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FOREWORD

Much has already been said and written about 2020. It was a special and 
emotional year, one that we are unlikely to soon forget. Before long, the 
coronavirus had taken hold of the whole world. Suddenly, ‘normal’ life 
came largely to a standstill. That had enormous implications, and not 
least for Customs. Never before had trade and logistics around the world 
contracted so dramatically. People immediately cut back their travelling 
arrangements. With a view to the safety of our staff we had to ‘scale down’: 
we did some tasks less. On the other hand, we were given additional tasks 
right at the beginning of the crisis, with support measures for businesses 
and the import of personal protective equipment. It will therefore come 
as no surprise that the COVID-19 pandemic features strongly in this annual 
review. It had and is still having a considerable impact on our organisation.

2020 was also the year of Brexit for us. We spent a lot of time preparing for 
this special event. We started preparing for the UK’s departure from the EU 
back in 2017. The preparations focused mainly on the introduction of customs 
formalities at the border between the United Kingdom and continental Europe. 
We saw it as our task to ensure that freight traffic suffered as little as possible. 
We have worked hard on this in recent years, often in close cooperation with 
other governments and the business community. In this review, we look back at 
what we all did for Brexit.

In 2020, Customs worked towards a major organisational change: the 
‘unbundling’ of the Tax and Customs Administration. The goal: to better 
manage the various business units. And to provide a better service to citizens 
and businesses. Customs has been an independent directorate general under 
the Ministry of Finance since 1 January 2021. We explain what this new position 
means for our organisation, clients and customers.

In recent years, politicians, businesses and citizens have been calling for the 
government to take a tougher approach to tackling subversive crime, including 
drug crime. There should also be more cooperation in that area. In 2020, 
Customs conducted a study into what more we, together with our supervisory 
partners, can contribute to this fight against organised crime and the disruption 
it causes. Our colleagues tell us what this study has revealed.

Integrity is an important issue for every enforcement organisation. Customs is 
no different. Citizens and companies must be able to have confidence that our 
employees work with the right intentions. But the nature of our work also makes 
us attractive to criminals, and therefore vulnerable. Sometimes this vulnerability 
becomes clear to all when a customs officer takes a wrong turn. That is why we 
are constantly taking steps to better protect our organisation and employees. 
There is more on that too.

A development that has a great influence on our work is the growth of online 
trade, e-commerce. Customs must do its best to keep a grip on the millions 
of packages that cross our border. In 2020 we were also busy preparing for the 
introduction of new European VAT rules for online orders, which come into 
effect in 2021. In this annual review, we show how we are working to monitor 
the flow of e-commerce. And what we do to make the changes in procedures and 
processes run as smoothly as possible.

Dutch Customs in 2020 outlines our social tasks, activities and results in 2020. 
And of our challenges, ambitions and plans for the future. I trust that you will 
enjoy reading our review.

On behalf of the Customs Management Team, 
Nanette van Schelven, Director-General of the Customs Administration of  
the Netherlands



OUR WORK

The Netherlands is an important country in global trade and logistics. 
More than a quarter of all goods destined for the European Union 
arrive here, by air and sea. Conversely, a lot of freight sets out from the 
Netherlands to destinations all over the world. We monitor goods crossing 
borders for the fiscal, economic and security interests of the Netherlands 
and Europe. We do this on behalf of Europe and eight ministries. And 
based on all kinds of national and international laws, rules and treaties. 
But what exactly do we do, and how?

What we do

Taxation
We ensure that citizens and companies pay taxes correctly, completely and on 
time. We levy and collect:
• excise duty on mineral oils, tobacco and alcoholic beverages
• tax on the consumption of certain non-alcoholic beverages
• customs duties, compensatory customs duties and anti-dumping duties. 

The proceeds of the first two go to the Dutch treasury, and we pass on the rest to 
‘Brussels’. This involves many billions of euros.

Protecting society
We protect the safety, health and living environment of citizens in the 
Netherlands, Europe and the rest of the world. If necessary, we stop all kinds of 
unwanted goods at the border, such as:
• illegal prescription medicines and active substances for these medicines 
• illicit drugs and certain types of chemicals
• large sums of money and valuable securities in registered form, in order to 

combat money laundering and the financing of terrorism
• weapons and ammunition
• strategic goods and goods that are known as ‘dual-use goods’, for reasons 

including sanctions legislation
• protected animal and plant species
• protected cultural heritage
• waste
• radioactive goods. 

Strengthening the economy
We contribute to economic growth and a good business climate in the 
Netherlands and the European Union. We strengthen the competitive position 
of Dutch and European companies by:
• maintaining anti-dumping arrangements which prevent products being 

placed on the market at extremely low prices
• combating counterfeiting and piracy, in order to limit the damage to brand 

manufacturers.

How we do it

Supervisor and service provider
We not only levy and collect taxes. For example, we also combat tax evasion and 
other types of fraud. We also put a lot of energy into our service. That way, we 
make it as easy as possible for businesses and citizens to do what they need to 
do. We do this by providing sound information and easy declaration procedures 
and systems.
We strengthen the competitive position of Dutch and European trade and 
industry by supporting bona fide businesses as much as possible. And we do 
that by ensuring the fastest and most efficient customs clearance of goods 
shipments. And by seeing to it that the administrative burden and logistical 
delays are kept to a minimum. That way, we always seek the balance between our 
two roles: supervisor and service provider.

Layered enforcement 
International trade is growing. E-commerce is booming. More and more 
goods are crossing borders. To make proper use of our limited manpower, 
we use ‘layered’ enforcement. This means that each company receives the 
supervision that fits its profile. This is based on the risks we identify based on 
our experience. And information about companies, logistics chains, flows of 
goods and means of transport. The purpose of this is to carry out fewer and less 
intrusive ‘interventions’ among reliable companies. And perform more checks 
on unknown entrepreneurs, if necessary.

Innovation and smarter control
To improve our supervision, we put a lot of energy into innovation. For example, 
we are testing all kinds of promising technologies with science and industry. In 
the field of scanning and detection, for instance. We want to move towards the 
broadest possible automated border inspection lane. That in turn will enable 
us to check all goods for all kinds of risks at once in ports and at airports. And 
to decide more quickly whether we should open sea or air freight containers for 
further inspection. We do this especially when we use automatic detection, in 
which software searches for irregularities in scan images of freight shipments. 
Customs supervision will become even more effective if we also apply advanced 
detection technology to declarations. The system can then filter out declarations 
that have been filled in incorrectly or illogically. After that, we may decide to 
‘physically’ check these goods. 
In addition to declarations, we have other valuable sources of information. We 
are working more and more with big data: a massive amount of data on goods 
and passengers. We collect, enrich and analyse it. From this, we derive ‘normal 
patterns’. And deviations from them, to which we can pay extra attention.

Collaboration
How well we can do our job also depends on the partners with whom we 
consult and cooperate. For example, our clients, the ministries. On this 
basis, we determine each year what is most important in our work. In 
the implementation, we work together with parties, including customs 
organisations across the border. And with fellow enforcement agencies and 
fellow inspectorates at home and abroad. We exchange information and 
coordinate our checks with them.



A YEAR IN A 
NUTSHELL

Customs offers a wide range of activities for various clients and in all 
kinds of partnerships. To give you an idea of what we do every day, here’s a 
sample of what happened in 2020, month by month.

