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Summary
Sanctions have long been considered important in preventing businesses from 
conducting criminal behavior (i.e., corporate crime). However, academic stud-
ies have repeatedly shown that this assumption about the crime-deterrent 
effect of sanctions is largely incorrect. In fact, businesses are more concerned 
with the possibility of being caught than they are with the cost of the sanction. 
However, regulatory academic scholarship has focused on intervention rather 
than detection. In particular, studies have debated inspector styles and the 
optimal way to blend persuasive and punitive interventions in order to achieve 
the most effect on business compliance. However, accurate detection is a pre-
condition for appropriate intervention. Inspectors thus need to be able to as-
sess actual compliance levels. This may be problematic because businesses 
that conduct criminal behavior could conceal their illegal actions. Moreover, 
reporting on corporate crime is generally expected to be low because of its 
diffuse victimization, for example. These informational problems complicate 
the ability of an enforcement agency to accurately detect such behavior. A 
second problem is the agencies resource constraints, which require them to 
carefully manage detection efforts. 

Inspired by recent food fraud affairs in Europe and beyond, this study focuses 
on the food fraud detection practices of one such enforcement agency. Food 
fraud has been understudied in criminological literature, which makes this 
research academically relevant. It is also of societal relevance because food 
fraud corrodes consumer trust in the food industry and the food safety sys-
tem, and it may have massive financial and economic consequences and can 
be physically harmful. In addition, the complexity of the modern food industry 
has increased opportunities for fraudulent business behaviors. Enforcement 
agencies are key actors in the fight to curb food fraud, and high expectations 
exist both in society and within government institutions. Academic insights 
that assist the improvement of future governance strategies are therefore 
highly relevant. 

In sum, this study addresses the gaps in regulatory literature concerning de-
tection, especially with respect to the niche area of criminal behavior by busi-
nesses, with a focus on the enforcement agency. The aim of this study is to 
build theory about the detection of corporate crime by government enforce-
ment agencies. The central research question is thus as follows:

What explains the detection of food fraud in the Netherlands? 
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The dissertation consists of three partial studies. The first is a theoretical study 
of the various bodies of literature relevant to this topic, which consist of pub-
lic administration, criminology, and food fraud specifically. The second study 
concerns a broader empirical background study of the “detection of corporate 
crime” in the Netherlands. These studies present a broad theoretical and em-
pirical context of the detection of corporate crime and specifically food fraud. 
Against this backdrop, the third study takes an in-depth approach to the de-
tection of food fraud through case study research with a comparative design. 

The main government agency under study is the Netherlands Food and Con-
sumer Product Safety Authority (NVWA), which is the national enforcement 
body in the Netherlands that is tasked with detecting food fraud. The central 
research question is answered by first analyzing the agency’s ability to detect 
food fraud, taking into account both the noticeability of the food fraud as well 
as the agency’s detection methods. Second, the study analyzes the agency’s 
“willingness,” i.e., how it copes with and prioritizes the information gathered 
on food fraud within its resource constraints. The Netherlands is particularly 
interesting as a country to research because the NVWA has a specialized crime 
unit that may use intrusive “police” powers under the authority of the Public 
Prosecution Service.

The case study research comprises the main body of this dissertation, as it 
produces the detailed data that is necessary to answer the central research 
question. Data was collected from criminal investigation files and a wide range 
of respondents at the NVWA. The dataset consists of all cases of food fraud 
the agency successfully detected in the period of 2010-2017 (n=33). In addi-
tion, it contains all alleged cases of food fraud where detection ended during 
the process, thus not leading to an intervention, during the period of 2014-
2017 (n=28). This results in 61 cases of (alleged) food fraud during the period 
of 2010-2017.

Before the detection process is dissected, the study details the types of food 
fraud that have been discovered. This allows a more detailed definition of 
food fraud and its offenders. Food fraud involves a vast array of modi oper-
andi and concealing tactics that are used to launder illegal food into the food 
chain, fraudulently enhance the value of food, or facilitate either of these two. 
The offenders in this dataset vary in nature and cover the full supply chain of 
food production, including servicing businesses such as logistics companies 
and laboratories. The majority of offenders operate in the processing stage of 
the food chain and are captured by a typology of four offenders: Regulars, In-
vaders, Wayward, and Lookalike offenders. This typology reflects the fact that 
food fraud offenders are mostly regular food businesses (i.e., corporate crime) 
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but also entail some outsiders to the food industry or offenders that perform 
criminal activities in organized structures. Further, the levels and means of 
concealment as well as the observability of the food fraud are analyzed and 
described in detail. Based on these findings, a definition of food fraud is for-
mulated: food fraud is committed by any actor who is intentionally involved 
in illegal acts for economic advantage, thus causing or facilitating illegal food 
to be laundered into the food chain or for food to be fraudulently value-en-
hanced.

Food fraud detection is a process consisting of three sub-phases. After a varia-
ble period of “ignorance” that starts when an act food fraud is first committed, 
detection begins with a discovery phase, in which the agency gathers informa-
tion about alleged food fraud and an offender; it then needs to substantiate 
this information in the evidence phase of detection. This completes the detec-
tion and enables the development of an intervention, such as prosecution. The 
agency itself, another government agency, or a private third party produces 
or reports information on (alleged) food fraud. The study of this information 
reveals that discovery is not a linear, chronological process. Information fulfills 
different roles that may be dispersed over time and over various sources. In 
addition, methods can be interconnected. The discovery and subsequent suc-
cessful or unsuccessful evidence-gathering related to food fraud is therefore 
best captured and explained by four causal detection pathways.

These pathways, in an ascending level of initiative (or effort) of finding food 
fraud, are the Routine, Reactive, Induced, and Proactive pathways. These rep-
resent different information-gathering strategies. The pathway with low agen-
cy effort in detection is the Routine pathway, where the agency only latently 
seeks food fraud during routine compliance inspections. The other three path-
ways are all specifically aimed at detecting food fraud with various levels of 
agency effort. The intermediate pathway (Induced) demonstrates that reactive 
and proactive strategies are not a dichotomy; rather, agency activities are es-
sential in inducing reports by third parties, such as protecting their identity or 
by performing an inspection. The different pathways yield different types of 
food fraud and offenders. The Routine pathway generally detects fewer con-
cealed crimes at regular food businesses. Reactive and Induced pathways also 
find other offender types. Furthermore, serendipity is important for food fraud 
discovery during routine inspections, as well as during proactive, targeted ac-
tivities based on data analysis.

The agency’s willingness to dedicate resources to investigating an instance of 
food fraud co-varies with the effort made with the discovery. This is accompa-
nied by the agency’s judgment of the importance of detecting that instance of 
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food fraud. The agency’s priorities, reflected in its resource decisions, concern 
discovering food fraud that is connected to unfit and unsafe food and high 
illegal profits. The Induced and Proactive pathways detect longer-hidden and 
effectively concealed crimes, though they come at a price: they also produce 
the most false discoveries, and sometimes the agency fails to successfully 
complete evidence-gathering of the food fraud. The agency’s ability to detect 
wrongdoing therefore decreases inversely to its willingness. This means that, 
despite attempts to find food fraud of a certain importance, the agency is lim-
ited to the extent it can exercise control over the types of food fraud that are 
detected, and reputational and strategic motives strongly influence it in this 
process. Resource availability and scarcity are important drivers of fluctuating 
strategic motivations and can be a threat to investigating important cases.

The answer to the central research question is that detection of food fraud is 
explained through a set of differentiated pathways, each of which has its own 
characteristics and associations with a different level of agency effort, and 
each of which leads to the discovery of a particular type of food fraud. 

Enforcement agencies are not able to detect all kinds of food fraud merely by 
performing routine compliance inspections; these explained 10% of the food 
fraud detected. The Reactive pathway, comprised of government agency and 
third-party reports, is responsible for 45% of the food fraud that is successfully 
detected; the Induced pathway accounts for 30% and the Proactive pathway 
for 15%. A variety of information-gathering strategies, and some luck, are thus 
required to find the full range of food fraud and offenders that may silently 
operate within and around the food industry. Hence, the extent to which an 
enforcement agency invests in these detection pathways defines the pattern 
of crime it is likely to detect.

