to the broader public safety policies pursued. We shall now examine these 
trends in a wider theoretical framework. They are 
1. commercialisation, 

 of criminal proceeds, 
3. bureaucratisation and a preponderance of short-term operations, and 
4. the use of anonymous tips. 
As we shall point out, each of these processes carries potential risks. 
 

6.8.1 Commercialisation 
As noted above, Dutch police forces increasingly engage commercial rms in the dismantling 
operations. For police personnel, this means spending far less and this may compromise the 
reliability of the records kept on the numbers of sites dismantled and plants destroyed. The 

rms might also be tempted to take time on a task that many of them nd unpleasant or even 
inappropriate to their jobs – ‘playing dustman’. It is well conceivable that dismantling rms 
may begin competing with one another (some regions have already switched rms), over inves-
tigative tasks from the police and set out in search of cultivation sites themselves. What is cer-
tain, in any case, is that Dutch police work closely with energy companies. In view of the 
illegally tapped electricity, these have a  interest in closing down as many sites as 
possible. They have more technological equipment at their disposal than the police for track-
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ing down illegal power taps. After sites have been raided, the companies can use the police 
reports to claim large sums in back payments from growers that have stolen electricity. What 
safeguards are in place to keep dismantling rms and energy companies from working togeth-
er to maximise  
Garland (2001) describes a trend in policies on public safety whereby crime is now explained 
more in terms of a lack of control, and less in terms of deprivation, as was previously the 
case. Governments now attempt to manage crime using techniques of control, trying, at the 
very least, to create an illusion of improving community safety. Protection of the public by the 
state is heavily emphasised. At the same time, Garland argues, the boundaries between public 
and private spheres are blurring. Within law enforcement, previously the unique domain of 
the state, responsibilities are now being shared with citizens and with commercial enterprises. 
This development is patently evident in the marijuana raids, most notably in the role played by 
energy and dismantling companies. In investigation, dismantling and evidence collection, the 
police thus enlist the aid of commercial rms which pursue their own aims as well as helping 
the law. Obviously, the conviction of an offender brings  gain. 
 

 of criminal proceeds 
Since 1993, Dutch courts have been authorised to seize revenues from criminal activities. 
This also applies to the proceeds of marijuana cultivation. On the basis of the numbers of plants 
seized and the presumed number of past harvests from a particular site, authorities estimate 
how much gross revenue the site will have generated. If a grower provides proof of costs in-
curred for the site, such as potting soil, equipment, wages and energy costs (if paid), these are 
deducted from the estimate. Wrongfully claimed social  well as dismantling costs19, 
illegally tapped electricity and any other accrued debts (such as the repair of damages to 
rental properties) must be reimbursed. The Prosecution Service Criminal Assets Deprivation 
Bureau (BOOM) is charged with these tasks.  orders, penalties and set-
tlements yielded a total of €83,650,047 for all criminal activities (BOOM, 2006). Although 
the amount obtained  from marijuana cultivation sites cannot be distinguished, it 
is possible to ascertain the amount  Article 3 of the Opium Act, which ap-

plies mainly to cannabis20.6 In 2006, a total of €24,380,338 was seized under that article21, 

and although exact percentages are not available, the vast majority of those cases are known 
to involve marijuana cultivation sites. That would mean that cultivation-  
account for nearly one third of the total amount seized for all criminal activities. As each 
court district has a minimum yearly amount prescribed for  of criminal pro-
ceeds, the raids on marijuana sites play an important part in achieving this target. 
Garland (2001)  a new style of management and practice in institutions involved with 