January
The reality series De Douane in Actie (Customs in Action) premieres on RTL5. The 
series follows dozens of customs employees in their daily work. The programme 
is well-received and returns in early 2021 for a 2nd season of another 8 episodes.

March
At Amsterdam Schiphol Airport, Customs finds six gold bars with a total value 
of € 700,000 in the luggage of a passenger. The Liquid Assets Partnership, 
consisting of Customs, the Royal Netherlands Marechaussee and the Fiscal 
Information and Investigation Service (FIOD), arrests the man. In the EU, cash 
and money-sensitive assets with a value of more than € 10,000 are subject to a 
reporting obligation. The purpose of this is to keep an eye on money flows, to 
combat money laundering and terrorist financing.

Customs starts using drones, starting with the port of Rotterdam. Drones enable 
us to keep a sharper lookout for intruders trying to get drugs out of containers. 
Several innovative projects and trials are underway at Customs under the theme 
of robotisation. Smart solutions are important for us to do our work well and 
efficiently.

April
Customs finds 4,500 kilos of pure cocaine at a company in Vlissingen. Hidden 
in a batch of bananas from Costa Rica. The drugs are destroyed in consultation 
with the HARC team, a collaboration between the FIOD, the Seaport Police and 
the Public Prosecution Service in Rotterdam. We combat drug smuggling for the 
Ministry of Justice and Security. Incoming cocaine from Latin America is one of 
the areas of interest.

May 
114 new employees start working at Customs. A total of 928 FTEs are taken on 
in 2018, 2019 and 2020, specifically for Brexit. The UK’s departure from the EU 
creates a lot of extra work for us. On 31 December 2020, Customs employs 5,410 
FTEs.

At a company in Breda we find a shipment of Teflon sealing rings, destined 
for Iran and without a license. They are ‘dual use goods’: the rings can also 
be used for military purposes. Customs enforces sanctions legislation on 
the instructions of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and based on a European 
regulation. This is mainly to prevent certain countries or regimes from getting 
their hands on strategic goods

June 
The new National Customs Helpdesk website goes live. The improved www.
nh.douane.nl provides information on subjects including our declaration and 
information systems. We also help business customers in other ways, such 
as through our business contact points. There they can ask questions about 
customs permits and regulations, for instance. Other questions can be put to the 
Customs Information Line.

Customs officers find almost 18,000 pairs of fake branded shoes in containers 
in the port of Rotterdam. We combat brand counterfeiting for the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs and Climate Policy. Counterfeit products infringe intellectual 
property rights and harm legitimate businesses. They can also be dangerous due 
to poor quality. With the rise of e-commerce, we are confiscating more and more 
‘wrong’ postal and courier shipments.

We announce that in 2 months we have intercepted over 500 postal shipments 
containing illegal ‘corona medicines’. Working with the Health Inspectorate 
we stop medicines for which there is no license or permission. These can be 
dangerous because they may be contaminated or have the wrong dosage. And 
because they are used without medical supervision.

July
In a warehouse in Breukelen we seize 5 million cigarettes and over 30,000 kilos 
of tobacco. Illegal tobacco trading constitutes evasion of excise duties and 
sales tax and creates unfair competition. It undermines the government’s anti-
smoking policies and creates more criminal wealth. Customs tries to dismantle 
criminal organisations that are involved in these practices. We do this together 
with the FIOD and the Public Prosecution Service in the Smoke project.

Oktober
We find 7,250 litres of red gas oil at 3 companies in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. The 
companies receive fines and subsequent tax assessments. Customs levies and 
collects excise duties for the Dutch treasury. We do this in the import and 
production of oil, tobacco, wine and beer domestically. Red diesel is subject to a 
lower rate of excise duty in Belgium. In the Netherlands, only ships that are not 
pleasure craft are allowed to use this diesel.

After more than 1.5 years of rebuilding work, we will be using the renovated 
and ultramodern Customs Laboratory in Amsterdam. The lab, one of the best 
in Europe, is indispensable for our work. We do about 18,000 lab tests a year. It 
often involves chemical analysis to determine the excise rate and tariff of goods..

Customs and the Seaport Police sign a new cooperation protocol. The aim is 
better enforcement in the port of Rotterdam to combat growing drug-related 
crime. We also work with the Seaport Police in the HARC team, which is involved 
in detecting and investigating drug smuggling at the port.

November
The Netherlands returns a cultural object for the first time since the signing 
of the UNESCO Convention against illicit trafficking in cultural property. It is 
an antique Nigerian ridge statue, exported without a license and intercepted 
on import by Customs. It was then transferred to the Public Information and 
Heritage Inspectorate of the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. For this 
ministry, we supervise compliance with the Heritage Act.

At Amsterdam Schiphol Airport we confiscate a stuffed caracal, a protected 
feline. There is no CITES permit for the shipment. The CITES convention 
contains agreements on trade in endangered plant and animal species. Besides 
this international convention, Customs enforces the national Flora and Fauna 
Act. We work together with RVO.nl and the Dutch Food and Consumer Product 
Safety Authority (NVWA)

The Customs Information Line starts a call campaign aimed at sole traders to ask 
whether they have already applied for an EORI number. This number is needed 
to continue doing business with the UK after Brexit. To help businesses prepare 
for Brexit, we have also created a flow chart, a toolkit and www.douane.nl/
brexit, among other things. We have also participated in webinars organised by 
the evofenedex business association.

December
We sign a renewed Joint Working Force agreement with our colleagues in the 
Australian Border Force to strengthen existing cooperation. We also exchange 
information to combat drug smuggling. An important point of attention here 
is synthetic drugs that are produced in the Netherlands. These are often sent 
abroad by post, including to Australia.



OUR 
AMBITIONS

A modern and innovative service that does its job smartly and effectively: 
that is how other customs organisations see us. Of course, we want to 
maintain that good reputation. And that entails having to respond well to 
all kinds of changes that affect our work. Inside and outside Customs. How 
do we do that?

Keep doing what we do best
We want to remain one of the world’s best customs services and continue to do 
our job well. But our ability to do so faces all sorts of challenges. Some of our 
employees will be retiring soon, for example. We have a lot more work to do 
because there are more and more goods and declarations. Europe is making 
more and more demands on our work. Companies expect ever better digital 
services. Subversive crime is on the rise, and we will be playing an ever-greater 
role in combating it.

Working smarter

All this means that we have to work even smarter. We therefore aim for:

Smart enforcement
Smooth logistics. That means: more supervision based on automated risk 
management, i.e. systems that pick up signals from data that something 
might be wrong with goods or with companies. More stratified enforcement: 
various approaches to enforcement, based on what we know about goods and 
businesses, for example. This allows us to act where we are most needed, add 
value, and reduce the burden on reliable companies.

Be more data-driven
That means making decisions with complete, accurate and updated information. 
We therefore store more and more data on goods, companies and logistics 
chains. We analyse it using modern technologies and translate it into usable 
and reliable information. We can use this ‘improved information position’ to 
upgrade our work processes. That is why we invest in sound IT facilities that can 
grow with us.

Helping citizens and companies even more
To do that, we have to be predictable. And that means: working uniformly, 
always and everywhere, with customisation where possible. A lot of things 
should be easy to do digitally: arrange things, gain an insight into the current 
status. And review customs laws and regulations to make it easier for citizens 
and businesses to comply with them. Certainly if we also provide more 
accessible procedures for declarations.

