
Summary 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Basis 
In 2001 and 2002, by order of the Ministry of Justice, three studies were conducted into firearms 
Crime (1): 

1. A study into the nature and extent of firearms possession, use and trade in the years 1998-
2000 (Spapens and Bruinsma, 2002b). 

2. A study into the perpetrators of firearms crime, centring on backgrounds of and motives for 
firearms possession, use and trade (Maalsté, Nijmeijer and Scholtes, 2002). 

3. A study into the smuggling of handguns from former East Bloc countries to the Netherlands 
(Spapens and Bruinsma, 2002a). 
 

In November 2002, Minister Donner informed the Lower House by letter that the study into the 
nature and extent of firearms possession, use and trade (1998 – 2000) would be repeated for the 
period 2001 - 2003. This study is the end product of that initiative. 
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to gather ‘hard’ information: empirical data that show clearly how the 
nature and extent of firearms crime have developed since 1998. The accent in this study is on the 
period 2001-2003. 
 
The research themes dealt with in the study are: 

1. Mapping out – on the basis of illegal firearms seized – the nature and the (estimated) extent of 
illegal firearms possession in the Netherlands. In addition, a description is given of the 
possessors of illegal firearms, and a new statistical estimate has been made of the number of 
illegal firearms possessors in the Netherlands. 

2. A description of the nature and extent of illegal firearms use: the number of shooting and 
threatening incidents in the Netherlands. A profile of suspects involved is also given here. 

3. Summarising and – through firearms experts – checking the findings from prior research into 
the nature and extent of illicit trafficking in firearms. 
 

The Firearms Data System (VDS) has been operational since 1 January 2001. This is a data 
system in which regional police forces record data on firearms-related incidents, seized firearms 
and firearms suspects. A 'derived goal' of the study before you is to evaluate the way in which the 
collection of information and knowledge about firearms crime – for example, through VDS – is 
taking place at present. 
 
Sources of information 
To map out the developments in firearms crime, various sources of information were used: 

1. Firearms possession – VDS, supplemented by regional police forces’ own counts (such as 
lists of found property in the Basic Police Register (BPS) and extracts from criminal records. 

2. Firearms use – VDS, supplemented by data from the National Robberies Registration System 
(LORS) and the Police Registration System (HKS). 

3. Persons suspected of firearms possession and use – VDS in combination with HKS. 
4. Domestic trafficking – based on the results of prior research (Spapens and Bruinsma, 2002a), 

supplemented by interviews with arms dealers and firearms experts. 
 

2. Illegal firearms possessors and users 
 
Three groups of suspects 
Three groups of suspects emerge from prior research into firearms suspects, together responsible 
for approximately 75% of the firearms crimes in the Netherlands (Spapens and Bruinsma, 2002b). 
This concerns the following groups (which partially overlap one another): 
 
1. Firearms possessors affiliated with the (circles of) illicit drug trafficking. 
In the drugs world, firearms are wanted for different reasons, but personal protection plays a 
particularly important part. Four groups can be distinguished in this context: hard drug addicts, 
dealers, persons involved in the production and smuggling of (hard) drugs and persons who 



grow hemp and traffic in soft drugs. 
 
2. Firearms possessors suspected of having committed a robbery. 
An important distinction that can be made in this group is that between persons who commit a 
robbery or hold-up once only and those who do so (planned or not) regularly. Th e latter group 
consists of both juvenile offenders who commit robberies and hold-ups on a regular basis and 
persons who are addicted to hard drugs and obtain financial means through robberies. 
 
3. Firearms possessors, born in the Netherlands Antilles, (usually) with criminal records. 
These are young men of Antillean origin who recently immigrated to the Netherlands. They 
have often accumulated prior criminal records on the Antilles, and often served one or more 
prison sentences before coming to the Netherlands. 
 