                                                           
19  
20 The Opium Act prohibits any substance from Schedule II (which includes cannabis) from being (a) transported 
into or out of the territory of the Dutch state; (b) cultivated, prepared, treated, processed, sold, delivered, sup-
plied or transported; (c) possessed; or (d) manufactured. 
21 We thank D. Gardenier of BOOM for providing this information. 
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criminal justice. More precisely, he refers to the ‘cost-effective management of risks and re-
sources’ (p. 19). Under this method, the most costly law enforcement measures are to be 
reserved for serious types of crime or for criminality thought to be linked to it, whereas 
‘gate-keeping [takes place] to exclude trivial or low-risk cases’ (p. 19). Evidently, marijuana 
cultivation is viewed as one of those serious types of crime. An essential condition for that 
lies in the public perception of marijuana cultivation, as public acceptance of the current 
stringent campaign stands or falls with the degree to which it is widely perceived as neces-
sary. As in many other countries, the Dutch law enforcement authorities increasingly work 
with performance indicators, and that is now the case with respect  criminal 
proceeds and the imposition of nes. In such circumstances, it is relatively easy to ‘score 
points’ by raiding marijuana sites. 
 

6.8.3 Bureaucratisation 
In our interviews and survey, the typical scenario of street-level bureaucracy loomed large. As 
Lipsky (1980) observed, centrally formulated policy has to be put into practice at lower lev-
els. Policy implementers thereby devise their own approaches, such as by concluding cooper-
ation agreements in their region. Staff on the ground have their own discretionary powers 
and make their own interpretations of their tasks. The original aim of cracking down on 
organised crime does not necessarily remain paramount. Moreover, as indicated above, 
Dutch police forces are increasingly bound by national government to ‘performance con-
tracts’ that specify  targets for police work (such as X number of nes for road 
tr  offences or Y per cent property crime clear-up rate); non-achievement of those targets 
affects police funding. In terms of the dismantling of marijuana cultivation sites, this may 
translate into more systematic approaches (harvest days) and the contracting of commercial 

rms. As Bovens (2003) has observed, crime investigation policy in relation to the cannabis 
market is now increasingly determined by system-level bureaucrats – information technolo-
gists, the men and women from the data systems, the planners in the  The practice that 
has emerged might be characterised as predominantly hit-and-run: busting a maximum 
number of sites with maximum cy, but not always weighing the potential impact on 
organised crime. 
Four comments need to be added to this observation. First, hit-and-run operations are in 
some cases consistent with  national-level policy, as when acute situations like re 
hazards or ooding come to light. Second, contrary to what might be implied by ‘hit-and-run’, 
many operations, as already observed, are based on a systematic strategy, evidenced by 
practices such as staging ‘harvest days’ and hiring dismantling rms. Third, by extension, hit-
and-run operations can indeed be effective in ghting organised crime if carried out on a large 
scale (van de Bunt & Kleemans, 2007). Fourth, the number of cases accompanied by thorough 
investigation of the organisations behind marijuana cultivation tends to get obscured by the 
sheer number of dismantling operations. Although most operations are indeed characterised 
by the hit-and-run approach of swift action, some other cases are the objects of longer police 
investigation. A study by Spapens, van de Bunt & Rastovac (2007) has shown convincingly that 
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criminal investigations like these yield a wealth of information about the ways marijuana culti-
vation is organised, and may even enable police to successfully track down and prosecute the 
organisers behind this type of drug trade. At the same time, such investigations are ex-
tremely time-consuming and therefore costly, and budgeting that time and expenditure in ad-
vance is far more  than is the case for harvest days. Long-term investigations are there-
fore less compatible with the culture of police performance contracts. 
Not only the Dutch police, but also the Public Prosecution Service is assigned performance 
targets. Under such conditions, Lipsky (1980) warns of the risk of goal displacement, whereby a 
performance target that is actually designed to serve a different, higher or more abstract goal 
may be transformed into a goal in itself. He illustrates this with the performance targets set 
for a judge. The judge is required to try a minimum number of cases per week; the goal is to 
ensure that the process of justice will go smoothly and that the public will not have to wait for 
decisions too long. The judge, however, begins to see the target number of cases as a goal in 
itself, and hence deals with the cases quickly but not always correctly. The public does not 

 from such a development in the long run. Goal displacement may play a part in the 
Dutch campaign to dismantle marijuana cultivation sites: raiding a larger number of sites may 
no longer serve the purpose of public order and safety, but may turn into a goal in itself. 
 

