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Homicide in the Netherlilnds 

Soenita M. Ganpat and Marieke C.A. Liem 

.• 

--------------------
Introduction 

In the Netherlands, on average, 223 persons per 
year die in a homicide (Nieuwheerta & Leistra, 
2007). This chapter provides an overview of all 
~ 771 homicide cases that occurred in the period 
i992-2009, by outlining the epidemiology of 
homicide and by describing the types of homi
cide and the characteristics of those involved. In 
doing so, a distinction is made between domestic 
homicides, homicides in the context of an argu
ment, criminal homicides, robbery homicides, 
and sexual homicides. In addition, this contribu
tion offers several explanations specific to the 
Netherlands for the recent decline in the rate of 
iethal violence (e.g., population size, societal dis

~ tribution, the use of firennns, unemployment rate, 
oubstance use, and detention policy). Finally, it 
presents an insight into policies and the general 
punishment of homicide in the Netherlands. 

Background 

The Netherlands is a parliamentary democratic 
conslitu!ional monarchy, located in North-West 
Europe. The Netherlands is often referred to as 
Holland. This is rooted in the early history of the 
Netherlands - nowadays, North and South 
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Holland are only two of its 12 provinces. The 
population (approximately 16.5 million) consists 
mostly of ethnic Dutch inhabitants. Predominant 
ethnic groups include Turkish (2.0% ), Surinamese 
(1.9%), Moroccan (1.7%), and Dutch Antillean 
(0.7%) groups (CBS, 2010b). 1 The life expec
tancy for girls born in the Netherlands is approxi
mately 82 years, for boys approximately 78 years. 
In spite of the aging population, mortality rates 
show an annual decline in the last 5 years (CBS, 
2010a). According to recent figures, approxi
mately 99% of the population is literate (CIA, 
2009). Lifetime prevalence of mental disorders in 
the Netherlands is estimated to be 41%, of which 
alcohol dependence accounts for 6% and dmg 
dependence for 2% (Bijl, Ravelli, & van Zessen, 
1998). In the Netherlands, fireann legislation is 
restricted and hence, firearm possc~sion relatively 
low compared to other Western countries (around 
5% of all households) (Van Dijk, Van Kesteren, 
& Smit, 2007). 

--·-----------··-----·--·--""--·--
Previous Studies on Homicide 

Systematicrese.arch on homicide in theNctherlfmds 
is relatively limited. However, the few studies that 
focused on long-term trends in homicide indicate 
some important developments. Spiercnhurg, for 
example, who studied long-term homicide trends 

'Someone is regarded as having a non-Dutch ethnicity 
when either one or both parents are born outside the 
Netherlands. 
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~-------------"----··---------------. :~?~npa~~_5~ 
in Amsterdam from the seventeenth century 
onwards, indicates that the homicide rate has 
decreased over time. In fact, as has been outlined 
by Spicrcnburg earlier in this book, until the mid
twentieth century there was a long-term down
ward trend in homicides in almost all European 
countries. Much of this long-term decline 
occurred during the early modem period, from 
the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. In addi
tion, the long-term downward trend does not only 
concern all homicides but also particularly applies 
to male-on-male violence. Also, in almost all 
European countries the lowest homicide rates 
were found in the 1950s. However, from the 
1970s onward the trend seems to change: Since 
the 1970s an upward trend in the European homi
cide rates was detected. In the same period, there 
was an increase in the proportion of guns and 
knives as a method of killing and medical care 
improved. However, from the mid-1990s, the 
homicide rates stabilized or even decreased in 
most European countries (Spiercnhurg, 2008), 

including the Netherlands. 
Previous research on contemporary homicide 

in the Netherlands tends to focus on one of the 
four main areas: The epidemiology of homicide, 
the victims and perpetrators; homicide subtypes 
according to the relationship between victim and 
perpetrator, homicide suhtypcs according to 
motive and finally, sentencing of homicide 
offenders. It should be noted that the study of 
homicide in the Netherlands has a fairly short 
history; as opposed to other Western countries 
such as Australia, England & Wales, and the 
United States, the Netherlands does not have a 
long tradition of monitoring homicide. Up until 
the 1990s, epidemiological homicide research 
was virtua11y nonexistent, as official databases 
were either inaccurate or did not allow for the 
matching of victim, perpetrator, and incident 
chnracteristics (Leistra & Nieuwbeerta, 2003). 