Be more agile
By responding better to what is happening in our setting. Knowledge, 
professionalism and reliability remain at the foundation of our work. This 
is carried out by employees who also have new competencies and are a good 
reflection of society.



CORONA CRISIS

The corona crisis had a massive impact on trade and logistics around the 
world. In the space of a few months, Customs found itself facing many 
new challenges. Suddenly there were far fewer travellers, but e-commerce 
grew enormously. There was a severe shortage of face masks. Companies 
experienced a sharp fall in turnover, causing them problems with their 
payment obligations. This was an exceptional situation, and we have tried 
to minimise the consequences of the pandemic for citizens and companies.

At the start of the crisis, hospitals faced strong demand for medically approved 
mouth masks and other personal protective equipment, PPE. Customs came 
into action to make sure these items were imported as quickly as possible. For 
example, we applied to the European Commission for exemption from import 
duties. We also informed companies that wanted to import PPE but had no 
experience with import processes.

Customs checked whether businesses exporting PPE complied with all the 
conditions. In March, the European Commission made an export licence 
mandatory. This requirement came into effect immediately, which meant that 
the systems had to be adapted quickly. We produced risk profiles within a few 
days to trace fraudulent companies. In the meantime, exports were halted for 
safety reasons.

Customs also ensured that the import of medical PPE went as smoothly as 
possible. The Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport (VWS) supervised the 
medical quality, and we saw to it that the customs processes were completed 
as quickly and efficiently as possible. For non-medical PPE, the Dutch Food 
and Consumer Product Safety Authority (NVWA) was responsible for market 
supervision. We kept the NVWA informed of the shipments so that they could 
take rapid and targeted action.

More flexible policy
Customs also did everything possible to minimise the financial impact for 
businesses. We arranged for the deferral payments for excise and consumption 
taxes. And we informed companies about payment arrangements for 
international taxes. We also took a more flexible approach to the requirements 
for applying for a licence and to the deadlines for customs procedures. Also, 
companies could now submit a notice of objection by e-mail instead of by post. 

A fresh way of working
The crisis also made intense demands on Customs staff in terms of adaptability. 
Working from home became the new norm for many employees. And we sharply 
cut back the physical supervision. The inspections necessary to protect the 
public’s safety continued. This also applied to the levying and collection of taxes. 
We also made sure that trade was slowed down as little as possible. 

We gradually ‘scaled up’ the work that had been temporarily halted as soon 
as we could. Because the flows of passengers and goods had become very 
different, many adjustments were necessary. For example, some employees 
were temporarily given other tasks. Often in places where their help was sorely 
needed, such as the work on Brexit.

Forra de Jong
Specialist advisor on enforcement policy at Customs

“We did everything we could to support businesses during the crisis. For 
example, we looked into which national support measures were available 
and suitable for our customers. And also possible, within the European 
regulations. That called for a lot of coordination. On the one hand, there are 
the tax specialists who know exactly how the regulations affect Customs. And 
on the other, there are our grassroots colleagues who know what does and does 
not work in practice. And who in turn communicate the arrangements to our 
customers. And of course, we had to coordinate with the Ministry of Finance, 
which draws up the national measures. I had a coordinating role in this.” 

“European customs law already allowed for aspects such as the deferral of 
payment of customs duties. Our job was mainly to make companies aware of 
this. Our challenge: how can we make it as easy as possible for them? What tips 
can we give them? And how do we make sure we reach as many businesses as 
possible?”

“The early months were quite a challenge. We had to work quickly and 
coordinate with many parties. That was something for which there was no 
process yet either. My colleagues and I did all that in addition to our regular 
work. This meant many long days, often with only 4 hours of sleep a night in 
the first few weeks. I have only been with Customs for 1.5 years. I’ve noticed 
how engaged my colleagues can be. They really want the best for citizens and 
businesses. I think that’s something special to see.”

Hillary Dragtenstein
Specialist advisor on enforcement policy at Customs

“At the beginning of the crisis, there were far too few face masks and other PPE. 
Many companies had temporarily less work because of the corona crisis. They 
were happy to help. For some companies, it was difficult to pay import duties 
due to reduced revenues. Healthcare institutions also searched for PPE outside 
the European Union themselves. In many cases, they did not have enough staff 
for all the administration involved in imports.”

“My colleagues and I knew that in the European exemption regulation there is 
an exemption for import duties and import VAT in crisis situations. As far as I 
know, this regulation has never been used. This arrangement seemed to fit the 
situation exactly. The European Commission only had to authorise its use. The 
Netherlands applied for this authorisation, as did other EU countries. Together 
with colleagues, I informed all the customs regions and market parties that this 
decision was imminent. And made sure they knew what to do.”

“While we waited for the decision, we deferred the payment of import 
duties and VAT. That was a  risk, but the health of the Dutch was paramount. 
Fortunately, the exemption was granted retroactively. Later, the attention turned 
to test kits and vaccines. Can they also be exempted? And if so, what do they 
have to comply with?”

“I am proud of how Customs has handled this. This period made strong 
demands on everyone. Our private life was on the back burner for a while. I 
could not pay my family enough attention during this period, which was also 
difficult for them. Everyone ran themselves ragged to make sure everything was 
arranged quickly and properly.”

Stefan Verhagen
Policy advisor customs affairs at Fenex

“There is a Customs-Business Consultation, the ODB. I represent the members 
of Fenex in these consultations: forwarders. They are hired by companies 
that import and export goods to arrange the logistics for them. That includes 
customs matters. About 9 in 10 import and export companies work with a freight 
forwarder.”

“At first, corona caused quite a bit of panic in the logistics sector. How could 
companies stay afloat when their revenues were falling so fast? How could 
we deliver on time if the borders were closed? And what about all the orders 
that were on their way, but could not be delivered due to lockdowns? Lots of 
questions. During that period we started to consult much more with Customs.”

“Import duties were an important issue for my membership. The government 
decided to grant companies deferrals on various taxes, including import duties. 
But: forwarding agents advance these import duties. They pay Customs, and 
the companies, in turn, pay the forwarders. This means that the forwarder 
would end up paying if a company was granted a deferral. And possibly even go 
bankrupt. I therefore argued that a company should actually take on the accrued 
debt if that company wants a deferral. Fortunately, Customs understood the 
problem and were willing to provide an arrangement.”

“Customs also thought along with my membership and their customers in other 
matters. For example, entrepreneurs now temporarily no longer face a fine if 
goods do not enter a country on time. And we no longer need a ‘wet’ signature 
for permit applications. Thanks to good cooperation between all ODB parties, 
the damage to the trade was less than expected. And the Dutch could simply 
keep buying most things all this time.”

Nico Schiettekatte
Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport liaison in Beijing

“From Beijing I ensure that the export of PPE from China meets all the 
requirements of the RIVM, the National Institute for Public Health and the 
Environment. I work closely with the customs attaché in Beijing. I started in 
December 2020 and I found myself straight in at the deep end. At the end of 
December, there were unexpectedly too few filter tips in the Netherlands. They 
are needed for corona tests. We very quickly arranged for a huge delivery from 
China. On 31 December 21.00 hours, I was still busy securing the delivery so that 
the testing in the Netherlands could continue as usual. The fact that this then 
succeeded made my glass of champagne taste even better.”