6.8.4 Anonymous tip-offs 
For several years now, Dutch police have been able to act on anonymous tips from the pub-
lic about criminal or suspicious activities. People can call a free phone number known as 
Meld Misdaad Anoniem (‘report crime anonymously’, or MMA). Members of the public are 
encouraged to phone this number to report activities such as marijuana cultivation in their 
neighbourhood. An example of such an appeal appears on the municipal website 
www.rotterdam.nl: ‘Illegal cannabis farms are hazardous to you and your environment. 
Short-circuits and overheating in cannabis farms cause two res every month in residential 
and commercial premises in Rotterdam. Several thousand cannabis farms are now operating 
in the city, so there’s a strong chance that the drug is being grown right in your neighbour-
hood. Cannabis farms are a danger and nuisance to you and those around you. Just think of 
the res, water damage, stench, mould growth and legionella infections that can arise from 
these criminal activities. That means higher costs for all of us. Illegal electricity taps mean 
higher energy bills to all customers, including you! Do you suspect that a cannabis farm is op-
erating in your building, neighbourhood or district? Then we urgently ask you to report it to 
Meld Misdaad Anoniem on 0800-7000. It’s in the interest of your safety and that of others. 
The anonymity of all callers is assured at all times. Nobody in your neighbourhood will know 
you called.’ 
All tips to this nationwide hotline  screened on criteria such as whether they contain 

 information and refer to an existing address. If so, they are transmitted as ‘usable 
tips’ to the police region that has jurisdiction. In 2005, more than 10,000 tips were received, 
nearly half of which were drugs-related. By 2006, the number had exceeded 13,500, the ma-
jority about drugs. In that year, the rst breakdown of the drug tips was made in terms of the 
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type of offence being reported; 4,334 usable tips were found to involve marijuana cultivation 
sites. According to data supplied by MMA, 753 people were arrested as a follow-up to the 
tips, 693 cases were solved and almost 210,000 marijuana plants were seized, or an average 
of about 300 plants per case or site22. 
We can infer from these statistics that MMA has been very successful in mobilising the 
public in its operations against cannabis cultivation. One in three usable tips (32%) came from 
the hotline. Based on the gures from the hotline, 7.5% of the  plants would have 
been attributable to such tips. The actual percentage is probably higher, as an earlier study (al-
beit on a different type of crime) found that not all police actions prompted by MMA tips get 
recorded as such (Bovenkerk & Pronk, 2007). 
What types of people report suspected marijuana cultivation sites? Since MMA has a strict 
policy of not keeping information about callers, it is not feasible to give a  of the 
anonymous informers. From the meagre information available, we may deduce that the vast 
majority of usable MMA tips (those that remain after initial screening) do not result in suc-
cessful actions against cultivation sites. We can only speculate about why that is. Do police 
not consider the tips worth following up? Do the tips contain too little concrete information? 
Do many of them turn out false, with police making no nds when arriving at the scene? 
And if so, what motivates the false informants? Are they trying to frame or harass their 
neighbours? During our study,  intimated to us that they sometimes had the 
impression that people were misusing MMA to ght out neighbourhood feuds. It would take 
further research to  this. 
When tips do result in the dismantling of sites, that also raises some important questions. 
What interests are involved in the tipping? Are the informers simply law-abiding citizens per-
forming their civic duty, or might marijuana growers themselves be using the hotline to ob-
struct or eliminate their competitors? If so, could these be systematic campaigns by rival 
criminal gangs? When police follow up such tips, are they inadvertently assisting in the 
feuds of organised criminals, thereby becoming ‘partners in crime’? 
MMA ts the  of preventative partnership as used by Garland (2001): 
‘patient, on-going, low-key efforts to build up the internal controls of neighbourhoods and to 
encourage communities to police themselves’. To a growing extent, law enforcement agencies 
engage members of the public in their tasks. Ordinary citizens also want protection against 
every conceivable risk, and they are willing to  their own privacy to that end. This pro-
cess  in the large numbers of tips phoned in to MMA annually. 
 

