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Summary 
 

EVALUATION OF THE DUTCH EXPLOSIVES PRECURSORS ACT 

With attention to the licensing system for members of the general public and the 

registration and reporting obligation for companies 

 

Peter Kruize & Paul Gruter 

 

On September 2, 2014, the regulation "on the marketing and use of explosives precursors" (98/2013) 

entered into force in the European Union. The EU regulation was implemented in the Netherlands on 

June 1, 2016 in the Explosives Precursors Act. This act ensures that suspicious transactions with 

precursors are reported and that a number of precursors can only be purchased by members of the 

general public if they have a license. From February 1, 2021, the new EU regulation (2019/1148) will 

apply and the Netherlands had the choice to continue, adjust or abolish the licensing system. This 

inventory evaluation study was carried out to provide more insight into the licensing system (under 

the old regulation). In addition to the licensing system, the study focuses on the registration and 

reporting obligation of market parties. The overall research question is as follows: 

 

What are the experiences of the participants involved with the implementation of the licensing 

system, the registration of transactions and the reporting obligation in regard to the regulations 

for the marketing of explosives precursors? 

 

Ten research questions have been formulated that relate to five themes, namely (1) requirements to 

and obligations for the participants, (2) nature and scope of the implementation, (3) activities and 

possibilities of the participants, (4) experiences of the parties involved and (5) nature and quality of 

enforcement and supervision. 

 

In order to answer the research questions, written documents were studied, 43 representatives of 

relevant organizations were interviewed and an online questionnaire was distributed among members 

of the general public who applied for a license or expressed an interest in it. 21 of the 74 persons 

belonging to the target group completed the questionnaire, which corresponds to a response rate of 

28%. 

 

Explosives precursors  

The Explosives Precursors Act supervises two lists of chemical substances that can be used as 

precursors for explosives. These substances can often be bought as they are also raw materials for 

products that the consumer may need. For example, fertilizers, nail polish remover, hair dye and 

cleaning products often contain substances that can also be used as precursors for explosives. 

Moreover, some substances are (also) sold in pure form. Annex II contains substances that are subject 

to a reporting obligation for economic operators if a suspicious transaction, disappearance or theft 

has taken place. This reporting obligation also applies to substances on Annex I. For substances on 



Annex I above a certain concentration members of the general public must apply for a license. These 

substances are also indicated with "restricted". 

 

Table 1 Explosives precursors: Annex I and II (valid until February 1, 2021) 

Annex 

I 

Name of substance Limit value Annex 

II 

Name of substance 

1 Hydrogen peroxide 12% 1 Aceton 

2 Nitric acid 3% 2 Sulphuric acid 

3 Nitromethane 30% 3 Ammonium nitrate 

4 Sodium chlorate 40% 4 Hexamine 

5 Sodium perchlorate 40% 5 Sodium nitrate 

6 Potassium chlorate 40% 6 Potassium nitrate 

7 Potassium perchlorate 40% 7 Calcium nitrate 

   8 Calcium ammonium nitrate 

   9 Aluminum powder 

   10 Magnesium powder 

   11 Magnesium Nitrate Hexahydrate 

 

Legal frameworks 

The Netherlands has opted for a licensing system. Under the EU Regulation, when granting a permit, 

a Member State must take into account all relevant circumstances, in particular the legitimacy of the 

intended use. In addition to the requirement of legitimacy, the Explosives Precursors Act stipulates 

that a permit is only issued if no reasonable alternative is available and if the applicant can submit a 

recent Conduct Certificate. 

 

The EU regulation states that a permit can be issued for no more than three years. In the Explosives 

Precursors Act this term is set at no more than two years. The Regulation refers to single or multiple 

use of the substance. Requirements for use are not reflected in the Explosives Precursors Act. 

 

The Regulation on precursors for explosives states that an application for a license must be sent to 

the Human Environment and Transport Inspectorate (ILT). The Regulation also states that the label 

on the packaging of precursors to which a restriction applies must be provided with a warning. 

Furthermore, the sales personnel must be aware of the Explosives Precursors Act obligations and 

check the identity of the buyer if it concerns a license holder or the Chamber of Commerce extract if 

it concerns a company. 

 

Neither the EU Regulation 98/2013 nor the Explosives Precursors Act mentions a registration 

requirement. However, in the Regulation on explosives precursors it is stated that for transactions 

involving restricted explosives precursors and, if possible, explosives precursors subject to a reporting 

requirement, an overview is kept of the number of products sold for the current and previous calendar 

year. And that overview must contain: the name of the product, precursor including total quantity and 

concentration, the package size, the company name and the address details of customers and the 

period in which the purchase took place. 