“In this work, good relationships are critical. Especially now that we have a 
lot of rush orders due to corona. And we’re not the only country that wants 
medical supplies from China. Thanks to our close contacts with the Chinese 
authorities, everything goes more smoothly and quickly: from finding certified 
manufacturers to shipping. It also helps that I am in the same corridor as 
the customs attaché. We have a lot of expertise between us. And because 
we can simply drop by on each other, we exchange a lot of knowledge. That 
collaboration is worth its weight in gold.”

“Also, we worked really hard. When the day ends here in Beijing, it begins in 
the Netherlands. I often add the Dutch working day to it. There is so much 
happening now, many urgent cases that require quick coordination. Otherwise, 
you’re immediately 7 hours behind. But: it’s rewarding work. Despite the 
distance of 8,000 kilometres and the time difference, the Netherlands feels very 
close. It is very satisfying that I have been able to contribute to protecting people 
in the Netherlands with everyone from the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport 
and Customs.”

‘This meant 
many long days, 
often with only 
4 hours of sleep 
a night’

‘I am proud of 
how Customs has 
handled this’

‘Thanks to good 
cooperation the 
damage to the 
trade was less 
than expected’

‘My collaboration 
with the customs 
attaché is worth its 
weight in gold’



BREXIT

Brexit is a unique phenomenon. Never before has a member state 
withdrawn from the European Union (EU). But in 2020, the ‘unthinkable’ 
happened: the United Kingdom (UK) left the EU. Since 1 January 2021, we 
have therefore treated the UK as a third country. The EU external border 
now runs between the EU and the UK, which means there are customs 
formalities when moving goods between the two. Also, all goods and 
passenger baggage crossing this border are ‘under customs supervision’. 
Businesses trading with the UK should be aware of certain measures. For 
example, importing and exporting animals and animal and plant products 
is now subject to additional procedures, permits, and certificates.

In recent years, Customs has been preparing for the consequences of Brexit, 
as far as we could foresee them. Our commitment has been to avoid creating 
unnecessary barriers to trade with the UK. This was also the cabinet’s message to 
Customs: ensure continuity of customs processes surrounding the flow of goods 
between the EU and UK, and avoid unnecessary delays. After all, a logistical 
process that is as uninterrupted as possible is in the best interests of European 
businesses, the citizens of Europe, and the Dutch economy.

The preparation was a big challenge. Back in 2017, we started doing impact 
analyses. Brexit turned out to have enormous implications, such as huge growth 
in declarations and electronic messaging, many more customs customers and 
many more travellers. And new border processes at ferries to and from the 
UK. The numbers spoke volumes. For example: 12 million additional customs 
declarations per year. We had to inspect some 12.5 thousand additional ships. 
And 35 thousand companies would have to deal with customs formalities for the 
first time.

Clearly, we could only do this with additional staff. We therefore recruited and 
trained some 930 new customs officers, who also had to be deployable quickly. 
A new form of training made this possible: task-based training. But that wasn’t 
our only challenge. National and European customs systems had to be prepared 
to handle more electronic messages. We also invested in extra workplaces, 
equipment, means of control and inspection locations at the ferry terminals. 

The new border process at the ferry terminals had to be steered in the right 
direction. At the initiative of and in cooperation with the business community 
and port communities, solutions were devised to transport cargo by sea and for 
the automated handling of customs formalities. To this end, almost all ferry 
operators are connected to the Port Community System of Portbase. This is a 
system for exchanging information between the carriers, the terminals and 
Customs.

The final touches were added in 2020. For example, tests were held at the ferry 
terminals and ferry companies, port companies and inspection services. In 
government-wide crisis exercises, we looked at whether we could deal with any 
contingencies and incidents after Brexit. We tested our IT systems extra and 
helped companies with their preparations in all sorts of ways. 

We have now gained several months of experience of Brexit. There have been 
no major logistical problems at the border so far. We did notice that customs 
documents are often not in order. And that quite a few companies have 
underestimated the customs declaration process. This creates a good deal of 
extra paperwork for Customs, and it also impacts these companies themselves. 
That is because only with the right papers can goods be transported to and from 
the UK.

In short: we have done everything possible to ensure that the logistical 
processes continue as smoothly as possible after 31 December 2020. This has 
been validated by external studies by EY, Capgemini and Deloitte. Now that the 
preparations have been formally completed, it is a good time to look back. What 
have we done well, and what could be better? That’s why we asked Deloitte to do 
a Brexit assessment, from which we can learn lessons for the future.

Daniëlla van Iterson
Programme manager of task-based training at Customs

“For some time now, Customs has wanted to revamp the entry-level training for 
new employees. Brexit brought this intention to a head. As a result, we had to 
train many new colleagues in a short period because they had to be deployable 
quickly. We seized this opportunity to introduce a new form of training: task-
based training. A different approach to general training. The idea is that you 
only train someone for the tasks that go with their job. Not the theory, but 
the job position and task training are the starting point. That means shorter, 
more specific and more subject-oriented courses, paying attention to both 
knowledge and skills. Learning by doing in practice has an important place in 
this type of training. This meant that our new colleagues could start working in 
practice after just three months. What is special about task-based learning is that 
everyone knows from day one where they will be placed and what task they will 
be given.”

“In 2018, Customs began developing some task-based training courses. They 
were at various levels and for different customs regions. This pilot phase was 
completed in March 2020. The key question at the time was: is task-based 
training appropriate for Customs? To answer that question, we asked hundreds 
of students, teachers, practical supervisors and mentors about their experiences. 
The evaluation showed that task-based training is a suitable method for us if 
certain conditions are met. Students who have been trained in this way are 
quickly deployable. Based on these results, we decided to continue. We do need 
to be more mindful, though, of the number of supervisors available when hiring 
new employees.”

“Customs wants to be an agile organisation, which sees developments in our 
environment in time and can respond to them flexibly. Task-based training 
contributes to this. It helps us to respond faster and better to changing tasks, 
functions and competencies. Task-based training has therefore become a 
priority for achieving our strategic goals.”

Marty van Pelt
Manager at Portbase

“Portbase is the national Port Community System. This system provides a chain-
wide method for the rapid handling of goods traffic via the Dutch ports. After 
Brexit, customs documents will be digitally pre-notified to port terminals via 
Portbase. This reduces the risk of congestion at the terminals and prevents 
unnecessary logistical delays. Our first challenge was to get this technical 
solution working in time. That was no easy task. Many companies had no 
experience with customs formalities. Or with handling them digitally. Yet our 
system was ready for use before the first Brexit deadline in 2019.”

“In 2020, we did a lot of outreach and support for new customers. After all, it all 
starts with businesses signing up and registering for Portbase’s Brexit services. 
But that’s only half the battle. The following steps are just as important. Such as 
making arrangements with clients about getting the correct data, creating users 
for the Brexit services and showing them the way around the system.”

“We have set up a program with our partners in the logistics chain that is 
working well. From the very word go, all parties saw the need to work together. 
Customs was involved from the start and was fully open to finding a workable 
solution. The procedure for the digital preliminary declaration of customs 
documents has been realised. This is a textbook example of an excellent public-
private partnership. We have now laid a good foundation for a smooth working 
method in the Dutch ports.”