6.9 Conclusions 
The Dutch cannabis market has become increasingly self-provisioning in recent years. The 
overwhelming proportion of the cannabis consumed in the Netherlands is now domestically 
grown. The Netherlands is the only country in Europe that ows the sale of canna-
bis to consumers, via ‘cannabis coffee shops’. To supply the product to customers calling at 
                                                           
22 We are grateful to Ellen Verbeem, communications manager at Meld Misdaad Anoniem, for providing this 
data at our request. 
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the ‘front door’, the coffee shops have to stock themselves illegally via the ‘back door’. Alt-
hough the increasing domestic cultivation of marijuana is not an exclusively Dutch phenome-
non, the ‘back door’ policy and the coffee shops are. Yet in a broader sense, cannabis is now 
increasingly being  as a problem in the Netherlands, just as in neighbouring countries. 
Alongside the media reports of growing involvement of organised crime in the cultivation of 
marijuana – which we have partly called into question in this paper – older issues like canna-
bis addiction and cannabis psychosis (schizophrenia) are resurfacing in social and political 
discourse. Such concerns have translated into more repressive strategies against marijuana 
cultivation, which began earlier and have assumed greater proportions in the Netherlands. 
In practice, the Dutch strategy has largely consisted of dismantling large numbers of canna-
bis cultivation sites; to a lesser extent, there are longer-term police investigations into criminal 
networks and organisers of mainly large-scale marijuana cultivation. The structural and organ-
isational characteristics of the Dutch cannabis market are now in a state of ux, largely due to 
relatively autonomous processes fuelled by technological innovations, but also partly in reac-
tion to the policies being pursued by the authorities. Approximately 6,000 marijuana cultivation 
sites are being dismantled annually. The 2.7 to  plants and seedlings 
would have yielded about 70,000 kilos of marijuana per month if they had all reached harvest 
age (based on the cautious assumption of 25 grams per mature plant). This marijuana is now 
being destroyed, and is therefore not entering the market. If it was all intended for coffee 
shops, that would have amounted to about 100 kilos of marijuana per coffee shop per year 
which is now not being supplied23. 
The gures discussed here pertain only to the numbers of sites actually dismantled. We have 
no information about the total number of marijuana cultivation sites in the Netherlands. Yet 
the conclusion seems  that the supply chains to the cannabis coffee shops are now 
under serious strain. It is not known how much netherweed is transported abroad. Possibly 
the actions against the cultivation sites have forced a cutback in cannabis exportation, thereby 
making up for the reduced supply to the shops. Increased cultivation of marijuana has been 
reported in neighbouring countries (EMCDDA, 2007), possibly boosted by the  Dutch 
campaign against cultivation sites. If the Dutch strategy is continued in its current form and 
scale, the near future should tell what the longer-term effects have been for cannabis supply 
to the coffee shops. The least surprising consequence would be a further price rise. That, of 
course, would make the cannabis market even more attractive to criminal entrepreneurs. 
Several attributes of Garland’s ‘culture of control’ are clearly recognisable in the Dutch cam-
paign against cannabis cultivation. The commercialisation, anonymous tips,  of 
proceeds, and bureaucratisation that we have highlighted here all point to a belief in the polic-
ing of cannabis, as well as to an increasing  of the public and private domains. 
Such developments have their inherent risks. 
 
  

                                                           
23 According to the most recent count, there were 729 cannabis coffee shops in the Netherlands in 2005 (Bie-
leman & Naayer, 2006). The number has been further reduced since that time. 

100