This study thus suggests differentiating detection strategies within business 
regulation in order to obtain unbiased detection and insights on the range 
of food fraud that occurs. If this is not done, regulatory supervision may well 
provide a false sense of security and over-focus on observable, less important 
frauds. Further research could concentrate on testing, expanding, and improv-
ing the theory developed here. A second direction for future research is to 
expand research on the detection task of regulatory enforcement agencies, 
including all kinds of non-compliance, rather than merely fraud. The empha-
sis proposed here is the effectiveness and efficiency of detection methods 
and studying optimal interfaces between methods. These need not be limited 
to government methods and could include alignment with private detection 
methods. 
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Finally, the study provides useful insights upon which enforcement agencies 
can build. It provides a framework for them to assess their effort in detection, 
the types of methods they use, and the associated types of food fraud these 
have discovered. It also sensitizes agencies to the idea and importance of dif-
ferentiating detection methods rather than trying to fit the food fraud detec-
tion task into a one-size-fits-all inspection regime. In particular, EU Member 
States need to be aware of this while implementing the new control regulation 
(EC) 2017/625, which expects them to be more vigilant towards food fraud 
and incorporate this risk in their inspection regime. Specific recommendations 
are made about inspection methods and reporting, though most benefits are 
to be gained from improved targeting. Further, this study suggests continuing 
discussions about which types of food fraud are most important to address, 
and the agency is advised to refine its decision-making process. 
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction



1 Introduction
“Even today, in spite of some improvements in personnel and technique, the art 
of connecting crimes with criminals is crude and undeveloped. We still employ a 
rule-of-thumb method in which luck and guesswork play the main parts. Success 
is too often the result of chance or accident rather than of a premeditated plan.” 
(Raymond B. Fosdick, 1915 p.560)

Corporate crime can be a silent threat to society that may affect consumers, 
regulators, and industries. It is by now well known that crime is not only com-
mitted “in the streets” but also “in the suites” (Bonger, 1916); in other words, 
it takes place in business offices. Crimes by businesses happen throughout 
many industries, and the food industry is no exception. 

In what may feel like a split-second, such crime can do great damage. In Sep-
tember 2008, it was revealed that Chinese dairy farmers had mixed melamine, 
a chemical plasticizer, in their dairy products. The high nitrogen level of mela-
mine deceived regular tests in the dairy industry that determined the protein 
level by measuring nitrogen. A high level of nitrogen would thus lead to a high 
supposed level of protein, which basically determined the value of the dairy 
product. The consequences of this fraud were extraordinary. The dairy was 
used worldwide in a wide range of products, from chocolate to pizza dough. 
The worst problem, however, was its use in infant formula: high doses of the 
melamine-adulterated milk were supplied to a vulnerable group of consum-
ers. Almost 300,000 babies developed illnesses such as kidney stones. Worse, 
six babies died from this (Sharma & Paradakar, 2010). The Chinese people 
lost faith in their dairy industry, which still leads to large increases in imports 
of infant formula from countries they do trust (Wang Xiaodong, 2016). Sev-
eral countries, including the US, banned dairy imports from China (Sharma & 
Paradakar, 2010). This food fraud was thus devastating for consumer trust in 
the food system, had massive economic consequences, and was physically 
harmful to many infants. 

It is difficult to say whether the melamine fraud could have been prevented; 
however, it is almost certain that the crime could have been detected earlier. 
Early warning signs were present; a similar contamination in pet food from 
China occurred in early 2007 and was known to the US food authority. The 
Chinese dairy production business, Sanlu, allegedly received its first com-
plaints from parents in December 2007 (Sharma & Paradakar, 2010). Various 
reports were made both to dairy businesses and regulators about fears of 
unsafe substances being added to spike the protein levels in milk. It was said 
to be an open secret that dairy farmers bought an unspecified “protein pow-
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der” that would pass the tests and boost the protein level (Ghazi-Tehrani & 
Pontell, 2015; Fairclough, 2008). Had the fraud indeed been detected earlier, 
the deaths and illnesses of the thousands of babies may well have been pre-
vented. 

1.1 Enforcement agencies and food fraud detection
In Europe, food fraud has also occurred in recent history. Two textbook exam-
ples of food fraud with serious consequences for trade, consumer trust, and 
employment are the horsemeat affair in 2013 and the fipronil-in-eggs affair in 
2017. Both led to extensive reviews of the regulatory system, media coverage, 
and questions in parliament. Horse-loving British consumers were shocked to 
learn they had been eating horsemeat they were told was beef. These food 
frauds again spread like an oil stain: the horsemeat ended up in many food 
products, from lasagna to meatballs, and the eggs containing fipronil were sold 
to over 45 countries worldwide (European Commission, 2018). In the fipronil 
affair, a Dutch business was hired by poultry farms to clean poultry housing to 
remove blood mites, a persistent and costly problem that negatively impacts 
egg production. The cleaning business had a “miracle solution,” though it did 
not disclose what it actually was (Sorgdrager, 2018:43). In fact, it was an illegal 
pesticide containing fipronil. The poultry business associations voiced the out-
rage of their members when they learned that the Dutch food authority had 
received relevant tip-offs about this over six months before the contamination 
became public. They sued the food authority for not acting quickly enough, 
which they claimed would have limited the amount of eggs that needed to be 
destroyed, which led to their loss of turnover. Though the judge ruled that the 
food authority was not to blame (District Court The Hague, 2019), this episode 
shows that industry expects the agency to swiftly find and address fraud. 

The political reality is that when crises, disasters, and incidents happen, ques-
tions are asked about what went wrong, how it happened, and who is to 
blame. The supervising authorities are key actors in such debates: Did they 
know? Did they act? The societal response to major incidents characterizes 
modern society, in which the acceptance of risk shows a declining trend (Beck, 
1992; Boutellier, 2005). On the one hand, this leads to an increasing pres-
sure on the government to address societal risks (Beck, 1992; Boutellier, 2005). 
However, this creates tension with another sentiment, that of decreasing state 
intervention, de-regulation, increased reliance on private institutions to regu-
late themselves, and the search for cost-effective ways to manage regulation 
(Majone, 1994; Scott, 2004; Baldwin & Cave, 1999; Bartle & Vass, 2007; Ayres & 
Braithwaite, 1992; Moran, 2003; Gunningham & Sinclair, 2017). The emphasis 
in the debate on regulation and enforcement in the past decades was on mini-
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mizing the burden of regulation on industry, resulting in a wave of budget cuts 
and inspection reforms in European enforcement agencies (e.g. WRR, 2013; 
Pechtold, 2005; OECD, 2012). In other words, the government is expected to 
do “more with less” (OECD, 2014:4).

Against this background, it is fascinating to ask what happens at the enforce-
ment agency with respect to food fraud detection. What effort do agencies 
make to detect food fraud? What tools do they have and use? Is the food 
fraud that they find of the same potential scale and nature as the horsemeat, 
fipronil, and melamine affairs? In the three examples of food fraud highlight-
ed here, information was available at or even generated by the enforcement 
agency itself. However, the crimes occurred for quite a while before discovery. 
This shifts the focus to the speed of detection and the speed of the response. 
How do agencies cope with their resource constraints, and how do they pri-
oritize? When do matters become urgent? Such questions are central to this 
dissertation, which concentrates on explaining the detection of food fraud in 
the Netherlands.

1.1.1 Government response and move towards increased “policing”
The dominant government response to crimes by businesses has traditionally 
been regulatory rather than the use of criminal convictions. The criminal jus-
tice system is generally seen as a last resort and as having a higher profile than 
the regulatory system and a higher degree of moral disgrace associated with it 
(Friedrichs, 2010:283). Regulatory and criminological scholarship both contrib-
ute complementary knowledge about corporate crime. Business regulation is 
generally concerned with intervention in the economic activities of businesses 
through setting standards, monitoring, and sanctioning in order to protect 
both public and private interests (Almond & Van Erp, 2018; Hawkins & Hutter, 
1993). Traditionally, this used to be a state prerogative, and the state devel-
oped rules and regulations, monitoring this through specialized agencies and 
enforcement bodies. This regime, also referred to as “command and control,” 
characterized the welfare state, in which the state provided direct services to 
citizens. The last decade of the 20th century marked a transition from the state 
to “steer” rather than “row,” prompting a search for other techniques to stim-
ulate (self-)regulation and organize control by using networked settings with 
a range of non-state actors (Crawford, 2006; Braithwaite, 2000; Rhodes, 2007; 
Majone, 1994; Scott, 2004). Today, this is expressed by the term “governance,” 
which posits regulation, enforcement, and the criminal justice as a subset (Al-
mond & Van Erp, 2018). 
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Food fraud has existed since ancient Roman times (Accum, 1820; Wilson, 2008), 
though its nature has changed. Various food scares have put the topic (back) 
on the government agenda. After the horsemeat fraud, the EU food regulatory 
enforcement framework was scrutinized. It was claimed that regulatory inspec-
torates and enforcement agencies largely overlooked food fraud. A particular 
concern was that food fraud seemed to become increasingly attractive for or-
ganized crime groups in addition to regular food business operators (European 
Parliament, 2013). The EU urged its Member States to increase efforts in the 
fight against food fraud and foresaw a central role for food authorities and the 
existing EU food legislative framework. In particular, in draft conclusions on law 
enforcement cooperation in combating food fraud, the Council of the EU noted 
that Member States should consider developing “a police approach to the world 
of food safety, as already successfully demonstrated in certain Member States, 
where specialist investigative “food departments” have been set up, comprising 
both police officers and sanitary inspectors” (General secretariat of the Council, 
2014). The Netherlands, the country of interest for this study, is a Member State 
with such a police approach. Moreover, starting in December 2019, European 
Member States are required to incorporate the risk of food fraud in their food 
inspections (Regulation EC 2017/625). These developments indicate law en-
forcement agencies’ expectations in leading the fight against criminal practices 
by food businesses, as well as an increased focus on deterrent approaches. This 
makes the questions that guide this research highly relevant. 