Wouter Vijfhuizen
Unit manager Physical Supervision at Customs Amsterdam

“Brexit meant we had to set up a new border process at the ferry terminals. As 
team leader, I was involved in the preparations for this in IJmuiden. There is a 
Ro-Pax terminal there, where passengers and cargo embark and disembark. All 
current passengers come ashore through the gate. There they pass the Royal 
Netherlands Marechaussee and Customs. Outside we have freight traffic and 
passenger traffic. To do our work correctly at the terminal, we have created 
visiting rooms, a scanning facility and a declaration desk. And a mobile office 
and scan van for work outside. The latter is a useful tool for screening hand 
luggage or small boxes, for example.”

“We pay attention to all animal products that enter the EU. We do this on behalf 
of and in cooperation with the Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety 
Authority (NVWA). Health and safety are paramount. Containers and freezers 
were provided for the goods that are seized. We have made agreements with the 
NVWA about the disposal of these perishables. And we have made agreements 
with the Royal Netherlands Marechaussee about the order of our checks, for 
example. With the same Royal Netherlands Marechaussee, the police and the 
FIOD (Fiscal Intelligence and Investigation Service), we have established how we 
monitor the possession of narcotics.”

“The spaces at the port terminal are quite small. If we want to check lorries, we 
have to dodge and weave to avoid causing congestion. We also found that our 
staff and passengers with their luggage had no shelter in case of rain. After some 
to-ing and fro-ing, we decided to provide a roof. We’re in talks with the Central 
Government Real Estate Agency about that.”

“The renovations at the terminal have taken quite a bit of work. The weapons 
room and the declaration desk, for example, have not yet been completed. 
Despite that, we are satisfied. In IJmuiden, we had no major start-up problems. 
In this respect, corona was a stroke of luck. There were far fewer passengers and 
freight and so we could settle in reasonably quietly. You could even say that the 
crisis has provided more preparation time.”

Dol Soon Mulder
Coordinator of the International Customer Team and 
Brexit desk at RVO.nl

“RVO.nl was in charge of developing the Brexit desk, the government-wide 
service channel for companies preparing for Brexit. It provided information on 
the implications, especially the changes if you do business with the UK. But also 
about trading on alternative markets inside and outside the EU, where there may 
be opportunities for entrepreneurs. The Brexit desk provides a list of agencies 
that may be of use to you, such as the NVWA and Customs.”

“In recent years, we have been urging businesses to get their act together in 
time for Brexit. We based this on stories from entrepreneurs who had already 
taken the plunge and with the online campaign ‘Don’t let Brexit get in your 
way’. We have also created a digital tool together with the other implementing 
organisations and inspectorates: the Brexit Impact Scan.”

“In the run-up to Brexit, RVO.nl faced major challenges. We always had to 
consider two scenarios: deal or no deal. And the deadlines for those different 
outcomes kept shifting. That made it even harder to make the urgency clear to 
entrepreneurs. It also meant that we had to keep scaling up and down the Brexit 
desk. The trick was to keep all parties well connected. And I think that worked 
out in the end.”

“We have worked intensively and well together with our partners at the Brexit 
counter. They were all very willing to work with one another. We held meetings 
and webinars with parties including Customs. All these activities greatly helped 
the Dutch business community to prepare for Brexit.”



E-COMMERCE

E-commerce is developing rapidly. People are ordering much more from 
abroad, for instance. Also, on 1 July 2021, a new VAT regime for the industry 
will take effect. Customs is making every effort to continue to ensure 
proper supervision in this changing market.

Consumers are ordering more and more online. And even more in this time of 
corona. They also increasingly order directly from foreign web shops instead 
of Dutch shops. The consequence: containers are now packed with tens of 
thousands of packages for just as many individuals. Previously, a container often 
contained only one or a few large orders. As a result, the number of declarations 
processed by Customs is increasing explosively: from around 250 million in 2018 
to approximately 800 million in 2021. This growth means a lot of extra work for 
Customs.

Other developments also pose challenges. Such as ‘fulfilment’, the process 
of order processing. Because consumers expect short delivery times, goods 
are often imported before they are ordered. They can then be delivered to the 
customer faster. Because the products have not yet been sold, it is more difficult 
for Customs to determine their value. And to determine import taxes. The fact 
that the products are often made in countries with low production costs only 
adds to the challenge.

There are also more and more players in e-commerce. They include parties that 
make ‘drop shipping’ possible, i.e. sales without keeping stocks. And parties 
who arrange customs declarations for companies, for example. As a result, 
information on orders becomes even more fragmented. This makes it more 
difficult for Customs to check whether declarations are correct.

Therefore, we took several decisions in 2020 to keep a grip on the rapidly 
growing flows of goods from non-EU countries. For example, declarations 
are divided among several declaration systems, per type of transaction and 
sometimes per country where the goods originate. We also use data analysis to 
map out where the most risks lie, enabling us to check more intelligently. And 
we looked closely at where in our organisation we could use extra supervision 
capacity, in the context of the huge increase of the number of declarations.

New VAT rules
From 1 July 2021, new VAT rules will apply to web shops selling non-EU goods to 
consumers in the European Union. In 2020 we prepared for the implementation 
of this new scheme, which is fairer for European entrepreneurs. For example, we 
built the new declaration system DECO, especially for goods that fall under the 
new VAT regulation. Also, we intensively consulted with our colleagues from the 
Ministry of Finance and ‘Brussels’ to make the implementation run

What the new rules mean: the exemption from import VAT on goods with a 
value of € 22 or less has been abolished. Another change: EU suppliers selling 
for more than € 10,000 a year to consumers in the EU must charge the VAT rate 
of the countries where they sell. And pay VAT here as well. It also gives platforms 
that facilitate sales to consumers in the EU, such as Amazon and eBay, greater 
responsibilities for declaring and accounting for VAT.

What do the new European VAT rules mean for Customs and the business 
community? Han Bosch, e-commerce specialist at Customs, and Walter van der 
Meiren, director of UPS Europe, talk about it.

What do you think of the new rules?
Bosch: “They were badly needed. The world of e-commerce has changed a lot 
in a short time, and the rules were no longer in line with this. Look at that 
exemption, for example. If you buy a 20-euro product from the shop around 
the corner, you pay 21 per cent VAT. But that is not the case when you order 
outside the EU. This creates unfair competition for Dutch and other European 
entrepreneurs. That exemption also invites abuse. Some entrepreneurs 
deliberately understate the value of their goods. That means the Netherlands 
misses out on a lot of income, just like all the other EU countries. This new 
regulation puts an end to that.”

Van der Meiren: “I’m pleased that platforms are being given a bigger role in 
VAT. Many web shops are not clear about the import duties. Or they list prices 
without the VAT. The customer then suddenly has to pay additional charges 
when he gets the package. We now often have to return a package because the 
customer finds it too expensive. But we have already paid the import duties and 
VAT. And we have to ask for it back. It’s a complicated process. With platforms 
gaining more responsibility for VAT, I assume they will start showing prices more 
clearly. That means more transparency for the customer and more efficiency for 
us and for Customs. Plus: it gives us the assurance that the value is correct, and 
we don’t get hassled about import duties and VAT afterwards.”