The EU regulation requires each Member State to establish one or more National Contact Points for 

reporting suspicious transactions, thefts or missing substances in Annex I and Annex II. Retailers 

may refuse a suspicious transaction, but this is not an obligation. In the Netherlands, the National 

Contact Point is part of the National Police (Centrex, NL-BDC). 

 

Although the National Contact Point is housed with the police, retailers must report suspicious 

transactions, thefts and missing persons to the Tax Authorities' Reporting Center for Suspicious 

Transactions Chemicals (FIOD), according to the Regulation on precursors for explosives. The report 

must contain information about the reporter (name, company), the transaction (date, time, place and 

which products / precursors), reason for the report and description of the customer; and in the event 

of theft/loss, a further description thereof. Finally, the report must contain material – if available – 

that enables the identity of the customer to be traced. 

 

License applications 

Despite the fact that the EU regulation entered into force in September 2014, this does not apply to 

the Explosives Precursors Act until mid-2016; this is because there has been a long debate about who 

should write the law; the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment (the current Ministry of 

Infrastructure and Water Management) or the Ministry of Justice and Security. The first permit 

application dates from 2017. In the period 2017 to 2020, 21 applications were submitted by 20 people. 

A permit has only been requested for the substances hydrogen peroxide (7 applications) and nitric 

acid (14 applications). In general, permits are requested for 35% hydrogen peroxide or 53% nitric 

acid. 

 

To apply for a permit, it is required that a Conduct Certificate is submitted. In order to apply for a 

Conduct Certificate, the ILT must "prepare" this application, so that it is clear on the basis of which 

profile the screening must take place. There are 54 people who asked the ILT to prepare a Conduct 

Certificate, but who ultimately did not apply for a permit. 

 

Eleven permit applications were approved and ten applications were rejected. It is mainly the 

applications for a license for nitric acid that have been approved, namely ten of the fourteen 

applications. All but one of the applications for hydrogen peroxide were rejected. The reason that 

hydrogen peroxide applications are rejected is often because the National Institute for Public Health 

and the Environment (RIVM) indicates that a lower concentration that does not require a permit is 

also sufficient. This argument does not apply to nitric acid. The applicants often use this substance 

for processing or dissolving metals. 

 

Registration obligation 

Companies that sell restricted substances are able to create overviews based on their records, but there 

are no companies (to our knowledge) that prepare such overviews in advance. The supervisory party 

- the ILT - has occasionally requested such an overview, following a concrete suspicion. 

 

 



Duty to report 

Retailers report suspicious transactions, thefts and missing explosives precursors to the Reporting 

Point for Suspicious Transactions Chemicals (MVTC). Reports are also received here about drug 

precursors. Companies also voluntarily report suspicious transactions of substances that are not on 

the explosives precursor lists, but may be relevant. The explosives precursor reports are forwarded to 

the Reporting Point Police Self-Made Explosives Police (MPZE). In addition to reports via the 

MVTC, a number of reports are also received from abroad and via regular police channels. A total of 

413 reports were registered with the MPZE in the period 2017 to 2020. 407 reports concern a 

suspicious transaction and 6 reports concern theft or loss. So, an average of around 100 suspicious 

transactions is reported per year. This apparently contradicts what retailers say about the number of 

reported suspicious transactions. Some retailers we spoke to indicate that they make dozens of reports 

per year, while other retailers report hundreds of reports per year. With that, we would expect many 

more reports to the MPZE, unless most of reports concern drug precursors. It therefore seems doubtful 

that all reports about acetone and sulfuric acid from the MVTC are also passed on to the MPZE. 

 

Most reports come in via e-mail (329 reports; 80%). 68 suspicious transactions (16%) were reported 

by telephone. The other reports come from abroad (8 reports; 2%) or via regular police channels (8 

reports; 2%). It turns out that the majority of reports are made by retailers and online platforms. Online 

platforms lead with 175 reports (42%), followed by retailers with 163 reports (39 percent). The 

wholesaler is responsible for 34 reports (8%), while 41 reporters fall into the category other (10%). 

 

It is not always known who is behind the suspicious transaction. Where this is known, about half of 

the reports concern a member of the general public, while the other half of the reports concern a 

company. 