1.1.2 Detection of criminal business behavior 
Earlier contentions about how to prevent businesses from turning to criminal 
behavior have focused on sanctions. Economic theories posited that business-
es would refrain from breaking the law if the cost of breaking the rules (if 
detected and sanctioned) would outweigh the benefits (Becker, 1968; Cohen, 
1998; Felson & Clarke, 1998; Simpson et al., 2014). This would merely require 
the government to raise the sanctions to such a level that businesses would 
not break the law. One of the problems with this theory was that it failed to 
recognize businesses’ social and moral motivations to comply with regulations 
that could be used as a basis for stimulating interventions rather than a sole 
focus on (the fear of) punishment. Another issue is that academic studies have 
repeatedly shown that this assumption about the deterrent effect of sanctions 
is untrue (Paternoster & Simpson, 1996:551-552). On the other hand, it has 
been established that the deterrent effect of the fear of detection is inde-
pendent of the severity of the sanction (Braithwaite & Makkai, 1991; Makkai 
& Braithwaite, 1994; Burby & Paterson, 1993; Simpson et al., 2014; Klepper & 
Nagin, 1989; Andreoni, Erard & Feinstein, 1998; Van Wingerde, 2012). In other 
words, businesses are more concerned about the possibility of being caught 
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than with the cost of the sanction. Current crime theories take into account 
both motives and opportunities to explain why businesses commit crime, and 
the chance of detection still plays an important role (e.g. Coleman, 1987, Cor-
nish & Clarke 1986, Benson, Madensen & Eck, 2009).

Despite the importance of detection, academic attention in regulatory literature 
has predominantly focused on intervention rather than detection. There is a 
wealth of research on agency enforcement strategies and inspector styles, par-
ticularly those that debate which strategies and styles have the most effect on 
business compliance: through punishment, persuasion, or a responsive mixture 
of both (e.g. Bardach & Kagan, 1982; Tyler, 2006; Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992). 
The debate is fueled by studies on what motivates business to comply, which 
have recognized that this concerns a mix of calculative, normative, and social 
motivations (Nielsen & Parker, 2012) and argued that a mismatch between the 
reason for non-compliance and the intervention chosen is counterproductive 
or inefficient (Kagan, Gunningham & Thornton, 2011). Detection, however, is 
an important precondition for any kind of enforcement strategy. Enforcement 
agencies need to be able to accurately assess actual compliance and distinguish 
the business’s motives for non-compliance for their interventions to be success-
ful. However, it is important to realize that detection is not necessarily accurate 
or complete (see also Feinstein, 1990). This is particularly relevant with a view 
on those businesses that commit crime and may expend effort to avoid being 
caught. However, in policing literature, unlike regulatory literature, detection 
has long been prominent (Fosdick, 1915; Stearns, 1918), and studies have tradi-
tionally focused on conventional “street” crimes. A central challenge for those 
crimes, such as theft or robbery, is to couple acts that victims have reported with 
offenders (Fosdick, 1915). However, corporate crimes and corporate offenders 
differ in nature, which presents some difficulties in their detection. 

1.1.3 Detection methods and difficulties
Inspections are often a central detection method in a regulatory regime. None-
theless, businesses can mislead authorities to appear more favorably than is 
justified, thus evading detection. Inspection routines can be predictable or too 
low in quantity or frequency in comparison to the (geographical) size of the 
regulated group, and overlaps in jurisdictions and responsibilities with other 
institutions can be a hindrance (Etienne, 2015:2-3; Cohen, 1998:28-30; Baldwin 
& Black, 2008:77-83). Before the melamine fraud, Chinese authorities had re-
cently declared the dairy industry 99% safe based on their inspections, though 
after the scandal, they discovered 22 dairy companies with melamine in their 
products (Yardley & Barboza, 2008). Moreover, understanding and detecting 
corporate crimes is highly complex and often requires specialized technical 
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and legal knowledge. However, in the food industry, advanced analytical tests 
that may be necessary to determine the authenticity of food are still in devel-
opment (e.g. Esteki, Regueiro & Simal-Gándara, 2019; Hong et al. 2017).

Further, the use of third-party reports as a detection method has its limits. 
Reports can be addressed to the enforcement agency, but corporate crime 
may also be exposed to the wider public, for example through investigative 
journalists and whistleblowers (Friedrichs, 2010: 20-32). However, reporting on 
corporate crime is generally low in comparison with other crime types. One 
reason for the low reporting is that victims are less likely to be aware that they 
have been victimized by a business; for example, this is the case of consum-
ers who have been exposed to harmful products or substances as a result of 
illegal business activities (Sutherland, 1940, Friedrichs 2010: 65). Such harm 
often indirect and does not require a direct confrontation between offender 
and victim; the effects may present themselves only in the longer term rather 
than immediately, and it is often impossible to establish the causal relation 
between the crime and the consequence (Visconti, 2018: 158). Further, victims 
may not be inclined to report because victimization is often shared among 
many, with individual victims suffering only minor losses. An example in the 
food industry is underweighting or diluting food products. Though this might 
be a hardly noticeable fraction in the individual product, the illegitimate prof-
its of the bulk are large (Croall, 1993:360-361). 

Academic research has not previously attempted to provide a more in-depth, 
empirical picture of the way enforcement agencies actually use various detec-
tion methods and the extent to which they accurately detect corporate crime. 
An exception is Dyck, Morse, and Zingales (2010), who have compared detec-
tion methods for (US) financial corporate crimes. Generally, though, scholars 
have researched specific detection methods, such as whistleblowers, for ex-
ample in terms of their motives to come forward and report wrongdoing (Near 
& Miceli, 1985, Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017; Miceli, Dreyfus & Near, 2014; Van Erp 
& Loyens, 2018). Further research into the discovery of corporate (food) crime 
by enforcement agencies from a broader, more integrated perspective would 
complement and elaborate on current insights. 

1.1.4 Resource dilemmas
Because of the difficulties with detecting corporate crimes, the dark figure 
– i.e., the share of crimes that is not detected – is often considered high rela-
tive to conventional “street” crimes (e.g., Benson, Kennedy, & Logan, 2016:93). 
Several authors have argued that much food fraud goes unnoticed, for exam-
ple when food is specifically adulterated to avoid detection (Everstine, Spink 
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& Kennedy 2013:724; Spink & Moyer 2011:160). This calls for pro-active strat-
egies on the part of the detecting agency “to make the invisible visible” (Spar-
row, 2000:273). However, the resource constraints of enforcement agencies 
require them to make choices regarding the direction of their efforts. How-
ever, there is little research on how agency motivations and decision-making 
shape agency detection. Some authors have theorized about how concerns 
about agency reputation impact decisions on priorities, enforcement styles, 
and the use of sources for detection. An example of this prioritizing more no-
ticeable industrial safety incidents and ignoring potentially useful information 
sources out of fear of disturbing relations with the industry (Etienne, 2015; see 
also Hawkins, 1984: 84-85; 100-101). The increased emphasis on risk as a guid-
ing principle for regulation and enforcement is presumably relevant (Black & 
Baldwin, 2010), though agency attention to tasks is probably related to exter-
nal pressures, as well (Gilad, 2015). More work on agencies’ decision-making 
about detection is needed for a better understanding. 

1.2 Research questions
Enforcement agencies thus have a central position in detecting and controlling 
criminal business behavior, but they face a number of challenges in terms of 
both their ability to accurately detect corporate crimes, as well as in deciding 
how to use their scarce resources. In other words, the agency needs to be both 
able and willing to detect crime. The aim of this study, therefore, is to build a 
theory about the detection of corporate crime by government enforcement 
agencies through an extensive empirical study of enforcement practices in a 
specific country and in a specific crime area: that of food fraud. The central 
research question is as follows: 

What explains the detection of food fraud in the Netherlands? 

The central government agency under study is the Netherlands Food and 
Consumer Product Safety Authority, which is the national enforcement body 
in the Netherlands that is tasked with the detection of food fraud. In order to 
answer the central research question, three sub-questions have been formu-
lated, each of which consists of further sub-questions. 