Analysis of suspects 
The three groups mentioned above were selected from the Firearms Data System (VDS), and 
analysed further for the years 2001, 2002 and 2003. There were no reasons to assume that, 
regarding the period 2001 – 2003, these three groups were jointly responsible for significantly 
more or less than 75% of the number of firearms crimes in the Netherlands. The most important 
results of the analysis are: 
- Prior research has already shown that the vast majority of the suspects of firearms crimes are 
men, and are between 20 and 30 years of age on average. Analysis of the VDS data confirms 
this picture: in each of the three groups of suspects, the percentage of men is over 90% and 
many of the suspects are under 30. As far as age is concerned, there are, however, clear 
differences between the groups of suspects: robbery suspects are relatively young (55% in the 
15-24 age group), and drugs crime suspects relatively old (62% are 30 years old or over). 
There is no sign of a trend towards a younger or older suspect population. 
- Over half of the suspects of firearms crimes related to drugs crimes or robberies were born in 
the Netherlands. Regarding drugs crimes, in addition – with respect to robberies – Antilleans 
are relatively often involved (13% as opposed to 6%). 
- Three situations can roughly be distinguished in which firearms are found or used: the 
possession and carrying of a firearm, threatening with the weapon and actually shooting it. 
Virtually all suspects of drugs-related firearms crimes possess or carry a weapon (99%). The 
weapons of robbery suspects are usually found after someone has been threatened with them 
(82%). Antillean suspects of firearms crime possess or carry a weapon (56%), threaten with it 
(25%) and also actually shoot it (18% ). 
- The type of weapon used by robbers is unknown in over half of the cases. For Antillean 
suspects, this is true for about one fourth of the crimes. Where the type of weapon is known, 
mostly pistols, gas/alarm pistols or threatening weapons are used. The pistol is strongly 
represented among the Antillean suspects (61%, particularly the Tanfoglio); robbery suspects – 
as far as is known – use gas/alarm pistols or imitation weapons relatively often (52%). 
- In the period 2001-2003, 12% of the Antillean suspects had been picked up earlier for firearms 
crimes. In the other two groups, this percentage is 1%. Many of the suspects had committed 
two or more prior offences in the period 2001-2003. Particularly among Antillean suspects and 
drugs crime suspects, this often involved violations coming under the Weapons and 
Ammunition Act (Wet Wapens en Munitie) (which also covers crimes committed with other 
types of weapons). Many of them were detained in the aforementioned period. 
- It is striking that the VDS contains little information on the way in which the suspect acquired 
the weapon. Information was available in the case of only 281 of the 2339 incidents (12%). The 
available information shows that weapons using live ammunition are mainly acquired illegally 
 (47%) or are found (18%) or stolen (11%). Weapons not using live ammunition and imitation 
weapons are frequently bought legally (43%) or illegally (30%). Suspects are often not very 
explicit in this regard. 
- An important point of interest, relating to the previous issue, is the question how often firearms, 
as durable goods, change owners. On the basis of the information available, only very limited 
statements can be made about the frequency with which firearms change owners. Criminal 
investigations are not aimed at this and, in practice, the path a firearm has taken comes up 
hardly or not at all for discussion during the questioning of suspects. But it is clear at any rate 
that firearms often circulate among possessors and/or users (for example through ‘leasing’). 



 
 
3. Estimation of the extent of illegal firearms possession 
 
Quality of information 
The current management by the police of information relating to illegal firearms possession and 
use makes it difficult to estimate the total number of illegal firearms possessors and the number of 
firearms in the Netherlands. In principle, VDS provides the opportunity to make reliable estimates 
of firearms use and possession. At present, however, not all regional police forces use VDS in 
actual practice, and the data are not always entered unambiguously and consistently. 
 
Based on (a random sample of) the data available in the VDS on firearms crimes, an estimate has 
been made of the number of illegal firearms possessors. 
- The starting point is the three aforementioned groups of offenders: suspects affiliated with illicit 
drugs trafficking, robbery suspects and Antilleans with criminal records. They are considered 
responsible for approximately 75% of the total number of firearms crimes. 
- The so-called ‘catch-recatch’ method was used, whereby for each group of offenders – based 
on the chance of ‘recatch’ – a group-specific estimate was made for the period 2001-2003. 
- The estimate does not only include weapons using live ammunition, but also gas, alarm and 
imitation weapons. 
 