The first area of research on homicide in the 
Netherlands is mainly based on national homicide 
data and involves the description of incident, per
petrator, and victim characteristics of a particular 
year (Bijleveld & Smit, 2006; Smit, Bijleveld, & 
v'an Zee, 2001) or multiple years combined (Leistra 

& Nieuwbeerta, 2003; Nieuwbeerta & Leistra, 

2007; Smit & Nieuwbc.'erta, 2007; Van Os, Ganpat, 
& Nicuwbc.erta, 2010). Because of the use of 
national data, the am$mnt of detail availahlc on 

individual homicides i~ father small. 
Recent studies on hOmicide suhtypes according 

to the reladonship bet:l.vecn victim .and perpetra
tor include' studies oiintimate partner homicide 
(De Boer, 1990; Puld;i~Jer, 1994), child homicide 
(Brants & Koenraadt;· 1998; Liem & Kocnraadt, 
2008b; Verheugt, 2007) and multiple family 
h.omicidc (Liem & Koenraadt, 2008a), homiCide
suicide (Liem, 2010; Liem & Kocnraadt, 2007; 
Liem & Nieuwbcertn, 2010; Liem, Postu!art, & 
Nieuwbccrta, 2009), the killing of parents 

(Koenraadt, 1996), the killing of P""""'"" 
(van Gemert, 1994a), and the killing of 
homosexual men (Van Gemert, l994b). 
majority of these studies have relied on data · 

selected sources (forensic psychiatric "1'""''"2.~1 
police records) rather than on oetim,ldei,.>Ote;er 'tfJ 
homicides outside the 

homicides resulting from an"'''""'"'""'""" 
tion have hardly been studied. 

A third area of homicide research 
specific homicide subtypes according 
including criminal liquidations (Van 
2001) and sexual homicides (Van 
Specific attention has been devoted to 
lated homicides (Nauta & WerdmOlder, 
Van Eck, 2001; Yecilgi:iz, 1995). Because 

rare occurrence of such events, m'"'"""""~, 
ducted in this area take on a qualitative 
including a small number of cases. 

A finnl area of research concerns the. 
of homicide offenderj; (Johnson, V en 1Vlc;,et' 

& Nicuwbeerta, 20TO) and 
cide offenders (Vriiis, Liem, 
2010). These studies~ have relied 

stemming from the putch 
(see later), allowing !'Or a"'""'""'"'""'"') 
(Johnson et al., 201 O)J, 

To provide an overview of the 
of homicide in the Netherlands, 

characteristics of the cases and the i1 
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involved, the Dutch Homicide Monit01-2 is used. 
The Dutch Homicide Monitor is an ongoing 
monitoring system, which includes all homicides 
in the Netherlands that have taken place between 
!992 and 2009. The year 1992 was used as a cut
off point. Before 1992, no uniform registration 
system for homicides in the Nctherlal'!ds was 
availnblc; accordingly, the homicide incidence 
and characteristics of homicide cases were not 
known. This database includes all lethal offences 
that have taken place between 1992 and 2009 
which have been categorized as either murde; 
(art. 289 and 291 Dutch Code of Criminal Law) 
or manslnughter (art. 287, 288 and 290 Dutch 
Code of Criminal Law), together comprising the 
category homicide. Not covered in these articles 
are physician-assisted deaths, assistance to sui
cide, and abortion, since in the Netherlands, these 
arc considered crimes only in exceptional cir
cumstances.> Also, not covered in these articles 
include attempted homicide, negligent homicide, 
or aggravated assault. 

Although Statistics Netherlands (Central Bureau 
of SJutistics) also puhlishcs data on homicide, the 
Dutch Homicide Monitor contains more detailed 
infommtion on event, perpetrator, and victim char
acteristics (see also: Lei~tra & Nicuwhccrta, 2003). 
The Dutch Homicide Monitor is composed of 
seven sources, which partially overlap each other: 

All newspaper articles related to homicide 
generated by the Netherlands National News 
Agency (ANP). In the period 1992-2001, the 
ANP has published more than 13,000 newspa
per articles related to homicide in the 
Netherlands. These articles contain consider
able information on the charncteristics of the 
ho'micides, the perpetrators, and victims. 

> """'"'"E"'-Isevier Annual Report. From 1992 
. the weekly magazine Elsevier pub

hshes an annual report on all homicides that 
have taken place. This report is based on both 
A:";'P articles as well as on police files. 
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- Files from the National Bureau oflnvcstigation 
(NRI). From 1992 until 2005, information on 
homicides in the Netherlands has been col
lected by the NRI as part of the National Police 
Force (KLPD). The information avni!nblc in 
these files concerns the date and location of 
the homicide, the homicide method as well as 
hasic demographic characteristics of both vic
tim and perpetrator.4 

- The Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System 
(VICLAS) from the NRI. This system con
tains information about homicicle cases in 
which the victims had been sexually fiSS[llllted 
or raped. 