  

54% of the (attempted) purchase of products / substances that have been reported as suspicious 

transactions relate to substances on explosives precursor lists; 69 notifications relate to Annex I 

substances; this concerns nineteen reports of a substance for which a restriction applies. Annex I 

substances are chlorates (usually in 2017) and hydrogen peroxide. Reports of Annex I substances 

have decreased significantly in the years 2019 and 2020; 156 notifications relate to Annex II 

substances. Acetone is the most frequently reported Annex II substance, followed by sulfuric acid 

and nitrates. 

 

Most reports received by the MPZE are not suspicious in the eyes of Centrex employees and are 

therefore not forwarded to a regional police unit for further investigation. Of the 413 reports, 90 were 

forwarded to the regional police units for further investigation, or 20 to 25 reports per year. 

 

Members of the general public 

Persons who have a legitimate purpose can apply for a license for substances that are subject to a 

restriction. An average of five people applies for a permit per year. This number is so small that the 

question arises whether there are also persons who manage to obtain the desired substance outside 

the licensing system. And, to what extent this is (partly) to blame for the way in which the licensing 



system has been designed. The costs associated with applying for a permit seem to create a barrier. 

The permit application itself costs nothing, but a Conduct Certificate must be submitted (costs more 

than 30 Euros) and the permit must be collected in person in Utrecht (travel costs). Certainly in view 

of the fact that most permit applications involve relatively small quantities, they quickly become 

"expensive gallons" of the desired substance. 

 

It is our impression that most well-meaning individuals, although sometimes reluctant, are satisfied 

with less concentrated substances or with alternatives for which there is no restriction. A relatively 

small group wants to get hold of the "stronger stuff". Practice has shown that only a very small number 

follow the path of "obtaining a substance via the official route". Discussions with representatives of 

hobby associations show that there is an "informal circuit" that enables members of the general public 

to acquire the desired substance without a permit. This can be a connection abroad, a (befriended) 

shopkeeper or a fellow hobbyist. Some retailers indicate that members of the general public 

sometimes also use the corporate structure. Then an acquaintance or family member, who happens to 

have their own business, buys the desired material for them. 

 

Based on our research, we cannot estimate the size of the number of well-meaning members of the 

general public who manage to obtain a substance for which a restriction applies via a shortcut, but 

we suspect that this number will in any case be the number of members of the general public who 

have gone through the formal process of applying for a permit. 

 

If we look at the number of discovered/detonated explosives in the Netherlands, the Defense 

Explosive Ordnance Disposal Unit (EOD) encounters about five cases per year involving hobby 

chemists. They often use TATP and HMTD as homemade detonators. Hydrogen peroxide and acetone 

are components of TATP, while HMTD contains hydrogen peroxide and haxamine, among others. In 

addition to these hobby chemists, the EOD also comes into contact with fireworks hobbyists. This 

concerns five to ten cases on an annual basis. They make their own fireworks and use potassium 

chlorate, sulfur, charcoal and aluminum powder as precursors. These "hobbyists" have also managed 

to obtain explosives precursors and have not applied for a license. 

 

In addition, there are malicious individuals who use precursors to make explosives for criminal or 

terrorist purposes. Apart from a case from Arnhem (2018), we are not aware of any cases in which 

explosive precursors were at issue in an (alleged) terrorist attack. There are, however, many examples 

of criminal use of home-made explosives in explosive raids. Attacks are committed by Dutch 

criminals in the Netherlands, Belgium and Germany. It concerns sixty to seventy cases on an annual 

basis. This mainly uses ammonium nitrate and aluminum, sometimes mixed with nitro methane as an 

explosive. As an initiator, detonators are used filled with TATP or with HMTD. In addition, flash 

powder (extracted from heavy fireworks) is also used as an explosive. 

 

Retailers 

Many retailers we have spoken to indicate that they do not want to sell products requiring a license 

and have adapted their range accordingly. In their view, setting up a system for registering permits is 



not profitable. Potential buyers are often advised to purchase the desired substance in a lower 

concentration that does not require a permit or to opt for an alternative substance. There are also 

retailers who supply restricted substances to private individuals without a license. We have not been 

able to determine on what scale this occurs, but both retailers and members of the general public are 

sending this signal. 

 

Retailers do not keep a special record of sold substances for which a restriction applies, but can, if 

desired, make such overviews. 