Estimate 
The analyses resulted in the following estimate: in the Netherlands, there were 40,553 (54,070) 
firearms possessors (range 26,531 – 54,535, reliability interval of 95%) in the research population 
in the period 2001-2003. This concerns both those who were caught and a further estimate of the 
firearms possessors who were not caught. The following numbers are given for each group: 
21,776 (29,034) firearms possessors in illegal drugs trafficking circles, 12,522 (16,696) robbers in 
possession of firearms and 9,345 (12,460) Antilleans in possession of firearms. (Between 
brackets, the numbers have been extrapolated to 100%.) 
 
Conclusions 
The following comments can be made on these figures: 
- To increase the future relevance of the estimate, it is important to continue encouraging the 
regional police forces to use VDS. 
- This is an estimate of the extent of firearms possession in the three main groups of offenders, 
and is therefore not an estimate of the total extent of firearms possession in the Netherlands. 
- Antilleans are strongly represented in the group of firearms possessors. This is partly due to 
the research method used (thus, the way in which the estimate was made), but also has to do 
with the fact that a ‘risk group’ is concerned on which more emphasis should be placed in 
tackling firearms crime. 
- With the available information, it is difficult to make a connection between firearms possession 
and use. Illegal firearms regularly change owners and/or users, and therefore several crimes 
can be committed with one firearm. 
 
4. Seized firearms 
 
Quality of information 
Regional police forces – when asked – gave their own classification of the consistency and 
reliability of the entry of weapons using live ammunition in VDS. When these were assessed as 
'good', the data from VDS had been used (this was the case for twelve regions). If the assessment 
was ‘moderate’ or ‘reasonable’, or VDS had not been used at all, information on seizures had 
been used from other registration systems (BPS, XPOL). In this context, it should be noted that 
the available information was not always complete and reliable, for example because of double 
counting or incorrect entry (for instance, entry of an imitation weapon as a 'pistol' or 'revolver'). 
 
Firearms using live ammunition seized in 2001-2003 
The following emerged from the available information: 
- In 2001, a total of 1,772 weapons using live ammunition were seized. In 2002, this was 1,932 
weapons using live ammunition and in 2003 this number was 1,777. 
- These were mainly pistols (approx. 60% of the total number of firearms using live ammunition 



that were seized), rifles (approx. 20%) and revolvers (approx. 15%). 
- On average, in 2003, 11 firearms were seized per 100,000 residents. In the most urbanised 
regions, the number of firearms seized per 100,000 residents is generally high (particularly in 
Amsterdam-Amstelland, Rotterdam-Rijnmond and Haaglanden). 
 
Development in 1998-2003 
In a prior study, extrapolations were made on the basis of the number of seizures to obtain 
information on the total number of firearms in the Netherlands for the period 1998-2000 (Spapens 
and Bruinsma, 2002b). This information was, however, obtained differently – namely by manually 
going through (and correcting) the basic registration systems of the police forces – to the 
information in this study based on VDS. The question is whether it is possible to compare these 
figures, so that statements can be made about the period 1998 – 2003. The analysis makes it 
clear that this should be done with appropriate caution, because (i) the available figures are not 
equally reliable and consistent for all regions; (ii) the same sources were not always used; and (iii) 
registration has improved or even deteriorated in the course of time. 
 