- Files from the Public Prosecution Service. 
This database includes the judieial procedures 
of a homicide. 

- Files from the Judicial Information Service 
and the Ministry of Justice. 

- Files from the Criminal Justice Knowledge 
Centre (WODC). In addition to files from the 
KLPD and the Public Prosecution Service, these 
files contain detailed information stemming 
from interviews with relevant investigators who 
were in charge of the homicide event (e.g., Smit 
et al., 2001; Smit & Nicuwbc.ena, 2007). 
The use of multiple sources in the Homicide 

Monitor enables us to create a complete and 
reliable overview of all homicides that have 
taken place in the Netherlands in the period 
1992-2009. 

Epidemiology of Homicide 
in the Netherlands 

Recent Trends in Homicide 

In the Netherlands, on average, 223 persons per 
year die in a homicide (Nieuwbeerta & Leistra, 
2007). This constitutes a small part (3.3%) of all 
unnatural deaths (CBS, 2006). The number of 

'Becm,se of capacity pmhlems in some police regions, we 
were not nhle' to completely finish the wrificarion process 
for the homicides committed in 2005-2010 at the mmnem 
of writing this chapter. However, for 12 of the 25 police 
regions the vcri~cation pmte8s hns heen cnmple!Cd, 
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Year 

Fig. 21 ,1 Nu m her of homicide cases in the Netherlands 1992-2009 

homicides per year has declined steadily over the 
past decade, with a sharp decline in ~0?6 (s.ee 
Fig. 21.1). The highest number ~f homlC~de.v~c
tims was reported in 1995, in which _2~1 m?i~id
ua\s died. The lowest number of homiCide vtctlms 
was reported in 2006, when 148 individuals died 

in a homicide. 
Since the beginning of the 1990s, the ~u~ch 

population increased with almost one million 
inhabitants to 16.5 million. In the <;arly 90s, the 
homicide rate was approximately 1.7 per 100,000 
inhabitants. In the years that followed the average 
homicide rate remained steady at around 1.5 per 

100,000. In the last 3 years this rate has decreased 
even further to 1.2 per 100.000. In 2007, the 
homicide rate was reported to be at its lowest at 

0.9 per lOO,OOO. In sum, both the total number of 
homicides as well as the overall homicide rate 
have steadily decreased over the last decr~des. 
The drop in intentional homicide is, however, not 
unique to the Netherlands: As Aebi & .Linde ~ave 
shown earlier in this handbook land m prevwus 
publications (Aebi et al., 2010), oth~r Europea.n 
countries have also shown a decrease m the homi

cide rate. 
Compared to homicide rateS in other West

European countries, the homicide rate in the 
Netherlands is about average. Compared ~ 
Eastern-European countries, however, the homi
cide rate in the Netherlands is relatively low 

(WHO, 2009). 

main urban areas: in 
Rotterdam, and The 
number of criminal 

inal homicide cases 
Amsterdam also has a relatively 
of unsolved homicide cases (35% ). 
there is a high fluctuation<nf · 
rates over time, a systematic ;, loclc.ng:.' 

Incident Characteristics 

In the period 1992-2009, a total of 3,771 
cide cases were committed, involving 3 

4,028 victims and 4,181 perpetrator~.l 

approximately 10% of the homicide 
unsolved. 

In the Dutch, Homicide Monitor 
are categorized according to the 
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Table 21.1 Homicide in the Netherlands by type, 
!992-2009 

TYre of 
h~mi~itl_<: 
Intimate 

%Hon;i~ict~~~ -- ~-%s;i~~d·-· 
~h?m~.i~. C8Ses 

19 

between victim and perpetrator as well as 
according to the context in which the homicide 
occurred, distinguishing a total of nine catego
ries: Four categories involving homicides in the 
family realm (the so-called "domestic homi
cides"), criminal homicides, robbery homicides, 
homicides occurring in the context of an argu
ment, sexual homicides and the category 
"other". 