What do the rules mean to you?
Van der Meiren: “With the exemption disappearing, each package must be 
declared digitally. No matter how low its value. This means we need to hire and 
train more specialists. Entrepreneurs can make use of a new import regime: the 
Import Regime. They then pay the VAT on goods under € 150 in one monthly 
declaration to the tax authorities of one member state instead of per product 
and per country. They may also declare all goods under that amount to Customs 
for import in one country. Even if those goods are intended for other member 
states. In theory, this is easier for us, but the problem is that this scheme is not 
mandatory. We can’t always tell if our customers have opted in, and therefore if 
we are allowed to declare all goods in a country or not. We then have to check 
this with the shipper first, which can delay the shipment.”

Bosch: “The same applies to Customs. We will soon have 3 identical packages 
that 3 different regulations can cover. That doesn’t make it any easier to 
supervise. For us, it is handy that entrepreneurs can declare everything in one 
country with the import regulation. We usually have to ensure that only goods 
with the destination of the Netherlands are imported into our country. That is 
not the case with the Import Regime. Also, some checks can be done 
automatically with this scheme. But other than that, the work hasn’t been made 
any easier for us. We still have to do some checks, which sometimes mean 
opening packages.”

How did you prepare?
Bosch: “The new rules have many implications for our IT systems, so we’ve been 
working hard to adapt them in time. We also started a project team. And we trained 
people and gathered a lot of information. We went through the new rules with the 
business community, looked together at possible bottlenecks and sought solutions 
for them. We have also made an overview of questions that companies have. The 
answers can be found on our website www.douane.nl/e-commerce. We’ve done 
our best to make sure imports go smoothly, for business and for Customs.”

Van der Meiren: “It was a race against time for us. Because each member state has 
its own customs system, and these 27 systems all had to be adapted. That means 
we actually had to prepare 27 times. I must say: the Netherlands is one of the few 
countries where Customs does a lot on its own and really understands what can 
be improved. This helps us to know how to apply the rules and which systems to 
change. And that in turn helps us explain the new rules to customers.”

Han Bosch  
(Dutch Customs)

Walter van der Meiren  
(UPS Europe)

https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/nl/douane_voor_bedrijven/content/e-commerce-kijk-wat-er-verandert-voor-uw-douanezaken


SUBVERSIVE 
CRIME

The boundaries between ‘ordinary’ society and organised crime are 
becoming increasingly blurred. In the past year, the government has 
considerably strengthened its approach to what is known as subversive 
crime. This approach is government-wide, and Customs makes an essential 
contribution to it. We do this by supervising at the border and by working 
closely together with partners. Customs officers Laura Verborg, advisor on 
subversive crime, and Jochem Koster, advisor on enforcement policy, know 
all about this.

Subversive crime is all about an underworld and legitimate society becoming 
increasingly intertwined. And about ‘damaging’ the integrity of public 
administration, civil servants and the business community. For example, in 
cases where criminals bribe managers or extort entrepreneurs. Or threaten 
judges, journalists and others in authority. Koster: “One of the most striking and 
saddest examples is the murder of lawyer Derk Wiersum. That was a direct attack 
on the rule of law. It was a wakeup call.”

Subversive crime is often mentioned in the same breath as organised drug 
crime. But there are also other forms of crime that disrupt society, says Verborg. 
“For example, human trafficking, arms trafficking, money laundering or fraud 
with excise goods.” Koster: “A good deal of work is being done to combat this 
kind of thing. By all government departments separately. But it also has to be 
done together, broadly and in a well-coordinated way.”

Stopping undesirable imports
Customs makes a vital contribution to tackling subversive crime. “We’re not an 
investigative agency, of course. What we are is a gatekeeper at the border: we 
keep out everything that is undesirable at the border of the European Union. We 
also prevent certain goods, such as synthetic drugs, from getting out”, Verborg 
says. Last year, for example, Customs seized around 50,000 kilos of cocaine. 
That is almost 10,000 kilos more than in 2019. Some 4,000 parcels and letters 
en route to foreign countries were also seized. Verborg: “By providing the best 
possible supervision, we contribute to the fight against subversive crime. That is 
all part of our work.”

Smart, focused and innovative
In the past year, Customs has carried out more than twice as many ‘risk-based’ 
inspections. Especially on letters and parcels. We hired 39 extra FTEs for our 
supervision over postal and courier items. Also in 2020, we shifted our focus 
more to the smuggling of drug precursors. Not only do we check more, we check 
smarter. Not only with sniffer dogs and innovative scanning and detention 
technologies, but also with self-thinking software and algorithms. We also make 
targeted risk analyses. We base them on information from investigative partners, 
among other sources.

Integral approach
A condition for a successful and sustainable fight against subversive crime is 
an integrated approach. An approach in which public and private parties work 
together in prevention, supervision, enforcement, detection and prosecution. 
Koster: “We therefore look beyond our own remit. For example, we often sit 
down with other government organisations. But we also work closely with the 
Port of Rotterdam, the Schiphol Group and KLM, among others. We constantly 
ask ourselves: how can we back each other up? Where do our knowledge and 
expertise add value?”

Customs knows all about goods flows, trade routes, smuggling methods and 
logistical locations. This is valuable for cooperation partners. “We can analyse 
and explain that information: when does an event deviate from the norm, and 
is a further investigation required?”, explains Koster. “But we also have, for 
example, a large source of information on all the declarations. We know what is 
in each shipment and who the receiver and the sender is. We can share that kind 
of data with our partners under certain conditions, for investigative purposes 
and data analysis.”

Verborg: “We also have all kinds of powers to check goods. For example, we can 
look inside ships, planes, containers and suitcases to do our job. The police and 
the Royal Netherlands Marechaussee are only allowed to do so if they suspect a 
criminal offence has been committed. We do not have that limitation. That gives 
us an excellent starting position, with which we can make an essential 
contribution to the cooperation.”  

Multidisciplinary Intervention Team
Customs is part of the Multidisciplinary Intervention Team, the MIT. Just like the 
Public Prosecution Service, the police, FIOD, Tax and Customs Administration 
and the Royal Netherlands Marechaussee. This cooperation was established in 
2020 on the initiative of the Ministry of Justice and Security, which has made a 
lot of extra funding available for a more robust approach to subversive crime. 
The MIT is still under construction. Eventually, it is to become a team with 
around 300 to 400 employees.

The special thing about this team: it focuses on disrupting criminal processes. 
Verborg: “In doing so, we do not look only at the leaders and the accomplices. But 
we take a much broader view: what system does a criminal organisation like this 
use?” Koster adds: “With a team of detectives, customs officers and intelligence 
people, we are looking into how to render these kinds of networks harmless for a 
longer period of time and across the board.” Verborg: “That strengthening of the 
chain of enforcement and investigation partners is a brand-new development. As 
Customs we are now looking much more at our part in the whole.”



INTEGRITY

Incidents involving corrupt customs officers have drawn a great deal 
of media and political attention in recent years. In early 2021, our 
Director-General Nanette van Schelven addressed the Dutch House of 
Representatives on integrity and corruption in the port of Rotterdam. She 
referred to the incidents as a ‘wakeup call’. What exactly is the situation 
regarding Customs and integrity? Customs staff Merlijn Bak and Mascha 
Meijer, both Integrity coordinators, explain.