A comparison of the figures from the period 1998-2000 with those from the period 2001 – 2003 
shows that the number of firearms seized in the period 2001 – 2003 (with approx. 1,800 firearms 
seized) is considerably lower than in the period 1998 – 2000 (approx. 2,400 annually). Part of the 
explanation can be found in the fact that in the period 2001 – 2003, VDS was used as the main 
source of information, and that, as already stated several times above, this data system is still 
being developed and is not always used correctly by the regional police forces. Another possible 
explanation is that in the years 1998 – 2000, much attention was devoted to firearms and their 
seizure, and that firearms possessors anticipated this and made more effort to keep their firearms 
out of sight of the police. It could also be that, because of hand-in campaigns aimed at illegal 
firearms in the years 1998 – 2000, the number of seizures in the years afterwards was smaller. 
The prioritisation of the tackling of firearms use and possession in police and judicial policy 
undoubtedly had an effect. 
 
Seizure of firearms not using live ammunition 
The study examined the extent to which VDS can be used to determine the extent of possession 
and use of gas and alarm weapons and imitation weapons. To do so, the figures from VDS from 
the period 2001 – 2003 were compared to figures from other registration systems – this was 
possible in several police regions – and compared to figures already available from the period 
1998 – 2000. The analysis showed that the registration of gas and alarm weapons and imitation 
weapons in VDS was poor for a considerable number of regions: the numbers for the years 
2001 – 2003 are often much lower than figures available in other registration systems and figures 
relating to the period 1998 – 2000. For the rest, various regions state that they themselves do 
enter seizures of gas and alarm weapons in VDS in a consistent and reliable manner. 
 
A survey has been made on the basis of VDS data and additions from the basic registration of the 
number of gas and alarm weapons and imitation weapons seized for the years 2001 to 2003. In 
that period, about 1,200 gas and alarm weapons were seized annually. The number of imitation 
weapons is between 1,500 and 1,750. For the reasons given above, comparisons of these figures 
with those from the period 1998 – 2000 are difficult to make. 
 
Circumstances of seizures 
The circumstances were examined under which firearms using live ammunition were seized in the 
years 2001 – 2003. The available figures show that firearms using live ammunition were 
discovered in over 50% of the cases without being used (for example during a search of premises 
or an inspection). In 35 to 40% of the cases, they were seized when the suspect was caught in the 
act (this primarily concerns threats, drugs trafficking and possession and attempted 
murder/manslaughter). In the other approximately 5% of the cases, the firearms were handed in 
voluntarily. 
 
Gas and alarm weapons were found without being used in about three fourths of the cases (such 
as during a search of premises). Almost one fourth were seized when the suspect was caught in 
the act. This primarily concerned threats, drugs possession and trafficking and robberies. 
 
At the end of 2002, Section 151b of the Municipalities Act (Gemeentewet) entered into force. This 



Act makes preventive search possible. This measure is supposed to help to better combat armed 
violence in society. Several municipalities have already gained experience with preventive search. 
To date, few firearms have been found during preventive search actions. However, this does not 
automatically lead to the conclusion that it is not an effective measure: for instance, research has 
shown that in the Municipality of Utrecht – partly through preventive search actions – the number 
of firearms-related incidents has been reduced. 
 
5. Firearms incidents 
 
In this study, the nature, extent and development of firearms crimes in the Netherlands has been 
examined. A firearms crime is an occurrence in which a firearm – this can also be a gas or alarm 
pistol or imitation weapon – is used to threaten or (outside the legal circuit) to shoot. Sources used 
for this were VDS, LORS and HKS. Attention has also been devoted to the usefulness of the 
registration systems in question. 
 
Quality of the VDS figures 
From a survey among the regional police forces, it emerged that only five forces kept a complete 
and consistent VDS registration of firearms incidents in the period from 2001 to 2003. At the other 
police forces, there was incomplete (for example, only incidents in which the weapon was seized) 
or inconsistent entry of firearms incidents. By comparing the figures from VDS over the period 
2001 – 2003 with figures from a prior study (Spapens and Bruinsma, 2002b) over the period 1998- 
2000, an estimate was made of the number of shooting and threatening incidents registered in 
VDS. If the number of firearms incidents had remained the same in the past four years, VDS 
would only contain about a third of the total number of incidents (both shooting and threatening 
incidents). 
 