One of the most predominant types of homi
Cide involves homicides including an (estranged) 
intimate partner (see Table 21.1), accounting for 

one fifth of all homicide cases. 
of a child or the killing of a parent 

total of 6% of all homicide cases. 
hom;,.;,,.,, taking place within the family 

1 the killing of siblings, aunts, uncles, and 
family members as well as the killings of 
in love. Altogether, approximately one 

all homicide ca$es ill the Netherlands 
i'"'"""lth;otl\o fa!llily. 

categories are criminal 
and robbery homicides. Criminal 

i i mostly involved drug-related homi
. These incidents varied from drug addicts 
killed one another, drug users who killed 

dealers, and dealers who killed one another 
a had deal. This category also involves 

in the context of criminal retributions. 
t I this category encapsulntes approximately 
of all homicide cases. Robbery homicides, 
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accounting for?% of the total number of homicide 
cases, include victims who died in the course of a 
robbery, burglary, or theft (Fig. 21.2). 

The most predominant type of homicide con
stitute.~ homicide in the context of an argument or 
altercation between friends, acquaintances, or 
strangers. This category only includes victims 
and offenders who were not related by family ties 
and who were not involved in the crimina! milieu. 
In the period 1992-2009, more than one fifth of 
all cases were classified as such. 

Sexual homicides, accounting for 3% of the 
total homicide cases, involve prostitute victims 
and victims who had been sexually assaulted 
prior to, during, or after the homicide. The cat
egory "other" includes homicide cases that 
could not be included in any of the previous cat
egories (either due to the context in which the 
homicide occurred or due to a lack of informa
tion on the relationship between victim and 
perpetrator) and is heterogeneous in nature. The 
distribution of homicides according to type has 
remained fairly constant throughout the years; 
The data do.not suggest that there is a system
atic increase or decrease of a particular type of 
homicide. 

The number of perpetrators and victims 
involved in homicide cases has remained fairly 
stable over time. On average each homicide case 
involves 1.07 victims; roughly 4% of all homi
cide cases include two victims, while 1% involves 
three victims or more. The majority of all solved 
homicide cases are committed by one perpetrator 
(77%), 14% are committed by two perpetrators, 
and 10% involve three or more perpetrators; on 
avemge each case includes 1.40 perpetrators: 

Domestic homicides typically include one 
victim and one perpetrator; this statistic is found 
in 88% of intimate partner homicides, 67% of 
child homicides, and in 81% of homicides involv
ing parents. Sexual homicides include one victim 
and one perpetrator in 80% of all cases; in 78% 
of homicides that occurred in the context of an 
argument or nltcrcation, there was one victim and 
one perpetrator. In general, in 54% of robbery 
homicides and 47% of criminal homicides 
multiple perpetmtors are involved. 
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1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 

Year 

_ Domestic homicide - - Homicide in the context of an argume11t 

•••• Criminal homicide - Robbery homicide -- Sexual homicide 

Fig. 21.2 Type of homicide in the Netherlnnds by year 1992-2009 

location 

Approximately one out of every t;vo homicide 
victims is killed in a residential settmg. Roughly 
one third of the victims are murdered near a 
public road; in approximately one tenth (7%) 
victims are murdered in other public places such 
as in a park or forcsted area. Eight per cent of all 
homicide victims are murdered in discos, bars, 
and cafes. These figures have remained constant 
over time. Female victims are most likely to be 
killed in a residential setting (71%); men are 
often killed in a public area (46%) or in a resi
dential setting (41%). When differentiating 
according to type of homicide, it appears that 
domestic homicides mostly take place in a resi

dential setting (74%) and qnly occasionally in 
locations such as bars and cafes (2%). Criminal 

homicides, on the contrary, .take jJlace in a resi
dential setting in only one third of cases; victims 
of this type of homicide are mostly murdered 
near a public road, in parks, or in water. Robbery 

homicides, including hurglaries, are committed 
in a residential setting in 58% of cases. Sexual 

homicides arc mostly committed in publiC 
or in residential areas. 

Modus Operand us 

More than one third of the victims (37%) 
killed with a firearm; another third was 
with a sharp instrument such · 
(34% ). Other modi operandi 
weapon (7%), strangulation and 

(10%), or physical instruments such 

beating (7% ). A very small P"'"""'ll' 
of poisoning, drowning, burning, or 
inflicted by car. The modi 
fairly stable over time. Most men 

with a firearm (46%) or were kil" teaw"'" 
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one-quarter of all cases. Compared to criminal 
homicides, domestic homicides were committed 
by stabbing or strangulation. Intimate partner 
homicides were mostly completed with a sharp 
instrument (42%), with a firearm (23%), or by 
strangulation (20% ). 