First, the study concentrates on the enforcement agency’s ability to detect 
food fraud. To this end, it considers both the nature of food fraud, in terms of 
its observability and the extent of its concealment and the detection methods 
that the enforcement agency uses, and it analyzes how these are connected. 
This is captured by the following questions:
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1. What explains the ability of the enforcement agency (EA) to detect food 
fraud?
1.1 What elements of the nature of food fraud explain the ability of the EA 

to detect food fraud?
1.2 What elements of the detection methods explain the ability of the EA 

to detect food fraud?
1.3 How are the detection methods of the EA connected to the nature of 

the food fraud that is detected?

Second, the study researches agency motivation to detect food fraud. It inves-
tigates when the agency becomes proactive and how it addresses and prior-
itizes the information gathered on food fraud within its resource constraints. 
This is formulated in the following questions:

2. What explains the willingness of the EA to detect food fraud?
2.1 What intra-agency conditions explain the willingness of the EA to de-

tect food fraud?
2.2 What external conditions explain the willingness of the EA to detect 

food fraud?

Sub-questions 1 and 2 provide insight into both the agency’s ability and its 
willingness. In order to integrate both perspectives, a third sub-question is 
posed:

3. How do the agency’s ability and the agency’s willingness to detect food 
fraud interact?

1.3 Research method
The dissertation consists of three partial studies. The first is a theoretical study of 
the various bodies of literature relevant to this topic, which are public adminis-
tration, criminology, and food fraud. The outcome of this literature review sum-
marizes what is known about the detection of food fraud to date and develops 
the basic theoretical framework structured along agency ability and agency will-
ingness to detect. The second study concerns a broader empirical background 
study of the “detection of corporate crime” in the Netherlands. This consists of 
a document study to analyze the legislative and organizational context of the 
detection of corporate crime, and food fraud specifically, in the Netherlands. 
The study also includes a set of 20 semi-structured interviews across three large 
inspectorates with police units that consider a range of corporate crime areas 
(e.g., environment, feed safety, animal health, pollution, occupational safety). 
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This study was important to place this research in context to improve both its 
internal and external validity, and it further enriches the theoretical framework. 
The methodological approach to the first two studies is explained in their re-
spective chapters. Against this broader theoretical and empirical backdrop, the 
third study takes an in-depth approach to the detection of food fraud. The basic 
research design is case study research, including both within-case analyses as 
well as between-case analyses in a comparative design. The case study research 
comprises the main body of this dissertation, as it presents the detailed data 
that is necessary to answer the central research question. 

The central enforcement agency of study is the Netherlands Food and Con-
sumer Product Safety Authority (NVWA).1 The NVWA is a large, national in-
spectorate that has a small, specialized intelligence and criminal investigations 
division (IOD)2 that investigates food fraud under the authority of the Public 
Prosecution Service. The Netherlands is an OECD country in which executive 
agencies do not have legislative powers, which is why the term “enforcement 
agency” is used rather than “regulatory enforcement agency.” The scope of 
this research is, however, the enforcement of business regulation. The en-
forcement agency monitors businesses’ compliance with regulations and con-
ducts administrative sanctioning and criminal investigations, such as those 
in the area of food fraud. The Public Prosecution Service is responsible for 
criminal prosecution. Formal sanctioning (both administrative and criminal) 
is reserved for the courts (Scott, 2004:3; Hood, Rothstein & Baldwin, 2001:23-
27). The data for the case studies is collected from criminal investigation files, 
(internal) policy documents, and interviews.

The case studies reconstruct and explain how the NVWA has detected incidents 
of food fraud using thick descriptions based on a range of data collection meth-
ods. The case selection includes cases that vary on the dependent variable y, 
which consists of both food fraud that has been successfully detected (i.e., to 
the point where an intervention was possible; n=33) and where the detection 
process was terminated (i.e., did not lead to an intervention; n=28). The reason 
for termination could be related to either the agency’s ability or willingness to 
detect. For example, the agency’s initial discovery could have been false, dis-
covering a “food fraud” that in reality was compliant, or it may have been too 
complicated for the agency to collect evidence on the alleged food fraud. An-
other possibility is that the agency may not give priority and thus resources 
to the investigation of the alleged food fraud; in other words, the agency was 

1  In Dutch: Nederlandse Voedsel- en Waren Autoriteit (NVWA)
2  In Dutch: Inlichtingen- en Opsporingsdienst (IOD)
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“not willing”. The comparative analysis is aimed at identifying patterns between 
agency ability and agency willingness to detect food fraud in order to establish 
how these interact. This explorative research design is chosen because it is best 
suited to further practical and theoretical understandings of the detection of 
food fraud by enforcement agencies in order to address the gaps on this topic 
in the literature. The research method is discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

1.4 Relevance
In the current governance era, a focus on the effective control of criminal be-
havior of businesses is more urgent and relevant than ever. Modern society, 
with emerging and invisible risks brought about by advancements in technol-
ogy (Beck, 1992), as well as its open, international, and networked structure 
(Castells, 2004), has created new feelings of fear and uncertainty among cit-
izens. Safety has become an answer to this unease, a means to regain trust 
and create social order (Boutellier, 2005). Managing risk is now a dominant 
concern, not only in regulation but also in crime control (Hood et al., 2001; 
Garland, 2001). Today’s society has therefore been characterized as an “audit 
society” (Power, 1997) in which an inflating amount of public and private or-
ganizations works on audits and inspections to control business behavior (Van 
Waarden, 2006); this may carry all elements of a pyramid game that displaces 
current problems to the future, thus creating a false sense of security (Trom-
mel, 2009: 10-11). Perhaps it is thus unsurprising that corporate crimes have 
not been prevented. The in-depth study of the detection of corporate crime 
is relevant for this larger academic debate, which is centered on defining the 
precarious task of the government with respect to the balance between free-
dom and safety, on the one hand, and trust and control on the other.

More specifically, the study is relevant to academic scholarship on business 
regulation and the control of business behavior. It offers insights that fuel 
the debate on the effectiveness of enforcement models by addressing the 
gaps around detection. As the introduction highlighted, the literature to 
date has emphasized interventions and inspector styles, with inspections as 
a central detection method, overlooking the niche area of criminal behavior 
by businesses. This study aims to contribute specific insights to the literature 
on inspections, reporting, and criminal investigations as a detection method 
of such criminal behavior. In addition, this dissertation draws from different 
bodies of literature, particularly the fields of criminology and regulation, which 
furthers cross-sectional learning (see also Almond & Van Erp, 2018). Finally, 
insights from this research can be used to empirically inform economic studies 
that calculate optimal regulation and enforcement levels (e.g. Feinstein, 1990). 
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Another point of academic interest is food fraud. Food fraud has received little 
scholarly attention from a criminological perspective (Croall, 2013; Kailemia, 
2016:177). The cases described in the literature to date have largely been 
based on media sources (e.g., Moore, Spink, & Lipp, 2012; Everstine et al. 
2013). In this study, criminal investigation files on food fraud are the main 
source of data, and they are generally difficult to obtain. These provide a rich 
empirical picture of various occurrences of food fraud to fill a gap in the cur-
rent literature. Further, this is of practical relevance as the agency of study has 
a national, specialized criminal investigation unit with police powers and 20 
years of experience in policing food fraud. Such a configuration of specializa-
tion, centralization, and possession of intrusive powers serves as an instructive 
example in the EU (General secretariat of the Council, 2014; Whittle, 2016). 
In-depth insights from such a unit are valuable for other countries who are 
establishing or developing similar units. 

Moreover, the impact of businesses’ criminal behavior should not be under-
estimated. As the three food fraud incidents described above show, it has 
the potential to disrupt society because of a proliferation of distrust (Suth-
erland, 1940). Consumers may feel betrayed and lose faith in the food in-
dustry, the food safety system, and public institutions that should safeguard 
the system. The harms thus may not only be financial and economic, but also 
physical, emotional, and psychological, affecting individual victims and society 
as a whole (Visconti, 2018). The opportunities for fraudulent business behav-
iors have even increased; food products are much more complex than in an-
cient times, and ingredients are sourced from all over the world. Global trade 
has created lengthy supply chains that enlarge information asymmetry be-
tween trade partners, which in turn can contribute to feelings of distrust (Van 
Waarden, 2006). Furthermore, the chance of being victimized by corporations 
is probably much higher than becoming a victim of traditional (violent) crimes 
(e.g., robbery, burglary). Though many people do not realize that they have 
been victimized by corporations, they believe this chance is higher than be-
coming a victim of conventional crime and consider corporate crime more se-
rious (Braithwaite 1985:13): “White-collar crime may be the least understood 
but most consequential crime type” (Simpson, 2013:310).