 

In general, retailers endorse the importance of the duty to report, but some retailers are reluctant to 

actually report it. In addition to the fact that it entails (extra) work, entrepreneurs also wonder what 

actually happens with their reports. Several retailers perceive the lack of feedback as a loss and it 

decrease to motivation to continue to report actively. 

 

There is, incidentally, a remarkable difference in the way in which retailers deal with the reporting 

obligation. For example, there are retailers who have set a limit on the number of products - containing 

explosives precursors - that a customer can buy. For example, drugstores have a maximum of three 

bottles (250 ml) of hydrogen peroxide (3%) per customer. The cash register system is designed in 

such a way that it is not possible to sell multiple bottles. On the other hand, there are shops, especially 

online platforms, where members of the general public can buy hundreds of liters of hydrogen 

peroxide (12%), apparently without any restrictions. The company in question does not want to tell 

us whether this will lead to a report of a suspicious transaction. In this context, however, the popular 

term competition consideration is often used inappropriately. 

 

The retailers we spoke to indicate that they are well aware of the Explosives Precursors Act, the 

reporting obligation and the recognition of suspicious transactions. Employees of the ILT and Centrex 

also indicate that the awareness of the retailers is fairly good. Audits at drugstores also indicate that 

employees are aware of the duty to report and that this has improved over the years. However, this 

contrast sharply with the results of the mystery shopping’s (police) and inspections (ILT). This shows 

that suspicious transactions are hardly reported (mystery shopping’s) and that large numbers of 

retailers are insufficiently aware of the Explosives Precursors Act (reality checks of the ILT). It also 

seems that the knowledge of the Explosives Precursors Act has declined. At least, based on the 

mystery shopping’s and reality checks. 

 

The difference between what representatives indicate and the results of the mystery shopping’s and 

reality checks may be explained by the timeframe when we conducted our research, namely the first 

months of 2021. This is exactly the time of the run-up to the entry into force of the new EU 

Regulation, and as a result of which there is relatively much (renewed) attention for the Explosives 

Precursors Act. As a result, the current knowledge of market parties is probably better than a few 

years ago, at the time of the mystery shopping’s and reality checks. 

 



Another possible explanation could be selectivity. The ILT did not want to share with us at which 

shops the reality checks were carried out. It is possible that the ILT has opted for shops where it 

suspects that there is a lack of knowledge about the Explosives Precursors Act obligations. That 

would be a fair choice from a supervisory point of view. The consequence, however, is that the results 

of the reality checks are of course not representative. The ILT's resolute refusal to share this 

information at least at industry level means that cannot test this hypothesis. 

 

Human Environment and Transport Inspectorate 

The ILT handles applications for a permit on behalf of the Ministry of J&V (NCTV). In doing so, the 

ILT is guided by the advice of the RIVM (“Are alternative substances conceivable for the desired 

purpose?”) And Centrex of the police (“Are there any reservations about the applicant?”). The ILT 

does not independently consider this. If there is a negative advice from the RIVM or Centrex, no 

permit will be issued by default. In practice, applications have only been rejected on the advice of the 

RIVM. Despite the fact that the RIVM indicates that bleaching bones and skulls can also be done 

with 12% hydrogen peroxide, there is a demand for hydrogen peroxide of a higher concentration from 

the hobby environment. However, if these types of applications are rejected several times, the effect 

will probably be that people take a different, less formal path, which we have also been able to record 

from the interviews. 

 

The ILT ensures that retailers comply with the Explosives Precursors Act and enforces the law where 

necessary. This supervision is carried out by a department with a staff of three FTEs, with 

approximately 80% of the available time being spent on the Explosives Precursors Act. The 

supervision (inspections) in 2016 and partly in 2017 mainly consisted of visiting industry 

associations, head offices and wholesalers. In the period since then, the emphasis has mainly shifted 

to reality checks, ie unannounced visits to retail outlets (shops). There is little or no control at online 

(marketplace) platforms. In the years 2018 and 2019, approximately 200 reality checks were carried 

out per year; less in 2020 due to the Corona pandemic. 

 

The ILT has made little use of administrative checks to detect the evasion of the licensing system 

and/or the failure to report suspicious transactions, missing persons or thefts. In their own words, the 

intention was to make a start on this in 2020, but this did not happen, again due to the Corona 

pandemic. In this way, the ILT has left unused a potentially powerful supervisory tool for years. 

 

Both representatives of the ILT and Customs indicate that they lack input from the police to do their 

job properly. There is little or no exchange of information about the type of explosives precursors 

found in criminal circles. There is also a lack of information transfer about the likely places of 

purchase of these substances. The lack of this feedback makes it difficult for ILT and Customs to 

work in a risk-driven manner; a way of working that was agreed upon when the law was introduced. 

