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Summary "Coffee shops and local policies in the Netherlands" 
 
 

The grounds for and design of the conducted research 

 

As assigned by the Scientific Research and Documentation centre of the Ministry of Justice, 

research has been conducted by IVA into local drug policy concerning coffee shops and the 

enforcement and observance of this policy. The research aimed to answer four main questions: 

• How many coffee shops are there in the Netherlands? 

• Which local drug policies concerning coffee shops are implemented? 

• How are the criteria that permit the establishment of coffee shops enforced and observed? 

• What would a monitor concerning enforcement and observance look like? 

 

The research was conducted in two phases. The first phase consisted of replication study: it was 

the fifth survey in which civil servants of all Dutch municipalities where questioned about their local 

drug policy and the number of coffee shops established in their municipality. Earlier monitoring was 

performed by Bureau Intraval (Bieleman, Goeree & Naayer, 2003). The replication study gives a 

general answer to the first three questions this research aims to answer. In this phase all 489 

municipalities were contacted. The second phase of the research goes into more depth. For this, 

interviews were held with civil servants, police officers and coffee shop owners in 21 municipalities. 

The aim was to gain more insight into the second and third research question: how does the local 

drug policy translate into practice and how are enforcement and observanc e construed? Based on 

the knowledge gained with answering the first three research questions, an answer can be given 

on the fourth question, that of the construction of a coffee shop monitor. 

 

Summary of the replication study 

 

The number of coffee shops in the Netherlands decreases: in 2003 there were 754 coffee shops, 

nearly four percent less than the year before when there were 782. The percentage of 

municipalities with coffee shops is approximately the same as the years before: in 21,5 percent of 

all municipalities there is at least one coffee shop, in a little less than 80 percent of municipalities 

there are no coffee shops. Three quarters of the municipalities have a zero policy, a small number 

of municipalities have a maximum policy. The number of existing and allowed coffee shops 

converges. In 2003, as in 2002, in enforcement priority is given to 'no youths; customers are not 

allowed in if under 18 years of age', 'no public nuisance' and 'no hard drugs on the premises', the J, 

O and H criteria of AHOJ-G. 

 

Summary of the in-depth study 

 

Local decision-making about the enforcement policy concerning coffee shops leads to differences 

between municipalities. Differences have been observed in the manner in which inspections are 

executed, the frequency with which they are executed and the responsible officer. By talking to 

three parties within one municipality (civil servants, police officers and coffee shop owners) a 

complete picture of policy, enforcement and observance is drawn up. In general it can be 
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concluded that the local drug policy does not lead to big problems in any of the municipalities. 

However, some criteria are judged unclear, sometimes criteria are not interpreted in the same way 

and priorities are not the same for all municipalities. Both within and between municipalities there is 

little univocality and transparency.  

 

Civil servants 

   

In selected municipalities, employees in the legal or strategic division of the municipality were 

interviewed about the local drug policy concerning coffee shops. The most important goal of the 

policy is to separate the market of soft drugs from that of hard drugs. Other goals are the restriction 

of public nuisance and the formulation of an enforceable policy. Each municipality formulates its 

own policy and half of the municipalities evaluate their policy.  

 

The AHOJ-G criteria are clear to most of the civil servants with the exception of the A (no 

advertising of the sales of soft drugs) and O (no public nuisance) criteria. Municipalities choose 

different priorities. Usually, the hard drugs criterion has a high priority while it is at the same time 

stated the hard drugs are not an issue any more; it is very seldom that hard drugs are found in a 

coffee shop. The Youth criterion has a high priority and is strictly enforced. Despite strict 

enforcement, the criterion of no more than five grams per person per day is difficult to inspect. The 

maximum of 500 grams of cannabis in stock is generally weighed; some civil servants however, 

question the use of this criterion. In the interdepartmental letter concerning cannabis policy, the 

criterion stating a minimum distance between a coffee shop and school or border, is stressed. It is 

implemented in 10 of the 21 municipalities. These do not always work with a predetermined 

distance: some use soft criteria like "not in the vicinity of". 

 

The sanctions bases on administrative law are divers but what municipalities do have in common is 

the fact that most of them use a trajectory of sanctions: after a first offence, the sanction is mild, a 

consecutive offence is punished more severely. The usual sanction after a first offence is a formal 

administrative warning. Violation of the hard drugs criterion results in immediate closure of the 

coffee shop in most municipalities.  

 

Police officers 

 

The inspection of coffee shops by police officers is different in each municipality. With formal 

periodic inspections the frequency ranges from never to once a month. The police officers are 

generally satisfied with the control frequency in their municipality. There are different ways of 

executing the formal periodic inspection. One is strict quantitative inspection (everything is 

weighted and checked) performed by a non-neighbourhood bound police team or a 

multidisciplinary team. The other is inspection 'by feeling', these are less strict and usually 

performed by neighbourhood bound teams.  