-------·-----
Victim and Perpetrator 
Characteristics 

Gender 

Like other types of criminal behavior, homicide 
mainly occurs between men: Approximately 70% 
of all victims and 90% of all perpetrators are 
mule. This implies that women run a risk of 0.8 
ou( of 100,000 to be killed vs. a risk of2.0 out of 
100,000 for men. These figures imply that 2.6 out 
of I 00,000· men become homicide perpetrators, 
which is almost nine times as many compared to 
women, 0,3 of 100,000 of whom commit a 
homicide. These differences remain constant 
over time. 

Gender differences can further be observed 
when distinguishing types of homicide. Victims 

·criminal liquidations and robbery homicides 
predominantly male (96 and 76%, respec

When women are victimized in these 
of homicides, they are generally accompa
, a male intimate partner who is the origi-

i i 
also mostly male (97%). Although 

of domestic homicides are also 
(82%), the majority of the child, 

are committed by women (52%). The 
that women are rarely involved as 

'~om;,,;,,, ''"P'"'"o.c.;; they are more likely to be 

victims, particularly in domestic 
between intimates. When women kill, 

usually kill within the family. 

hetween men and women are also 

"'"''"'cdwh'""'''"';·.,lg the age at which they 

become involved in a homicide. Boys and girls 
run a similar risk of being killed in the first years 
of their lives. On average, 2.1 per I 00,000 chil
dren under the age of 1 year become homicide 
victims. This risk decreases as children age. 
Children bet1vcen I and 14 years of age run the 
lowest risk of being killed (0.3 per 100,000). 
After 15 years, the risk rapidly increases. 
Generally, adolescents between the ages of 15 
and 19 run a risk of 1.2 in 100,000 of becoming a 
homicide victim; this risk increases until they are 
25-years old, when they run the highest risk of 
becoming victimized. Around this age, however, 
considerable .gender differences arise. At age 25, 
men run a risk of 4.1 in 100,000 to become vic
timized, whereas women run a risk of 1.5 per 
100,000. The risk of overall victimization slowly 
decreases, mainly because of a sharp decrease in 
male victimization. Around the age of retirement, 

men run a risk of 1.3 in 100,000 of becoming a 
homicide victim and women less than 1.0 in 

100,000. Overall, roughly 8% of all victims were 
under 18; approximately 6% of viCtims were past 
retirement age (65 years). The majority of the 
victims (58%) were between 18 and 40 at the 
time they were killed. 

These gender differences can also be observed 
in perpetrator age characteristics. For men, the 
likelihood of becoming a perpetrator is highest 
between the ages of 20 and 25. fn this age cate
gory, almost 8.0 out of every 100,000 men com
mit a homicide. Even though women peak at the 
same age, their likelihood of committing a homi
cide is much lower, at0.8 out of 100,000. Gender 
differences slowly decrease, mainly because the 
likelihood of hccoming a perpetrator decreases 
for males. After the age of retirement, both men 
and women hardly commit homicide. The young
est homicide perpetrntor in the period under study 

was 9-years old; the oldest 101. Approximately 
5% of all perpetmtors were under the age of 18 
imd roughly 1% was past retirement age. Most 
perpetrators (77%) were between 18 and 40 years 
old when they commilted a homicide. Similar to 
other victim and perpetrator characteristics, con
siderahle age differences exist when differentiat
ing according to type of homicide. 
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Ethnicity 
figures shOw that Antillean men run a risk of 1 i.7 
out of 100,000 ofbeiJ1g killed, ~ 

Homicide perpetr3tors show a similar ethnic 
representation: iudividuals of Dutch descent run 
a risk of0.7 per 100,000 ofbccominga ho~icide 
perpetrator, whereas for those of A.nt_lllean 
descent this risk is 14.3 per 100,000. Tnd!Vlduals 
of Surinamese origin run a risk of 5.5 per 100,000, 
for those of Turkish origin, the risk is 6.0 and for 
individuals of Moroccan descent the risk is 5.0 
per tOO,OOO. Again, when examining men alone, 
Anti.llean men run a risk of 28.1 per 100,000 of 
committing a homicide. 