Their work is not only about preventing corruption and countering subversive 
crime, Bak and Meijer say. “That struggle is part of something bigger. Customs 
aims to be a reliable organisation. It needs employees who do the right things 
the right way. That is why we are working on a culture of integrity. This means, 
for example, that people dare to talk about things they see and experience.”

Integrity risks are part and parcel of customs work. Meijer: “We have a crucial 
role in the logistical process, with authority, information and access to sites. 
That is all very attractive to criminals, who try to have illegal goods like drugs 
hitch a lift with legal goods. They would like to have someone ‘on the inside’ 
for that. That makes us attractive to them.” Bak: “Organised crime has grown 
and hardened in recent years. The lines between the underworld and legitimate 
society are becoming increasingly blurred. That opens up the possibility that 
criminals contact our employees. This can be done in many ways: from threats 
to bribery.”

“It is understandable that Customs is subject to scrutiny and is being critically 
monitored”, Meijer continues. “We are a government organisation with powers 
and authority. We have to use them wisely. Apart from that, our job is to protect 
society. People must be able to trust that we will do that. If they don’t trust us, 
they may also be less likely to fulfil their obligations, such as filing a declaration 
correctly.” 

Bak: “We had, of course, been working on the issue of integrity for some time. 
But it is now even higher on the agenda. It is one of the five points in the long-
term strategic plan of Customs that we will tackle as a matter of priority. We do 
this in various ways. For example, in terms of ‘hard’ cases, our work processes 
have separated powers and randomly assigned controls. We already had that, 
but now it’s more of a ‘living entity’. We adjust it, for example, if criminals 
start working differently. We are also working on improving the screening of 
employees. And we asked KPMG to audit the corruption risks in the port of 
Rotterdam and what we score highly and less highly on. We want to learn, to be 
able to improve.”

A tricky point is the ‘soft’ side mentioned earlier: an open culture, where you 
speak to each other about things and report suspicions. Director-General Van 
Schelven described it in a news release as: ‘We don’t look away, but we find it 
hard to talk about it with each other’. Meijer: “We’re working on that, too. For 
example, with special training to make employees aware of things that can 
happen. And we give managers tools to start the conversation with their team. 
This is important, because integrity cannot be covered by rules alone. There 
are always more situations than rules. It’s about knowing how to make things 
discussible and actually talking about them.”

Bak: “All of these efforts matter. Because as I touched on above, criminals like to 
have people ‘on the inside’. And they don’t care where it is, at Customs or 
elsewhere. That is what makes it so worthwhile to cooperate with other links in 
the transport and logistics chain in this area. We already do this at Amsterdam 
Schiphol Airport and in the port of Rotterdam, for example. The more we work 
together, the more we can mitigate risks.”

External audit for a better approach to integrity
What corruption risks do we face? Are we sufficiently prepared for them? These 
questions were the focus of an independent study conducted by the accountancy 
and consultancy firm KPMG. Commissioned by Customs. Steven Lak, who 
is associated with Portbase and VNO-NCW, among other organisations, is 
chairman of the supervisory committee. The committee assesses whether the 
audit has been carried out correctly and carefully. 

Lak: “This audit looks at aspects such as what the scientific literature says about 
exactly how criminals work. Supplemented with the practical knowledge of, for 
example, port employees and police officers. This revealed that drug crime in 
particular is becoming increasingly violent and professional. Criminals are using 
ever smarter techniques and are becoming less predictable. Dutch and European 
enforcement is quite well organised. And there are also clearly more drug 
seizures. But this smuggling is so lucrative that criminals continue to do it.”

“In addition, input was used from customs employees at the port, from a survey 
and interviews. This was to assess what Customs is already doing about integrity 
and against corruption. For example: what resources does the organisation have 
at its disposal, and what lessons does Customs learn from practice? Finally, the 
audit team indicates what Customs can improve. And which ways are the most 
effective. They also use the knowledge they have gained from integrity audits at 
some 100 other companies and organisations.”

“KPMG provides several recommendations for a ‘more mature approach to 
integrity’. For example: take a broad view. Don’t just target a certain group 
of employees: everyone has something that could be of interest to criminals. 
And ensure a centrally controlled and standard approach, uniformly for every 
part of the organisation. And keep up with what’s happening on the ground, 
because crime is dynamic. Another recommendation: share more knowledge 
and information, such as what you learn from incidents and problem cases. 
Keep calibrating: does everyone know what’s right or wrong? Do not impose 
everything from above, but also work ‘bottom-up’, from the shop floor. And 
above all, create a climate in which employees dare to talk. That’s what’s often 
lacking when things go wrong in an organisation.”

“That struggle with an open culture is not something you only have at 
Customs. That people don’t call each other to account is something you see in 
more organisations. Especially in government. These organisations are often 
traditionally strongly hierarchical. But times have changed. A different kind 
of leadership is needed, and a different approach. Through transparency with 
respect for each other’s roles, you increase the involvement of employees. 
People in the field have the most knowledge; you have to take advantage of 
that.”

“That requires a cultural shift. But it won’t happen overnight; it could take 
several years. How do you achieve that? Management must indicate that they 
think this change is essential. By talking about it a lot, and appreciating that 
people are open. In that respect, it is important that Customs itself decided to 
have this audit carried out. And that many employees are involved. I see it as a 
plus that they are critical in the report. That shows they are willing to point out 
where the weaknesses are.”

“I think the outside world and the media in general mainly react to things that 
are ‘too little’, and therefore not right. Everybody jumps on that right away. 
My view is a bit more nuanced. There’s certainly work to be done, but these 
aren’t issues you can’t solve in a reasonable amount of time. There is a basis, 
and you can build on that. You can use the results of this report for that. That 
there is work to be done also applies to other organisations involved in crime 
prevention. We’re dealing with organised crime here. There is one question the 
government needs to think about: what tools do enforcement agencies need to 
do their jobs?”

Steven Lak (Portbase, VNO-NCW) Mascha Meijer and Merlijn Bak 
(Dutch Customs)

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2021/07/01/bijlage-1-rapportage-beheersing-corruptierisicos-douane-haven-rotterdam


UNBUNDLING

In January 2020, the Cabinet decided to split up the Tax and Customs 
Administration in three parts: the Tax Administration, the Allowances 
Administration and the Customs Administration. This is also referred to as 
unbundling. The goal: to make the organisation as a whole less complex 
and more manageable. As an independent directorate-general, Customs 
can respond more effectively to issues that arise at that time. And thus 
improve the service to citizens and businesses. 

The Tax Administration, the Allowances Administration and the Customs 
Administration now form three independent units that sort under the Ministry 
of Finance. Each section has its own Director-General. In addition, two state 
secretaries have been appointed: one for the Tax Administration, and one for 
the Allowances Administration and the Customs Administration. They are there 
to strengthen the political leadership. Sound and clear agreements on the 
cooperation between the three organisations have been made to ensure that 
ongoing work continues. 

Because Customs is now an independent Directorate-General, we are no longer 
dependent on the priorities set by the Tax Administration. This allows us to 
focus more sharply on our tasks and important or topical issues. Examples 
include managing Brexit and tackling integrity and our approach to screening. 
But also the increase in trading volumes and the necessary IT adjustments.

Customisation 
Focusing more on the organisation ultimately means more customisation and a 
better service for citizens and businesses. One example is our website, which is 
now also available in English. That makes it possible to improve the service for 
international business and cross-border goods traffic. 