With informal inspections a police officer (narcotics expert, youth officer) walks into a coffee shop 

unannounced. A few municipalities use catch- and frisk actions : customers of a coffee shop are 

questioned and checked upon leaving the coffee shop. Sometimes there are specific occasions, 

like when reports have been made or administrative sanctions have to be enforced, that lead to 

additional observation.  
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The AHOJ-G criteria are enforced by police officers in all municipalities. Concerning the A 

(advertisement) criterion no municipality has established directives. The hard drugs criterion is 

clear for the police officers, but does hardly ever play a part since there are nearly no offences of 

this criterion. It is however a criterion that proofs hard to inspect in practice. Public nuisance is a 

difficult but important criterion for the police. What makes it difficult is the frequent lack of 

objectivity. In all municipalities formal periodic inspections are carried out to enforce the youth 

criterion. Next to formal controls, information is come by through neighbours or tip-offs by youths 

themselves. The maximum amount of five grams per person per day is hardly ever inspected. What 

is inspected in half of the municipalities is the amount of cannabis in the shop (maximum allowed 

500 grams). In nearly every municipality, the priority for enforcement is the youth criterion. 

 

According to most police officers, criminal law is neither sufficient nor suitable for sanctioning 

offences of the local drug policy concerning coffee shops. Satisfaction is greater with administrative 

law. When it comes to the policy itself, half of the police officers are unsatisfied. Aspects that are 

named are for example the fact that soft drugs are not legal but allowed and the 

'achterdeurproblematiek': the deliverance and purchase of large quantities of cannabis at the 

backdoor. 

 

Coffee shop owners 

 

All coffee shop owners are familiar with the criteria and know they have to obey them. But 

familiarity is not clarity: the advertisement criterion is not clear to any of them. Approximately half of 

the coffee shop owners does not feel the need to advertise while a quarter of the owners finds the 

A criterion very restricting. Most coffee shop owners came across hard drug dealers in or around 

their shop in the past. Control on hard drugs is difficult to realize by the coffee shop owners but 

they are held responsible when hard drugs are found on a customer.  

To obey the public nuisance criterion coffee shop owners take all kinds of measures, like building 

extra parking spaces for their customers or hiring doormen. Coffee shop owners sometimes have 

the idea that all the problems in the neighbourhood are attributed to them while this is not always 

justifiable. Concerning the youth criterion most of the coffee shop owners indicate that they ask for 

identification when they doubt the visitors age. More than half of the coffee shop owners think the 

current age limit is a good one because lowering it could lead to problems. A comment they do 

make however is that there is a difficult situation for youths under 18. There is an obvious need for 

soft drugs and a danger since these youths cannot get those in a safe (legal) way. The separation 

of the soft drugs and hard drugs market is therefore not accomplished for a very vulnerable group. 

More than half of the interviewed coffee shop owners stick to the limit of selling five grams per 

person per day. They remark however that it is possible for a custom to return after a change of 

shifts or to visit multiple coffee shops. The use of the criterion that limits sales to five gram per 

person per day is questioned. The maximum amount of 500 grams of cannabis in store gives a lot 

of the coffee shop owners problems: the risks they run when refilling the stock, the nuisance they 

cause while trafficking back and forth and the rigidity of the criterion.  

 

The collaboration with the civil servants is not too good according to the coffee shop owners. There 

is very little contact, no dialogue or even a clearly bad relation. The collaboration with the police is 

judged positively by more than half of the coffee shop owners. Inspections vary from seldom or 

never to once a month. The execution of inspections is very divers. Coffee shop owners frequently 
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see different people and they get irritated with the level of unprofessionalism with which inspections 

are carried out. The chance of getting caught while breaking a criterion is not judged very high by 

coffee shop owners. However, they say that the treat of sanctioning under the administrative law (a 

closure for example) makes them feel compelled to play by the rules.  

 

Feasibility of a coffee shop monitor 

 

Since the Ministry of Justice wants to keep monitoring enforcement and observance in the future, a 

first draft towards the development of a monitor is drawn up. It is suggested to develop a 

quantitative and qualitative system, based on the theory of the Table of Eleven. The Table of 

Eleven is preferably given a prominent place within the monitor, since its dimensions can be 

translated both into enforcement and observance. In the future, the monitor will be able to provide 

insight into trends in enforcement and observance. The monitor will also be able to contribute to 

making future coffee shop policy more transparent for all parties, especially policy makers.  

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

 

The replication study  shows that the number of coffee shops still decreases. Most municipalities 

have a zero policy.  

 

The in-depth study leads to three conclusions. First, the AHOJ-G criteria are not always clear to 

civil servants, police officers and coffee shop owners. Second, concerning enforcement issues are: 

the frequency of inspections (in many municipalities there is a discrepancy in the number of 

inspections reported by the civil servants, police officers and coffee shop owners), the way in which 

inspections are carried out and the question of effectiveness of different ways of enforcement. 

Third, with regard to policy: the practice of enforcement and observance is dependent upon the 

local policy. 

 

When it comes to enforcement, it is important to clarify the advertisement criterion and the criterion 

of a maximum stock of 500 grams of cannabis in the shop. Enforcement can be more effective 

when priorities are better specified in policy and when enforcement can be based on 

communication. Enforcement is more than drawing up rules. A municipality that only focuses on 

tightening the rules will not accomplish much. Civil servants and police officers should keep an 

open dialogue with coffee shop owners. In general, the use of administrative law and sanctioning 

works well when enforcing coffee shop policy. A problem that remains is the practice of buying 

drugs at the backdoor. It is recommendable to look into the backdoor issue and search for possible 

solutions.  

 

Both the replication study as the in-depth study can be used in future monitoring. However, 

methodological improvements of data collection practice and -sources are necessary. Statistics 

from police registration are of little use since the police seldom registers coffee shop related 

incidents. Directly approaching coffee show owners is feasible and worthwhile.  
 