 

Centrex (police) 

Centrex's NL-BDC acts as the National Contact Point. As a result, reports from abroad arrive here, 

unless a report is sent directly to another police division from abroad or from Europol. Reports of 



suspicious transactions, missing or thefts are sent either to the FIOD Reporting Center (notification 

by e-mail) or to the Police Reporting Center (telephone). The FIOD will forward explosive precursor 

related reports to the police. Determining whether this notification is explosive precursor related 

solely on the basis of the notification proves to be a difficult task in practice. There is overlap between 

reports for explosives precursors and those for drugs. In addition, there are retailers who report 

directly to the local police officer or another police division. Not all reports along this route are also 

reported to Centrex. 

 

Centrex does not monitor what happens next with continued reports. As a result, there is no insight 

into the effect of reporting suspicious transactions by retailers. Will the police track down criminals 

with this? Does this prevent things from happening? These relevant questions cannot be answered. 

 

Customs and Royal Netherlands Marechaussee 

Checking the import of substances subject to a restriction or checking the import of suspicious 

quantities of explosive precursors are tasks for Customs (external borders) and the Royal Netherlands 

Marechaussee (internal borders). Until 2020, no targeted inspections have been carried out by 

Customs. An attempt was made to do this in 2020, but this has failed, partly due to the fact that 

Customs does not know where to set up these checks due to insufficient knowledge of which routes 

may be used. Control of internal borders is difficult given the free movement within the EU, but apart 

from that, Mobile Supervision (checks behind the border, due to the fact that there is no control at the 

internal borders) does not pay attention to the Explosives Precursors Act. 

 

Defense Explosive Ordnance Disposal Unit (EOD) and Netherlands Forensic Institute (NFI) 

The EOD comes into the picture when explosives are found or exploded. This usually concerns home-

made explosives. Confiscated explosives or samples of detonated explosives are sent to the NFI for 

further investigation. Representatives of both organizations indicate that in practice they are not asked 

to pay specific attention to explosive precursors; for example to find out the origin of the substances 

used. For example, ammonium nitrate can be bought pure and used in an explosive, but this substance 

can also be extracted from fertilizers. The latter can be determined if a conscious search is made for 

lime residues. 

 

National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism (NCTV) 

The NCTV coordinates policy on and implementation of the Explosives Precursors Act. Employees 

of the NCTV played an active role in the preparation of the EU regulation and, by extension, the 

Explosives Precursors Act. During these years, a team of five people is working on this subject and 

a lot of energy has been invested in consultation with retailers (awareness). A Reference Group has 

been set up with representatives from relevant branches. 

 

After the introduction of the Explosives Precursors Act, the involvement of the NCTV in this subject 

has declined sharply. The number of employees involved has been reduced to one and hardly any 

requirements have been set for the organizations involved in the implementation of the Explosives 

Precursors Act. In the run-up to the introduction of the new EU regulation, the NCTV has again 



devoted more attention to this act and it has become clear that there is a need for better coordination 

and more requirements for the organizations involved. 

 

Nature and quality of enforcement and supervision 

No system has been set up to monitor the permits granted. The ILT issues a permit for the one-off 

purchase of a specific substance of a specific concentration (usually nitric acid of 53%). Where this 

permit holder then buys the substance, and whether it remains a one-off purchase, is therefore also 

unknown to the ILT. The online questionnaire that was completed by eight license holders, among 

others, shows that the license holder does not need to identify oneself in all cases and that two people 

have used the license several times. We also do not know whether they have spread the licensed 

quantity over several purchases or whether they have purchased more than was licensed. No 

inspections have been carried out on license holders. In the eyes of the coordinating ILT inspector, 

these checks are misplaced (what should be checked?). 

 

As researchers, we have been amazed at the fact that the ILT has carried out hardly any administrative 

checks, but we have not heard from the parties involved, such as the NCTV, that this is perceived as 

a shortcoming. In fact, market parties have had little to "fear" from the ILT in recent years. 

 

As far as we are aware, a violation of Article 3 of the Explosives Precursors Act has only been charged 

three times in the past years. The fact that public prosecutors make so little use of the Explosives 

Precursors Act in an indictment has not been the subject of this investigation, but the police (Centrex) 

is urging to make more frequent use of this option. 