Research into detection and detection processes at enforcement agencies 
specifically is therefore of high relevance for future governance strategies. In-
sights from this research could be useful to improve detection strategies of 
enforcement agencies and thus reduce corporate criminal behavior. They may 
also assist in increasing the accuracy, and, as a consequence, the probability 
of detection, thus furthering crime prevention by deterrence. In addition, de-
tection is a precondition for being able to impose a sanction. Furthermore, 

12

Chapter 1



1

accurate detection processes are relevant for enforcement agencies to assist 
in demonstrating and monitoring the effect of preventative strategies (Spar-
row, 2000). 

1.5 Structure of the dissertation
The book starts by detailing the theoretical background in Chapter 2. Next, an 
empirical background is provided in Chapter 3, which contextualizes the de-
tection of corporate crime and food fraud specifically in the Netherlands. The 
chapter highlights food legislation and the central agency of study, the NVWA. 
It also contains the results of an empirical study that involved 20 explorative 
interviews at three Dutch enforcement agencies with criminal investigation 
units. Against these theoretical and empirical backgrounds, the methodologi-
cal choices and the justification for the comparative case study research, which 
forms the main empirical body of this research, are provided in Chapter 4. 

With regard to the research questions, the first sub-question investigates 
agency ability to detect. It is divided into three parts, which are answered 
in Chapters 5 to 7. Chapter 5 is dedicated to understanding food fraud. In 
particular, it is concerned with the noticeability of food fraud, as this is signif-
icant for detection. Chapter 5 describes what food fraud is and formulates a 
new definition; the term is further explained by looking at the offender types, 
the observability of the food fraud, and the methods of concealment. Taken 
together, this chapter provides insight into the overall noticeability of food 
fraud. Chapter 6 details the different detection methods that the EA uses. It 
describes the (speed of the) full detection process and methods of the agency 
and presents the characteristics of each method. The main goal of Chapter 6 
is to understand under which conditions the detection methods provide an 
accurate result, with a focus on the initial discovery of food fraud. Chapter 7 
combines the findings from both Chapters 5 and 6 and analyzes their con-
nection. This produces an answer to the first sub-question. Chapter 8 answers 
the second sub-question, which concerns agency willingness to detect food 
fraud. This chapter takes into account motivations that lie outside of the agen-
cy, as well as those that originate within it. The third and final sub-question 
is discussed in Chapter 9. This chapter integrates agency ability and agency 
willingness and concerns how these interact. In the concluding Chapter 10, an 
answer to the central research question is formulated based on the answers to 
the three sub-questions. Finally, the theoretical and practical implications of 
this study are discussed in Chapter 11. 
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CHAPTER 2

The detection of food fraud  
by enforcement agencies



2 The detection of food fraud by enforcement agencies
This chapter provides a discussion of the relevant literature on the detection of 
food fraud by enforcement agencies. Its aim is to present the theoretical back-
ground and discuss the key concepts that guide this dissertation. I start by 
discussing and defining corporate crime in general and food fraud specifically 
in sections 2.2 and 2.3. Food fraud remains relatively unchartered territory in 
criminological literature, and various terms are used interchangeably. I contin-
ue by focusing on research about the detection of corporate crime in section 
2.4, which summarizes the difficulties in terms of moral and legal ambiguities 
that hinder the detection of corporate crimes. Section 2.5 provides an overview 
of (the probability of) detection in theories of business motivation and crime. 
This demonstrates the deterrent and compliance effects of detection and thus 
places this research in a broader governance context. I move on to detection 
strategies of (regulatory) enforcement agencies in section 2.6, highlighting 
the difference between proactive and reactive strategies and their likely effect 
on the pattern of crimes discovered. Finally, in section 2.7, the main detection 
methods that bring corporate crimes to light are discussed, and I close by 
identifying what is known about detection methods for food fraud specifically, 
which is limited and empirically poor. The concluding section summarizes the 
main concepts that are used in this dissertation. 

2.1 Literature research strategy 
The research strategy for this literature review is multifaceted. When identify-
ing relevant literature, it was particularly challenging that the topic is studied 
in different fields of research in different disciplines that each use different ter-
minology for detection or that mean different things by this word. For exam-
ple, it has been referred to as “creating cases” (Hawkins, 1984), “monitoring” 
(e.g., Cohen, 1998), “exposing” (e.g., Friedrichs, 2010), or indeed, “detection” 
(Etienne, 2015), which made it necessary to include a range of search terms. 
Similarly, corporate crime is also termed “business crime,” “white collar crime,” 
or it is not referred to as crime at all. For the food industry specifically, terms 
such as “economically motivated adulteration” (EMA), “food fraud,” and “food 
crime” were all relevant. “Food fraud detection” generally yielded a large set 
of results in scientific (food) journals and related to new analytical laboratory 
methodologies to examine the authenticity of food. Though understanding 
the advancements in this particular detection method is informative for this 
research, the detailed technical papers explaining and comparing laboratory 
results are not. 
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Web of Science and Google Scholar were used as central tools for searching 
literature using a variety of search strings and a range of keywords that com-
bined sets of keywords around food, crime, fraud, detection, and enforce-
ment. This was particularly useful in identifying the core papers on food fraud. 
However, because of the issues in using proper search terms to detect cor-
porate crime generally, the use of other research techniques predominated. 
Snowballing, both forward and backward, of key publications on enforcement 
agencies’ information gathering (e.g., Etienne, 2015, Hawkins, 1984, Baldwin & 
Black, 2008) was one. In addition, referral by experts in the field of criminology 
and regulation, including my supervisors, to key authors or publications such 
as Simpson (e.g., 2013), Fosdick (1915), and Friedrichs (2010) was tremen-
dously useful. Further, a central journal at the intersection of these literatures 
is Regulation and Governance, which was thoroughly searched for keywords 
concerning detection and crime to identify papers related to that crossroads. 
In the more defined sub-areas in the literature on specific detection meth-
ods, such as analytical authenticity testing or research on whistleblowers and 
reporting, I used quality review articles as a starting point, e.g., Danezis et al. 
(2016) on authenticity testing and Culiberg and Mihelič (2018) on whistle-
blowing. Finally, after the initial literature review, detection was discussed with 
a range of respondents at various enforcement agencies (see Chapter 3 for the 
results of this study). The topics that emerged during these interviews assisted 
in the search for specific literature about these topics, especially additional 
research about agency decision-making. 

The literature was critically reviewed and synthesized to arrive at research 
choices for the current study. This was important because corporate crime, 
corporate violence, and food fraud are all still elastic concepts to an extent. 
This analysis required the identification of the contributions of higher quality 
and reliability that could be derived, for example, by assessing the quality 
of the journals (impact factor, peer-review process) and by referring to es-
tablished and well-cited authors in the field. In addition, the quality of this 
analysis was assured by tracing the historic developments and seminal works 
in key areas such as enforcement, detection, and criminological theories. In 
particular, the literature on food fraud was carefully judged with respect to 
its empirical foundation. For example, much of this literature is grounded in 
media accounts that may be blurred by sensationalist claims about criminal 
gangs or organized crime groups that target the food industry. Detailed inves-
tigative reports or enforcement records of such accounts are generally lacking. 
Such scrutiny allowed a solid theoretical framework for this dissertation to be 
created. 
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2.2 Corporate crime and corporate violence
Food fraud has been associated with both corporate crime and organized 
crime (e.g., HR government, 2014; Europol, 2019). These are mostly seen as 
different concepts in both scholarship and society. Generally, organized crime 
refers to social groups that exist predominantly to commit criminal activities, 
while corporate crime is believed to be committed by otherwise legitimate 
businesses (Van de Bunt & Huisman, 2007). Organized crime groups are often 
referred to as mafia, syndicates, gangs, or outfits. Its study has traditionally 
focused on crimes in connection to drug markets and human trafficking, but 
it may also concern more recent phenomena such as mobile banditry and 
match fixing (Nelen & Siegel, 2017). However, solid empirical evidence for the 
involvement of such organized crime groups is difficult to find in academ-
ic studies or elsewhere (see also HM Government, 2013:7-8 and Lord, Flores 
Elizondo, & Spencer, 2017), with the exception perhaps of the Italian “Agro-
mafia” (Roberts, 2018). Mostly, it appears that otherwise legitimate food busi-
nesses are involved in food fraud, such as dairy farmers and dairy processors 
in the melamine crime, meat-cutting plants and meat traders in the horsemeat 
crime, and laying hen farms in the fipronil-in-eggs affair. I therefore depart 
from understanding food fraud as a type of corporate crime and examine cor-
porate crime scholarship with respect to detection. However, I recognize that 
“overlaps and grey areas” between corporate crime and organized crime may 
well exist (Van de Bunt & Huisman, 2007:222), for example if multiple business 
actors commit food fraud in an organized structure. This lack of clarity regard-
ing the offender types in food fraud is also important to keep in mind while 
studying empirical material.