Shooting and threatening incidents 
The figures of the five police regions where reliable data are available in VDS were analysed in 
more detail. 
- The total numbers of shooting incidents for the five regions in the years 2001, 2002 and 2003 
are 171, 208 and 155, respectively. These were mainly attempted murder/manslaughter, 
murder/manslaughter and destruction with a firearm using live ammunition. 
- The total numbers of threatening incidents for the five regions in the years 2001, 2002 and 
2003 are 711, 598 and 303, respectively. A sharp decline can therefore be ascertained in 
2003. 
- The decline in the number of threatening incidents in 2003 is primarily attributable to the sharp 
reduction in the number of extortions and threats. A possible explanation for this is the efforts 
of the police aimed at reducing crime among young people: a group who are often responsible 
for extortions and threats. 
- In about 11 per cent of the total number of shooting incidents (for example during searches of 
premises), more than one firearm was seized. These mainly involved attempted 
murder/manslaughter and murder/manslaughter. In threatening incidents, more than one 
firearm was seized in about 20 per cent of the cases. 
 
Robberies 
The types of firearms used in robberies have been mapped out on the basis of data from LORS. 
These data in LORS are based on the designation given by witnesses or persons reporting the 
robberies of the nature / type of firearm. This explains, for example the relatively low number of 
cases in which the use of an imitation firearm is established, while other information shows that 
many robberies are committed with firearms not using live ammunition. The total number of 
firearms observed by witnesses during robberies in the period 1998 – 2003 is between 1,500 and 
1,800. Witnesses and/or victims often state that a pistol was used as a firearm (in approximately 
65% of the cases). 
 
Quality of the HKS figures 
Because the registration in VDS is only consistent and complete for five regions, in the period 
2001 – 2003, the extent to which a complete picture of registered firearms incidents can be 
obtained from data from HKS was examined. For this purpose, the data from HKS were compared 
with figures from VDS, LORS (number of robberies) and Statistics Netherlands (CBS) (number of 
killings with firearms). A comparison of figures from HKS with other sources shows that the 



number of firearms incidents registered in HKS is incomplete as well. The conclusion is therefore 
that it is not possible to make reliable estimates of the number of firearms incidents on the basis of 
HKS. 
 
6. Smuggling and trafficking in the Netherlands 
 
The illegal firearms market was examined on the basis of a recent study (Spapens and Bruinsma, 
2004), in which supply and demand as well as the parties involved and the trafficking and 
smuggling methods are discussed. In the framework of this study, the results of the prior study 
were summarised and presented to several firearms experts and legal arms dealers for checking. 
 
Supply of and demand for illegal firearms 
The following has been ascertained regarding the supply of illegal firearms: 
- There is an increasing variation in makes and types of firearms. 
- The illegal firearms market is becoming more businesslike. 
- It has emerged from VDS that Italy (especially the make Tanfoglio), Belgium (mainly the make 
FN), Germany, Serbia-Montenegro and the Czech Republic are the principal source countries. 
 
The following is stated about the demand for illegal firearms: 
- It comes mainly from young men (aged 20-30), usually with criminal records in the context of 
committing violence. 
- There are roughly three groups: (1) petty (starting) criminals, engaged in hold-ups and drugs 
dealing at neighbourhood level, (2) experienced criminals with contacts at regional and national 
level and (3) large, (inter)nationally operating criminals engaged in capital-intensive trafficking 
in drugs, arms or women. 
- Reasons to possess illegal firearms are: (1) Use as a (criminal) instrument, (2) use as an aid 
for personal safety, (3) as collector’s items or objects to save and (4) as objects of trade. 
- Firearms experts expect an increase, or an ongoing differentiation in the demand for firearms 
as a result of (1) expansion of the European Union, (2) increase in the number of persons 
involved in organised crime and (3) hardening of the crime picture. 
 