Roughly half of the total number of vi:~m: and 
perpetrators were of non-Dutch cthmctty ; the 
majority (6S%) of non-Dutch perpetrators and 

·-Dutch victims (58%) were of Dutch non . . 1 
Antillean, Surinamese, Turkish, or North Afncan 
descent. Approximately 16% of non-Dutch per
petrators and 19% of victims originated from 
other Western European countries, and the 
remaining 20% of the perpetrators and 23% of 
the victims belonged to other ethnic groups. ~he 
distrihtltion of victims and perpetrators accordmg 
to ethnicity has remained constant over time. The 
relative risk of becoming a victim or perpetrator 
of homicide is higher for individuals w~o are of 
non-Dutch ethnicity when compared wtth those 
of Dutch ethnicity. As mentioned earlier, the 
predominant ethnic groups in the Netherlands 
consist of those of Dutch Antillean (0.7%), 
Surinamese (1.9%), Turkish (2.0%), and ~oroccan 
(1.7%) descent. However, these populatiOn-based 
figures contrast considerably with the degree to 
which individuals of these groups are represented 
in homicide statistics. Individuals of Dutch.eth
nicity run a risk of 0.7 per 100,000 of.beco_mmg a 
homicide victim, whereas the relattve nsk for 
individuals of Antillean descent is 6.8 per 
lOO,OOO, for individuals of Surinamese descent, 

4.2, for individuals of Turkish descent, _4.9, and 
for individuals of Moroccan descent, 5.7 per 
lOO,OOO.a When examining men in particular, 

When assessing the ethnic background of 
perpetrator and victim according to type 
cide, data show that among criminal ho:Ukides, 
two thirds of the perpetrators and 70% of the vie< 
tims are of non-Dutch ethnicity. Turkish 

in thi~ category (approximately 
tims and 13% of the perpetrators); 
fifth of the perpetrators and · · 

liquidations are of Turkish origin
0
. "'.'"'""""''d 

trators and victims are further 
among domestic homicides; these cases 

involve honor killings. 

~EthnicitY might not he a completely reliahle. variahle a~ it 
is often based on the personal j11dgment of the pohce 

officer. 
'ln most cases this involves perpetrators ~r victims from 
Morocco. 1b a lesser e.xtent, this category. mcludes perpe" 
trntors or victims from Tunisia 31ld Algena. 
~Became of a I"Clntivcly high.numher of missings in the 
variahl~ ethnicity for the years 2005-2009, the ra_rcs of 
becoming a homicide victim or perpetrator nccordmg to 
ethnicity might be distorted. In fact, compared to t~e years 

1992
_2004, thcrescems to be an tmdelrepresenta_twn. The 

relatively high number of missing data on the van~ble ~th
nicity is prohahly caused by the :act t~at the venficntwn 

mcess for the homicides committed Jl1 2005-2010 ~s 
~ot co~plctcly finished at the moment of ~·ritin~ th1s 
chapter diiC 10 capacity prohlems in some police reg10ns. 

in the 

As mentioned ear1i:ei the decline in the 

homicide rate is not'1inique 
a steady decline lfa;s been obs~rved 
European countries_:-as weii (Aebi et 

Several explanatioris ha<'v~e,;b~:",~:n; ~:;~~~~:.:~ 
decrease, varying fr9m n · · 
a growing sensitivitY, for vic>lo.>co, to 
concerning an increase in internal 
trol) and external control (increasing 

social institutions), which might have 
a decrease in violent behavior (sec 

2000; Gurr, 1989; Spierenhurg, 1996). 
Several hypotheses can be put 

explain the above-described d.rop 1 

rates since 2004. Previously, It 
gested that homicide rates 
demographic composition nf•ocoioty (Po<<'' 
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Call, & Land, 1999). In particular, the total pop
ulation si.ze as well as factors such as the societal 
distribution of age and ethnicity are considered 
to be related to the overall level of (lethal) vio
lence (Messner & Blau, 1987; Mcssner & 
Sampson, 1991). Young men and those belong
ing to an ethnic minority are thought ttl experi
ence the reality of life in the lower classes of 
society and are thus more likely to feel [llicnated 
~nd experience flustration (Anderson, 1997). 
Another interpretation for the overreprcscntation 
of these groups of individuals is cultural: because 
of their cultural background, these individuals 
might be more prone to engage in violent behav
iorwhen it comes tohonor and respect(Anderson, 
J999). According to this line of reasoning, the 
recent drop in the homicide rnte could be ascribed 
to a decrease in the total number of young men 
and individuals of non-Dutch descent. 