Corporate crime is an area within white collar criminology that developed 
particularly after Sutherland (1940) wrote his seminal paper on “white col-
lar crime.” He noted that crimes were not restricted to the lower class (“blue 
collar”) but also happen in the upper class and are committed by businesses. 
The essence of his work was to emphasize the seriousness of business crime 
relative to “lower-class” crimes. Clinard and Quinney (1973) later termed this 
“corporate crime.” Corporate crime is committed by relatively powerful and 
trusted business and professional offenders that can influence law-making 
and government agencies, and its victims are relatively powerless people such 
as consumers and citizens. It is associated with a range of financial and eco-
nomic as well as physical, emotional, and psychological harms of a much larg-
er scale than conventional crimes; these manifest both in collectivities and 
in individuals (Visconti, 2018). In particular, corporate crime frustrates social 
relations because of the breaches of trust. Especially in the complexity and 
interdependency within today’s economic structures, distrust is fateful and 
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causes feelings of insecurity and resentment, as well as social and economic 
disorder (Sutherland, 1940; Friedrichs, 2010; Almond, 2009; Visconti, 2018). 

Corporate crime involves illegal acts and is committed by corporations or em-
ployees acting on behalf of a corporation that are proscribed and punishable 
by criminal, regulatory, or civil law (Braithwaite, 1984; Simpson, 2013). Though 
the term “corporate” implies a certain ownership structure (such as a separate 
legal entity) and is associated with large companies, in practice, all types of 
ownership structures and business sizes can be involved. Croall (1993), for 
example, has noted that small- and medium-sized businesses explicitly form a 
(large) part of the prosecuted business offenders in relation to crimes against 
consumers, including food fraud, in the UK. This is in line with empirical find-
ings on the prosecution of corporate crime generally in the Netherlands 
(Beckers, 2017). In fact, in the Netherlands, 99% of business are classified as 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs), which have fewer than 250 employees 
and less than a €50 million turnover (MKB Servicedesk, 2019). In addition, 
77% of Dutch businesses do not have a separate legal entity (CBS, 2019). The 
term “business crime” therefore more accurately captures the phenomenon. 
However, “corporate crime” is more commonly used in the scholarship on 
crimes by businesses, even if this concerns SMEs (see, e.g., Peeters, Denkers, 
& Huisman, 2019). Therefore, the term “corporate crime” is used in this study. 

Furthermore, corporate crime should not be confused with occupational crime, 
though this is also commonly understood as a type of white collar crime. Cor-
porate crimes are both crimes by corporate officials for the corporation and 
the offenses of the corporation itself in pursuit of organizational goals. Oc-
cupational crimes are offenses of employees against their employers or that 
are committed for personal gain in the course of their occupations (Clinard 
& Quinney, 1973:131). Occupational and corporate crimes thus differentiate 
between white collar crimes where the corporation is the victim (such as theft 
from its bank accounts by an employee who has access codes) and crimes 
committed in the interest of the corporation (such as dumping waste to avoid 
costs and short-weighting products to increase profit margins). When smaller 
businesses or independent professionals are concerned, the personal motives 
of the owner may converge with organizational goals (Brummelkamp, Huis-
man & Denkers, 2011:6, 10). 

Despite the broad victimization of corporate crime, sentiments about its seri-
ousness differ throughout organizations and society. One point that creates 
this moral ambiguity is that illegal business behavior is not necessarily ad-
dressed through criminal law. A wide range of agencies, commissions, inspec-
torates, and boards correct businesses through warnings, fines, and license 
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revocation using administrative, civil, or criminal legal frameworks. The con-
sequence is that corporate criminals often do not perceive themselves or oth-
ers as “real criminals” (Sutherland, 1940:8). In addition, illegal acts businesses 
commit are often mala prohibita, or behavior that is illegal because it is pro-
hibited by social and economic laws, as opposed to mala in se, acts that are 
inherently morally wrong. These are crimes that people instinctively consider 
illegal, such as theft, rape, or murder (Blackstone, 1941; Davis, 2006; Fisse, 
1983). Corporate crimes, however, often involve fraud or forgery, and the ille-
galities that are addressed civilly or administratively may in fact be similar to 
those handled in the criminal system (Simpson, 2013: 311). 

Additional points that cause this moral ambiguity are the nature of the of-
fenders and of the crime. Despite scholarship that specifically concentrates on 
those corporate crimes that meet the description of “crimes of the powerful” 
(e.g. Barak, 2015; Tombs & Whyte, 2003; Pearce, 1976), empirical research on 
the types of businesses that are in fact criminally prosecuted has found that 
“not all business offenders are the respectable, wealthy, powerful, or corporate 
offenders of criminological stereotypes” (Croall, 1993:369). Corporate crime 
further comprises not only predatory crimes (i.e., acts organizations perform 
that are explicitly prohibited by law) but also regulatory crimes, when organi-
zations fail to take measures in order to comply, as in the case of environmen-
tal regulations (Huisman & Van Erp, 2013). The latter type may be perceived 
as less serious. 

Finally, corporate crimes that potentially have physical harmful consequenc-
es are relatively understudied in the literature, which contributed to mixed 
opinions regarding its seriousness. Offense-based definitions of corporate 
crime have instead focused quite narrowly on financial fraud and non-violent 
business crimes (Edelherz, 1970; Simpson, 2013:312). Corporate crimes that 
include the risk of physical harm in order to benefit the offender have been 
called “corporate violence,” first by Ralph Nader (1971), though he narrowed it 
to harm towards consumers (Nader, 1971; Kramer, 1983). Others have broad-
ened that scope, for example, to human beings (Green & Shou, 2015), or to vi-
olence against animals (Beirne, 1999). Friedrichs (2010) has defined corporate 
violence as crimes that expose the public, consumers, or workers to harmful 
conditions, products, or substances (Friedrichs, 2010:65). This encompasses 
environmental crimes such as pollution and hazardous waste crime; the sale of 
unsafe products such as food products, pharmaceutical products, and means 
of transportation; and crimes involving unsafe working conditions (Friedrichs, 
2010:65-77). Corporate crimes that, by contrast, predominantly have econom-
ic consequences are corruption, tax fraud, accounting fraud, strategic bank-
ruptcy, and competition fraud. Violence in connection with corporations is, 
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however, different from interpersonal violence. Corporate violence is aimed at 
making an economic gain rather than intending to do harm. The violence is 
also often indirect, and the effects may only occur in the long-term (Friedrichs, 
2010:65). An important element of corporate violence is that it is non-acciden-
tal. Without attempting to discuss intent in a legal sense, corporate violence 
(like corporate crime generally) is non-accidental in nature; businesses inten-
tionally commit or omit actions that are punishable by law in order to benefit 
their businesses while risking physical harm (Green & Shou, 2015: 58).

Though not all types of food fraud imply risks for human health, such as frauds 
related to the quality or quantity of a food product (Visconti 2018:160-161), 
I adopt the distinction described here and understand food fraud as largely 
connected to the broader category of corporate violence: corporate crimes 
that risk physical harm. 

2.2.1 Conclusion on corporate crime and corporate violence
The media and some government reports have expressed concerns about a 
growing attractiveness of the food industry for members of organized crime. 
Nevertheless, considering a lack of empirical evidence to date, this study de-
parts from an understanding of food fraud as closely attached to legitimate 
business structures. Therefore, this study looks toward corporate crime schol-
arship with respect to detection to build a theoretical framework. The lack of 
clarity regarding offender types in food fraud is, however, important to con-
sider during the case study research to contribute to filling the gap. Further, 
business crime as a term more accurately captures that a range of business 
ownership structures, in particular SMEs, can be expected to be involved in 
food fraud. However, “corporate crime,” a part of white collar crime scholar-
ship, is the more mainstream term in literature and is also used for the study of 
smaller businesses with different legal forms. Finally, food fraud is considered 
here as corporate violence, a subtype of corporate crime that risks physical 
harm. 

2.3 Food fraud
Food fraud has been relatively underexplored in academic literature (Kailemia, 
2016), though the European horsemeat affair in 2013 has attracted the interest 
of various scholars and generated a new set of research, and it is now better 
characterized as a “fast-evolving literature” (Manning & Soon, 2016). The lit-
erature to date addresses roughly three main areas: first, studies to interpret, 
explain, quantify, and define the phenomenon of food fraud from various per-
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spectives (e.g. Croall, 2013; Spink & Moyer, 2011; Manning & Soon, 2016, 
Everstine et al. 2013; Lord et al. 2017; Kailemia, 2016); second, research about 
responding to and preventing food fraud, including regulatory, legal and in-
dustry responses, for example by analyzing the potential for reducing oppor-
tunities for food fraud (e.g. Van Ruth, Huisman & Luning, 2017; Spink, Moyer 
& Speier-Pero, 2016; Manning, 2016; Jack, 2018; Fassam & Dani, 2017); and 
third, scientific studies on analytical detection methods to test the authenticity 
of food that can be helpful in exposing food fraud (for reviews, see, e.g., Hong 
et al. 2017 and Downey, 2016).