Smuggling and trafficking methods 
In the logistic process of illicit trafficking in firearms, four stages can be distinguished: 

1. Production of a firearm, often on the premises of legal firearms manufacturers. 
2. Contribution of the weapon to illegal circles through blackwashing (only selling legally on 

paper), theft, conversion or recycling.  
3. Smuggling of the illegal weapon from the source country to the Netherlands. This is often 

done through dispatches by courier, hitchhiking along with other illegal trafficking, hitchhiking 
with legal transports or through dispatches by parcel post.  

4. Sale of the illegal weapon in the Dutch criminal circle: (1) the importer sells on to distributors 
who then deliver the firearms to the end users or (2) the importer itself delivers to the end 
users. 
 

Several important facts relating to trafficking in illegal firearms are: 
- Criminal collaborations, aimed at smuggling and trafficking in firearms, are flexible and 
composed of a limited number of persons, with the importer as the pivot of the logistic 
organisation. 
- There are no ethnic monopoly positions in the (distributive) trade in firearms. Native Dutch, 
Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese and former Yugoslavians are mentioned relatively often as 
groups involved in smuggling and trafficking in firearms in the Netherlands. 
116 
- Firearms smuggling and trafficking often involve small numbers per shipment (five to thirty 
firearms) and the trafficking in itself is not sufficiently lucrative. Trafficking in firearms is 
therefore often combined with secondary trade. 
- Firearms are not easy to acquire except for customers who are familiar with and trusted in 
criminal circles. 
 
 
 



7. Conclusions and recommendations 
 
Quality of the information available 
In this study, an attempt was made to gather as much ‘hard’ information as possible regarding the 
nature and extent of firearms crime, particularly for the period 2001 – 2003. In doing so, we mainly 
used information available in VDS, which has been operational since 1 January 2001. The study 
shows that, potentially, VDS can be an important source of information, but that, at present, many 
regional police forces do not enter the seizure of firearms (including guns not using live 
ammunition) and shooting incidents at all in VDS, or do not enter them in a sufficiently reliable or 
consistent manner. The causes of incorrect and/or incomplete entry of information should be 
sought, for example in the fact that ‘filling’ VDS is an additional administrative task, that specialist 
knowledge of weapons is necessary but often not available (any more) and that entry definitions 
are not used uniformly and/or create problems in calling up the data in VDS. 
 
Vision and policy 
It is therefore advisable, at national level as well as within the regional police forces, to devote 
more attention to a good registration of relevant information in VDS. In doing so, it is important to 
work from a certain vision, because knowledge about matters such as firearms possession, use 
and trafficking can only be organised properly if there is a clear view of priorities and specific 
points of interest in the approach to firearms crime. In concrete terms, this means, for example 
that the approach should at least encompass the following aspects: 

1. Criminal investigation aimed at detecting firearms possession and use. 
2. Criminal investigation aimed at systematic detection of personal networks engaged in the 

trafficking, smuggling and/or ‘leasing’ of firearms.  
3. Target group- and location-specific investigation into the possession and use of firearms. 

 
The most important conditions for the implementation of that approach are: 

1. Consistent direction and facilitation, at national and decentralised level, of ‘firearms 
intelligence’ on the basis of VDS, including the necessary development of expertise in and 
internationalisation of the regional police forces.  

2. The encouragement of data collection and knowledge development in relation to specific risk 
locations and risk groups, regarding whom it can be presumed that they will (or might) use 
firearms in their criminal careers in committing crimes, such as the groups examined in the 
study before you, but, for example also the group of very active repeat offenders. 

3. The encouragement of research into and development of crime scenarios. Research will 
continue to play an important supporting role in this. In the short term, however, the accent in 
the content of such research should be on better mapping out and analysis of specific risk 
groups and crime scenarios in relation to the use of firearms, as well as the tracing of personal 
networks involved in the trafficking of firearms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(1) In addition, in 2004 the study Illegale vuurwapens in Nederland: smokkel en handel 
(“Illegal firearms in the Netherlands: smuggling and trade”) was published, a study 
commissioned by the foundation Politie en Wetenschap (Spapens and Bruinsma, 2004). 

 