Other hypotheses to explain this drop focus on 
social disorganization. Leading back to Shaw and 
11-lcKay (1942), in socially disorgani7_ed areas 
(characterized by a heterogeneous population, 
poverty, and residential mobility) structural bar
ricades seem to impede formal and informal con-

I. According to this perspective, social 

diw"'""'"tioo thus results in a high degree of 
aggressive and violent hehavior, the most extreme 

,: form being homicide. Previous empirical studies 
shown that indicators for social disorganiza-

, such as the number of single-parent families 
the number of divorces, are significantly 

to the degree of lethal violence (Lee, 
& Ousey, 2003; Maume & Lee, 2003; 

:c'"'''ofold, Messner, & Baumer, 2001; Stretesky, 

)k"eoi.,·eft.ootc<lin >hode;g'Oe of economic stress, 
indicated by the overall unemployment 

Previous studies provide mixed results: 
find that unemployment rates have no influ-

; o!hers even find a positive relationship 
the level of unemployment and the 
rate (Land, McCall, & Cohen, 1990; 
et al., 2001). 

from a situational point of view, 
toe; lt00>1\ ''"" that rates of violent crime are 

a society in which there are (a) fewer 

pote,ntial perpetrators, (b) fewer opportunities 
to commit a violent act, and (c) preventative 
measures that have been taken to prevent lethal 
violence (Cohen & Felson, 1979; Cohen, 
Felson, & Land, 1980, Cohen, Kluegel, & Land, 
1981). 

When examining these hypotheses in the 
Dutch context, the results remain ambiguous as 
there is no single indicator explaining the trends 
as described earlier. As recent data indicate, 
ch[mgcs in the popnlntion size and societal distri
bution follow the opposite direction: whereas the 
homicide rate decreased, the overall population 
increased from roughly 15 million in the begin
ning of the nineties to 16.5 million in recent years. 
Similarly, the percent of non-Dutch citizens in 
this period increased tOo, from 6.5% of the total 
population to 11% in 2009. Other demographic 
explanations such as a change in age composition 
do not seem to be fully explan<ttory, either: the 
change in age composition of the population 
(measured in the proportion of young persons in 
society) is not limited to the years in which the 
homicide rate drop took place. The relative prev
alence of young persons decreased throughout 
the nineties, and stnhilized well into the new cen
tury, which does not provide a sufficient explana
tion for the recent decrease in the homicide rate. 
The same is ttue for the proportion of single
parent families, the use of firearms, and the 
tmemployment rate: whereas the homicide rate 
decreased, the rate of these indicators followed 
an opposite trend. Other indicators, such as 
divorce rate, residential mobility, and urbaniza
tion, did not provide support for the abovemen
tioned hypotheses either. 

Indicators that might be related to the decrease 
and stahilization in the proportion of lethal vio
lence in the Netherlands are ~uhstancc use and 
detention policy. Simnltaneously with the incrcme 
in the number of prisoners, there has been a sharp 
decline in homicides that were committed in the 
criminal milieu, robbery homicide, sexual homi
cide, and homicide in the context of an argument 
or altercation. Jn contrast, homicides in the fam
ily realm have remained J"\.'.]atively stable dpring 
the same time period. These hypotheses are, how
ever, speculative- more comprehensive, detailed 
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research is needed before the causes of the 
decrease in lethal violence in the Netherlands can 
be extensively explored. 

---------------,---
Policies Specific to the Netherlands 

In the Netherlands, prison sentences are the norm 
for convicted homicide offenders. Life imprison
ment is occasionn11y applied; non-life sentences 
are limited. to 30 years for murder and 15 years 
for manslaughter. In the Dutch system, the criminal 
code only conwins a sentencing maximum. The 
minimum term when a prison sentence is imposed 
is 1 day. There are no sentencing guidelines 
and no mandatory minimum sentences in The 
Netherlands. Dutch judges therefore enjoy broad 
discretionary power in both the type and severity 
of criminal punishment. The prosecutorial rec

ommendation is in no way legally binding for the 
judge, although it is likely to offer a useful 
anchoring point in judicial sentencing delibera
tions, and judges are asked to offer reasons for 
deviating starkly from it (Johnson et al., 2010). 

One unique aspect of homicide sentencing in The 
Netherlands is a treatment option available to 
Dutch judges for offenders deemed to not be 
accountable for their actions because of their 
mental state at the time of the offense. For these 
offenders, a treatment-based sentencing option 
abbreviated as TBS is available. TBS is a manda
tory treatment order in a special penal institute for 
the mentally ill. If an offender is deemed partially 
unnccountablc for their crime, the TBS treatment 
may be imposed in conjunction with a prison 
term. After serving their time in prison, the inmate 
is then transferred to a mental institution, where 
they are periodically evaluated to determine if and 
when they should be released. This term is inde
tenllinate and some offenders may spend the rest 
of their lives in these special facilities. 