This section focuses on the first area, that of defining food fraud. Scholarship 
has not yet led to a conclusive or consensual result about what exactly the 
term means, which makes it important to clarify the research choices made for 
this dissertation. Three terms are most often used in studies on this subject: 
EMA, food fraud, and food crime, which I first discuss below. Enforcement 
agencies also differ on which term they use. I then specify and justify the term 
I use, food fraud, and how I understand it. Finally, to further clarify what food 
fraud is, various lists of subcategories are used. A synthesis of these subcate-
gories is compiled in order to assist data collection in this study. 

2.3.1 Economically Motivated adulteration (EMA)
Economically motivated adulteration (EMA) is a term used particularly often in 
the United States, as it was coined by the US food regulator, the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA). EMA is sometimes seen as a subcategory of food fraud 
(Spink & Moyer 2011) and used interchangeably with it (Everstine et al., 2013, 
Moore et al. 2012). The term “adulteration” emphasizes physical interferences 
with the food; the dictionary defines it as adding substances that make food 
of poorer quality3 to reduce the cost of its production or increase its apparent 
value (Spink & Moyer, 2011). Typical examples of adulteration are substituting 
higher value ingredients for cheaper ingredients, such as what happened in the 
horsemeat fraud, and additions such as (illegal) coloring substances to make 
the food appear to be fresher or of better quality. EMA thus specifically ties 
adulteration to gaining an economic advantage and therefore considers it a 
deliberate act. The addition of the chemical melamine to baby formula, which 
led to a high number of illnesses and the death of six children in China, is the 
classic example of a lethal addition to food. The nitrogen-rich melamine was 
merely added to artificially enhance the value of the milk product; it deceived 

3 Oxford dictionary. Adulteration. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/adulteration (retrieved 1 Feb-
ruary 2019) 
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analytical test results that determined the protein content, as these tests meas-
ured nitrogen in order to derive the protein level (Everstine et al. 2013:725). 
Common examples of food and food ingredients associated with adulteration 
include oil, fish, honey, milk and dairy products, meat products, grain-based 
foods, fruit juices, wine and alcoholic beverages, organic foods, spices, coffee, 
tea, and some highly processed foods (Hong et al. 2017:3878). EMA further 
concentrates on the adulteration of (food) products, implying the exclusion of 
the agricultural stages of food production (e.g., growing crops, farming cattle). 

2.3.2 Food fraud
An influential study by Spink and Moyer (2011) used the term “food fraud.” 
They broadened the scope of EMA by noting other frauds that might not be 
considered “adulteration,” for instance, misrepresenting the country of origin 
on food documentation, or by involving common product fraud types such 
as theft and the more generic “tampering” with packaging, such as changing 
best-before dates. A specific subcategory often discussed in studies is coun-
terfeited or simulated food products, where brands or legal claims are copied, 
presumably with inferior practices (Spink & Moyer, 2011: 159, 162). Their defi-
nition of food fraud is one of the most often cited and used definitions both 
in academic literature and by the private standard-setting organization Global 
Food Safety Initiative (GFSI), which is home to many food industry self-regu-
latory schemes (GFSI, 2018). According to the influential study, “[f]ood fraud 
is a collective term used to encompass the deliberate and intentional substi-
tution, addition, tampering, or misrepresentation of food, food ingredients, 
or food packaging; or false or misleading statements made about a product, 
for economic gain” (Spink & Moyer, 2011:158). An important contribution of 
the study is that some food frauds do not require any physical interference in 
terms of additions or substitution with the food product. However, the authors 
take a fairly broad view, for example by mentioning tax avoidance as an exam-
ple of food fraud (p.158).

A more recent contribution defines food fraud as a concept that is inherently 
attached to legitimate food businesses and emphasizes that, at some point, 
it always interferes with the legitimate system. In the view of these authors, 
food fraud thus relates to “the abuse or misuse of an otherwise legitimate 
business transaction and an otherwise legitimate social/economic relationship 
in the food system in which one or more actors undertake acts or omissions of 
deception or dishonesty to avoid legally prescribed procedures (process) with 
the intent to gain personal or organizational advantage or cause loss/harm 
(outcome)” (Lord et al., 2017:7). This definition differs from that of Spink and 
Moyer (2011) because it does not emphasize the techniques used to commit 
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food fraud. Rather, it positions food fraud as part of and endogenous to the 
food industry. This latter definition more closely approaches descriptions of 
corporate crime. The point that Lord et al. (2017) make is that the food in-
dustry should not consider food fraud an external threat by organized crime 
groups; rather, it needs to examine the crime opportunities created by its own 
habitual business practices. This definition is explained by a single case study 
that discusses how an originally legal brokerage transaction in which a large 
quantity of soft drinks (Sporty Pop) was sold into the market because of over-
production by the manufacturer. As it traveled through the distribution chain 
towards the lower end of market, with margins decreasing, it eventually led 
to traders fraudulently altering the best-before dates of the drinks to gain as 
much profit from them as possible (Lord et al. 2017). The case study of Sporty 
Pop shows how over-runs of food products and diversion to other markets are 
not necessary illegal at first, but they can evolve into the fraudulent behavior 
of tampering with the packaging, thus creating criminogenic circumstances 
such as excess supply, low margins, and distance from the manufacturers’ 
controls. The inclusion of the intent to cause loss or harm in their definition is 
noteworthy, as this is not supported by the case example. 

2.3.3 Food crime
Food crime is generally defined as a broader concept than food fraud, and 
it includes all kinds of offences by any kind of person or business involved 
in the food supply chain, from farming to production, sales, and preparation 
(Cheng, 2012). Most notably, some authors see food crime as including ma-
licious (food) poisoning, bioterrorism, and sabotage and deliberate acts, for 
example by an individual employee or a terrorist group. This area of crimes is 
often called “food defense,” and it expresses the need to defend food from 
such abuses; it is distinguished from food fraud because the aim of the crim-
inal is to cause harm rather than to gain an economic advantage (Manning & 
Soon, 2016; Spink & Moyer, 2011). Other scholars have used a social rather 
than a legalistic approach to explain food crime, broadening the scope even 
further by including harmful or immoral behavior that is not necessarily illegal; 
elsewhere, it has been described as “lawful but awful” (Passas, 2005). Exam-
ples include aggressive trading practices (e.g., power pressures on farmers 
by supermarkets), food pricing (misleading offers), the seductive marketing 
of unhealthy foods that are high in fat and sugar, slavery or exploitation of 
labor, cruelty to animals during food production, and financial crimes such as 
tax evasion by document fraud on food consignments (Croall, 2013:168-172; 
Cheng, 2012). A third angle is offender-based; offenders may be viewed either 
as regular food businesses or as “criminal gangs”: (transnational) organized 
crime groups that target the food industry for profitable trade (Lord et al. 
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2017:3). This latter group is more often associated with “food crime” and the 
first with “food fraud.” It has been suggested that these offender differences 
should be ignored, and that both terms should be combined into “food crim-
inality” instead – however, a clear definition of what that should entail is not 
actually provided (Fassam & Dani, 2017:68-69). 

2.3.4 Definitions used by government agencies
Enforcement agencies in Europe generally use the term “food fraud” rather 
than “food crime,” as is exemplified by the EU food fraud network coordinat-
ed by the European commission (European Commission, n.d.). The EU does 
not define food fraud explicitly; rather, it uses four operational criteria. Food 
fraud, according to the EC, involves (1) a violation of EU law, (2) intention, (3) 
economic gain, and (4) deception of customers (see also Koubová, Samková 
& Hasonová, 2018). An exception is the food authority in the UK, the Food 
Standards Agency (FSA). The FSA has created a specific intelligence unit to 
address food crime following recommendations from the Elliot Review; this 
unit is called the National Food Crime Unit (FSA, 2017). They thus chose to 
use the term “food crime,” which they define as follows: “Food crime involves 
serious and intentional dishonesty that impacts detrimentally on the safety or 
authenticity of food, drink or animal feed” (FSA, 2018a). This definition con-
siders food crime as worse than food fraud using normative terms as “serious” 
and “detrimentally.” It also confines food crimes to those that have an impact 
on food safety or food authenticity, thus excluding acts that are harmful to, for 
example, workers, animals, or state finances. This differs from the view on food 
crime that includes acts that do not impact food but that are committed by 
anyone in the food supply chain. It might, however, include food defense, as 
the aim of the illegal behavior (e.g., to gain an advantage or to cause harm or 
loss) is not specified in their definition. In the US, the FDA uses the term “inten-
tional adulteration” to refer to acts such as food poisoning and bioterrorism 
(food defense), and it uses “economically motivated adulteration” as well as 
“counterfeiting” to approximately refer to food fraud (FDA, n.d.). 