Karin Borsboom is head of the Office of Company Secretary at Customs. She 
was programme manager of the unbundling, which makes her the link that 
connects Customs, the Tax Administration, the Allowances Administration and 
the Ministry of Finance. That’s quite a task. “The Tax Administration carried out 
many tasks for Customs. We have now taken up some of them ourselves. That 
means finding out: what tasks are these exactly? What does it all entail? How 
much additional capacity do we need?”

“As we move forward, it gradually becomes apparent that there is a lot of 
cohesion between certain tasks and systems. When you pull one string, 
something comes up on the other side. You have to figure that out very 
carefully.” The big challenge here: switching and coordinating with all parties 
involved. “You’re dealing with a lot of parties, who have to get things done 
together.”  

More accountable
As an independent service, Customs is now, more than ever, accountable. To the 
House of Representatives, but also to citizens and the media. Parliament and the 
press are very critical. And that’s a good thing, according to Borsboom: “It is vital 
that we are a transparent organisation. And that we let everyone know what we 
do and for what purpose. And that we listen carefully what the outside world is 
critical of: what do we need to work on?”

With an organisational task of this magnitude, it is important never to lose 
sight of the interests of citizens and companies, emphasises Borsboom. “In 
everything we do, we look at whether it contributes to a better service for 
citizens and businesses. Are we making things easier and more accessible for 
them? Because at the end of the day, that’s why we’re here.” 

The question whether the Tax and Customs Administration had become 
too large and too complex had been doing the rounds for some time. But 
the childcare allowance affair gave the debate more focus, says Bas Van den 
Dungen, secretary-general of the Ministry of Finance. “That was the trigger to 
make the Tax Administration, the Allowances Administration and the Customs 
Administration three separate entities.”

Other processes
The underlying idea: each division focuses on a completely different process. 
The Tax Administration collects and pays out, and Customs focuses on goods 
flows. “Managing Brexit and monitoring goods crossing the border are not the 
same as setting up an income tax declaration campaign for 10 million Dutch 
people. Or the payment of childcare benefits. Breaking that down allows each 
organisation to apply the right amount of focus.”

This is already yielding results. It allows Customs to focus on crucial IT 
issues, without having to ‘compete’ with other themes important to the Tax 
Administration. “We see that the digital highway at Customs is now gaining 
momentum. And that is exactly what it will take to handle the growing number 
of declarations and messages.” Another example: “The Tax and Customs 
Administration didn’t normally communicate in English. For Customs, that was 
a hindrance. One of the first things they did was offer their website in English.”

Working together and connecting
How do you ensure cohesion and continuity in the event of unbundling? “The 
starting point is and always will be: working together. All kinds of agreements 
have been made to this end. That’s the beauty of this approach: we have now 
clearly stated what we can expect and ask of each other. Unbundling is also 
about connecting: how do we relate to each other, how do we do it together? In 
a way that is closely aligned to the service to citizens and businesses.”

Also important: take it one step at a time. “We never stop asking ourselves: 
what is needed at this stage? We started with the appointment of three separate 
Directors-General. Now we are looking at some other processes. They include 
IT, administration and the customer portal. We always ask ourselves the same 
question: what should we separate, what should we keep doing together?”

Unbundling is not an end in itself, Van den Dungen emphasises. “There are 
many things we’ll have to keep doing together. We’re really not going to split 
things up if there is nothing to be gained by doing so. We’ll do whatever it takes. 
No more, no less.”

‘Above all, 
we must be 
transparent’



KEY 
STATISTICS

Subject 2017 2018 2019 2020

Services
Volume development services (numbers x 1,000)

Notices of objection received - 5,579 4,732 4,199

Realisation of services (numbers x 1,000 unless stated otherwise)

Objections received - 4,530 4,162 3,264

Number of objections received on time - 3,529 3,698 3,074

Objections received on time % - 77.9% 88.9% 94.2%

Appeals settled

Appeals received number (excl. withdrawn) 118 97 125 107

Court appeals settled

Appeals settled number 50 25 42 48

Taxpayer equal number 2 3 6 5

Taxpayer equal % 4% 12% 14 10

Taxpayer partially equal number 1 3 5 4

Taxpayer partially equal % 2% 12% 12% 8%

Appeals settled by the court of appeal

Appeals settled number 19 16 15 15

Taxpayer equal number 1 2 3 6

Taxpayer equal % 5% 13% 20 40

Taxpayer partially equal number 7 5 1 4

Taxpayer partially equal % 37% 31% 7 27

Total appeals received

Appeals settled number 69 41 57 63

Taxpayer equal number 3 5 9 11

Taxpayer equal % 4% 12% 16% 17%

Taxpayer partially equal number 8 8 6 8

Taxpayer partially equal % 12% 20% 11% 13%

Subject 2017 2018 2019 2020

Findings and investigations
International exchange of levy data (in numbers)

From Dutch Customs to foreign customs administrations 625 554 523 534

From foreign customs administrations to Dutch Customs 3,312 2,377 2,441 1,842

Number of corrections (tax/non-tax) and official reports (x 1,000)

Number of corrections (tax/non-tax) and official reports (x 1,000) 6.1 6.9 5.9 5.4

Corrections, couriers and postal consignments 9.5 13.6 8.9 4.5

Corrections, passengers 15.5 15.1 18.5 9.5

Corrections, ambulatory, domestic/external border 0.6 1.4 1.6 1.8

Corrections, administrative checks 0.3 0.9 0.8 1.1

Drug busts

Amphetamine 4 5 11 248

Cocaine 1,146 1,251 1,109 1,426

Hashish 68 93 101 106

Heroin 66 110 25 88

Marijuana 90 125 231 393

Qat 383 177 108 629

XTC 164 344 489 2,284

Goods seized (in kilograms unless stated otherwise)

Amphetamine 108 1 2 34

Cocaine 10,219 21,188 40,095 48,891

Dimethyltryptamine (DMT) 287 40 51 1,408

Hashish 716 3,910 299 1,010

Heroin 830 296 625 105

Marijuana 2,852 322 583 514

Methamphetamine 9 6 550 17

Qat 6,371 3,331 2,050 9,137

XTC 830 472 426 519

Precursors 7,196 6,529 5,744 2,019

Weapons (in numbers, including imitation weapons) 4,743 24,727 125,235 13,570

Official reports

Official reports 2,317 3,153 3,561 2,112

Excise duty legislation 586 553 652 467

Non-fiscal legislation 10,865 9,874 7,658 3,876

Other 30 88 103 52

Total 13,798 13,668 11,974 6,507

Subject 2017 2018 2019 2020

Declarations processing
Number of processed declarations

Number of import and excise duty declarations processed 25,165,000 24,230,000 24,185,000 33,050,000

Subject 2017 2018 2019 2020

Supervision and inspections
Customs inspections (total) 

Inspections of import duty and excise duty declarations 361,498 374,000 419,566 482,224

Hours for supervision external border 399,000 385,000 410,224 464,339

Travellers’ baggage 603,332 391,431 267,370 80,915

Ambulatory physical inspections (domestic and external border) 21,643 16,997 16,570 15,103

Administrative checks (tax audits) 2,047 2,551 2,241 2,613

Scan checks (fixed scans) 82,970 83,172 91,041 105,118

Other inspections 119,738 136,094 140,508 154,920
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