In the period 1992-2009, approximately 90% 
of all homicide cases were cleared - in other 
words, at least one suspect was known to the 
police. These suspects also include individuals 
who were prosecuted abroad and those who died 
after the homicide, either by homicide, suicide, 
or an accident. Among all homicide prosecutions, 

about 72% were prosecuted for murder rather 
than manslaughter. 

The large majority of suspects who were pros. 
ccuted were also summoned before a judge for a 
homicide offence (87%) - mOstly for mnrder. 
Also, of the summoned homicide suspects, more 
than 80% were convicted of the offence, 5% were 
acquitted for the homicidal offence or released 
from all charges, and, for 13%, the trial results 
are yet unknown. 

Of the homicide suspects who were convicted 
by the judge, a total of 52% were convicted of 
murder, and more than one third (38%) w~re 
convicted of mnnslnughter. Roughly lO% were 
eventually sentenced for a lesser offence such as 
physical maltreatment leading to death or negli
gent homicide. 

In cases in which:fhc suspcce<:.t:' .• ,:,~,:~'":::;~d 
for homicide, the ))utch p 

mended an average;.?f 9 years of ""'P'l-"''"""' :-, j 
Dutch judges, however, sentenced offenders 
about 7.31 years ofaverage. Prosecutorial 
ommcndations werC.-typically more severe 
the prison terms meted out by Dutch judges. 
the homicide offence, approximately 73% 
convicted suspects. were sentenced to 
tion alone, 5% to ~S, and 19% we«'""''"'"" 
to a combination of incarceration 

homicide, robbery homicide, :;:;:;·:~;;•;;;~:·;~~~ 
In comparison with other types of 
individuals who killed their child, 
who committed a sexual homicide 
often sentenced to incarceration in 
with a TBS sanction. 
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One per cent of the perpetrators who were 
c0nvicted for the homicide were sanctioned to 20 
years of imprisonment or sentenced for life. 

The average length of imprisonment and the 
frequency of life imprisonment sanctions has 
increaRed in recent years. In 1993,9 in the cases in 
which the suspects were summoned for]lomicide, 
the average length of the prosecutorial rccommen
dntion of imprisonment was 7.8 years. By 2006, 
the average length increased by 2.2-10.0 years. 
In the same period, in the cases in which the sus
pects were summoned for homicide, the imposed 
sanction increased from 6.0 years of imprisonment 
to 8.5 years: an increase of 2.5 years. This trend 
shows that in comparison to the year 1993, the 
average length of implisonment recommended by 
the public prosecutors and imposed by the _judge 
hnve increased in recent years. 

In a recent study on sentencing homicide 
otfenders in the Netherlands, Johnson et aL 
(2010) found that, in addition to legal case char
acteristics, age, nationality, and gender character
istics exert substantial influences in sentencing. 
Their study, making use of the same data 

described above, revealed that female offenders 
were sentenced to significantly shorter tenns of 
incarceration, whereas rion-European foreigners 
received significantly longer sentences. Very 
)'oung and very old offenders also received par
tialleniency in sentencing. Victim characteristics 
mirror these findings: homicides involving female 
and Dutch victims typically receive longer prison 
sentences and offences involving very young or 
n]d victims are also punished more severely. The 
~ulhors 8howed that crimina 1 sentences were par-
I I severe for homicides involv-ing male 

and female victims, for those involving 
off<:mders who victimized Dutch citizens, 

and for those who used a firearm in the homicide. 
It may be hypothesized that the latter finding can 

-,-be attlihuted to the above-described relatively 

· of firearms. Killing by means of a 
might be considered particularly heinous 

Und deserving of increased punishment. 

numbet·ofmissing cases, the 
only de~crifled for the years 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of homi
cide in the Netherlands over the last 18 years, 
outlining the epidemiology of homicide in the 
Netherlands, recent trends of homicide, as well 

as the nature and types of policies and punish
ment of this type of violent crime. In the 
Netherlands, on average, 223 persons per year 
die in a homicide. The majority of the cases con
cern homicides arising from an argument and 
domestic homicides. The majority of the victims 
and perpetrators are male, even though there are 
substantial gender differences according to type 
of homicide. The same accounts for characteris
tics such as location and modus operandus- both 
differ according to the type of the homicide com
mitted. Roughly half of the total number of vic
tims nnd perpetrators were of non-Dutch ethnicity. 

Regarding regional variation, most homicides are 
committed in urban areas. Most perpetrators are 
sentenced to incnrceration; those who are sen
tenced to a combination of incarceration and TBS 
are typically found guilty of domestic homicide 
or sexual homicide. 
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