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Memorandum 

De reeks Memorandum omvat de rapporten van onderzoek dat door en in opdracht 

van het Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek- en Datacentrum is verricht. Opname in de reeks 

betekent niet dat de inhoud van de rapporten het standpunt van de Minister van 

Justitie en Veiligheid weergeeft. 

Alle rapporten van het WODC zijn gratis te downloaden van WODC Repository. 

  

https://repository.wodc.nl/
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Summary 

Natural disaster, police deployment, and the criminal justice 

system 

An explorative calculation of the potential impact of a natural disaster on the criminal 

justice system 

Due to climate change, we are increasingly experiencing extreme weather phenomena 

such as floods, forest fires, storms, etc. During such natural disasters and their 

aftermath, emergency services such as the police, fire department, and ambulance 

service are heavily relied upon. However, there are limits to the capacity of emergency 

services. In case of the police an increased focus on emergency response and law 

enforcement means a reduced focus on criminal investigation. Unfortunately, there are 

always people who take advantage of such situations and enrich themselves at the 

expense of the disaster victims. Consequently, the police must deal not only with the 

direct consequences of the natural disaster but also with the indirect criminal 

consequences, which impact the entire criminal justice system. 

To get an idea of the potential consequences of a natural disaster for the criminal 

justice system, five scenarios have been developed. In these scenarios the police's 

investigative efforts and the number of suspects vary. All scenarios assume that the 

total number of police officers at the national level remains unchanged, that police 

officers and their families may themselves be victims and therefore less available, that 

crime increases, and that many pupils and students are unable to attend school. The 

floods in Valencia (Spain) were used as a starting point for quantifying the scenarios 

and projected onto the province of Utrecht. 

The resulting effects on the criminal justice system are limited. The change in the 

number of suspects is assumed to vary from -4% to +0.2%, and the number of 

offenses from +0% to +3%. The effect on the inflow of crimes with the Public 

Prosecution Service varies from -1.5% to +0.6%. And because the criminal justice 

system functions like a funnel, the effects diminish further along the criminal justice 

system. For example, the effect on the number of guilty verdicts in criminal cases 

varies from -1.3% to +0.2%, and the effect on the capacity of the prison services 

varies from -0.4% to +0.1%. These aren't major changes, and a well-functioning 

criminal justice system should be able to cope with these fluctuations. However, if 

problems already exist, such as backlogs due to capacity shortages, these problems 

will be further exacerbated. 

While the numerical effects may be limited, the (unincurred) costs are substantial. 

These (unincurred) costs range from -70 million to +41 million euros in the disaster 

year itself and from -90 million to +43 million euros over a five-year period following 

the disaster year. The unincurred costs primarily relate to undetected or unsolved 

crimes, while the incurred costs primarily concern expenditures on victim support. 

Note that the costs of deploying emergency services as well as emergency response 

and law enforcement by the police, are not included here. 
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