2.3.5 Term used in this study: food fraud
The term used in this study is “food fraud” for three reasons related to its 
scope, which is detection by enforcement agencies. First, I exclude crimes that 
are committed to do harm, by which I mean the “food defense” group. Exclud-
ing this makes sense because, in terms of detection and enforcement, these 
crimes have more in common with terrorism and direct violent crimes that 
are dealt with by the police rather than specialized regulatory enforcement 
agencies. Food defense is generally considered part of food crime and distinct 
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from food fraud. Second, despite the fact that some authors view harmful but 
legal behavior as food crime, this study explicitly focuses on illegal acts; the 
actions of enforcement agencies are constrained by legally defined acts. This 
also supports the use of the term “food fraud.” Finally, the term “food fraud” is 
the most common, especially among enforcement agencies. 

Because relatively little is known about the phenomenon to date, I am in-
terested in taking a broad view and involving the full food supply chain and 
allow for offenders other than business actors; this could be relevant, as there 
have been claims of the involvement of organized crime groups. In addition, I 
embrace the deliberate and deceitful nature that characterizes fraud (Podgor, 
1999:737) and that appears in most of the definitions of food fraud. In sum, 
as a starting point, “food fraud” is understood to concern illegal acts that are 
deliberate and deceitful in nature and that are committed by business or other 
actors throughout the full food supply chain for economic advantage. 

2.3.6 Food fraud categorizations
As defining food fraud was difficult, the techniques to commit food fraud are 
generally used to further clarify and categorize the phenomenon; this also 
facilitates reporting on food fraud incidents. Nonetheless, just as there is no 
consensus regarding the definition of food fraud, there are also many such 
categorizations in both academic and non-academic sources. The ones of-
ten cited are Spink and Moyer (2011), who define seven categories of food 
fraud, including adulteration, tampering, over-run, theft, diversion, simulation, 
and counterfeiting. The GFSI has adapted these into seven different catego-
ries: dilution, concealment, substitution, mislabeling, counterfeit, gray market/
theft/diversion, and unapproved enhancements (GFSI, 2018). Dilution is also 
a means of substitution, but it applies to a liquid foodstuff rather than solid 
foodstuff, for example, watering down milk. Both are ways to help conceal 
the true nature of a food product, which makes concealment an ambiguous 
category. Other, more specific techniques studies have mentioned studies are 
transshipment, over-treating, short-weighting, and mislabeling. Some have 
discussed document fraud separately (Spink & Moyer, 2011:159), but it is like-
ly that making false statements about a product involves document fraud.

Table 1 was compiled in order to assist data collection in this study. I distin-
guish the various food fraud techniques based on whether they are physical 
or (predominantly) administrative acts. The table excludes theft, diversion, and 
over-runs as separate categories; rather, these may lead to any of the catego-
ries in the table. The consequence for the honesty of the food is therefore a 
key element of this table. 
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Table 1 Categorization of food fraud techniques identified in the literature

Category Type Description/subtypes Examples
Physical
 

Substitution 
(dilution)

Of a (liquid) foodstuff with an 
undeclared cheaper or illegal 
ingredient, partly or wholly 

Diluted olive oil, horse in beef

Addition Of undeclared or illegal additives, 
e.g., to improve appearance and 
organoleptic traits or to lower 
production cost

Dyed spices such as powdered 
paprika or chili, use of growth 
hormones in cattle

Adminis-
trative
 
 
 
 

False statements, 
of:
 
 
 

Shelf life Altering use-by dates 

(Geographical) origin Change country of origin
(Premium) ingredients, quality, 
variety, or species

Arabica coffee, Angus beef, sus-
tainable, specific region – falsely 
declared.

Production method Organic, halal, wild vs. farmed – 
falsely declared.

Counterfeit Imitation of legally protected 
values. This includes brands 
(intellectually property rights) and 
EU quality labels

Fake Serrano ham, Gouda cheese, 
balsamic vinegar from Modena4 

Note. Adapted from Spink & Moyer 2011; Everstine et al. 2013, Esteki et al. 2019; Danezis et al. 2016, 
GFSI 2018.

2.3.7 Conclusion and research choices on food fraud
The illegal, immoral, and undesirable actions that businesses and people can 
perform with food form a long list and range from legal yet misleading ad-
vertisements about food to the sales of unsafe food and the intentional but 
secret substitution of food ingredients with cheaper alternatives. Academic 
studies on food fraud and food crime have evolved but are still not abundant. 
In addition, they are often not empirically in-depth in nature; they are either 
based on a few notable cases such as melamine (2008) and the horsemeat af-
fair (2013), or on (superficial) media and academic accounts of food fraud. The 
literature to date is inconclusive regarding terminology, and the associated 
definitions are diverse and incongruent. Studies touch on a variety of per-
spectives on the phenomenon, including fraud techniques, offenders, intent, 
frequency, victims, gain, seriousness, and motive, thus yielding an inconsistent 
picture and a lack of clear definitions. 

4 The European Union has registered over 1.400 products with a protected designation of origin (PDO), pro-
tected geographical indication (PGI), and traditional specialties guaranteed (TSG), available in this database: 
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/quality/door/list.html 
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As current definitions of food fraud and food crime are incongruent, I do not 
formulate or choose a specific definition at this point. Rather, I choose a num-
ber of starting points upon which to base methodological choices. I choose 
to use the term “food fraud” in this dissertation for three reasons. Food fraud 
is, first, the most common term among enforcement agencies. Second, food 
defense (i.e. food crimes that are intended to do harm) is excluded because 
its detection processes are presumably incomparable. Third, food crimes that 
actually are not (yet) illegal are excluded because enforcement actions are 
legitimized by law. As a starting point, food fraud is thus understood as con-
cerning illegal acts that are deliberate and deceitful in nature that are com-
mitted by business or other actors throughout the full food supply chain for 
economic advantage. Food fraud is committed using either administrative or 
physical techniques that have a consequence for the honesty of the food. Sev-
en subtypes are distinguished based on a synthesis of literature to date, which 
is used to guide the case study research. 

2.4 Detection of corporate crime
Early 20th-century criminological literature on “detection” focuses on the de-
tection of the criminal. It departs from the situation in which a victim has re-
ported a crime, and it is the police’s job to find the criminal and connect him 
or her to the crime. At that time, most research concentrated on identifying 
the characteristics of the offender, such as his class or mental state, to detect 
the criminal (Stearns, 1918). In addition to this offender-based approach to 
detection, Fosdick (1915) introduced an act-oriented approach. He identified 
three ways of detecting the criminal offender: using eye-witness statements, 
by tracing the criminal based on (in the case of theft) the stolen property, 
or by studying the traces the criminal left behind. His claim regarding pro-
gress in detective work was to systematically collect information about how 
the crime was committed. The precise approach of the crime would bear the 
criminal’s signature, thus assisting with locating the offender. As described in 
these classical works, both approaches have developed further in the policing 
literature. However, the focus on this means of detection was towards conven-
tional crimes. The dominant challenge in that area is to connect a criminal to 
a reported offence, such as rape or burglary. For corporate crime, detection is 
different and faces some specific problems. 

The main issue in detecting corporate crimes is that they are difficult to notice; 
they are, in fact, often described as invisible offenses. An important reason 
is that victim reports are not as evident as in conventional “street” crimes 
because some victims are unaware they have been victimized (for example, 
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eating horse instead of beef or eating food with an illegal substance). Victim 
awareness is further clouded because harms may appear only in the longer 
term rather than immediately, and the causal relation between the crime and 
the consequence is difficult to establish (Visconti, 2018: 158). In addition, vic-
tims may not be inclined to report because individual victims suffer only minor 
losses or are unable to report, such as animals, nature, and the environment 
(Croall, 1993:360; Friedrichs 2010: 65). Further, the presence of legal activi-
ties contributes to the relative invisibility of corporate crimes. Thus, the crime 
needs to be detected within otherwise legal businesses (Friedrichs, 2010:278). 
This is complicated because corporate crime often involves complex regu-
lations or scientific knowledge (Croall, 1993:360). It has become even more 
complex because of internationalization and globalization, which lead, for 
example, to longer supply chains, increased mobility, and issues around le-
gal powers (Van Waarden, 2006). This technical and legal complexity impacts 
compliance judgments by the enforcement agency, as it requires advanced 
knowledge or leaves space for different interpretations (Croall, 1993). In sum, 
the difficulties in the perceptibility of the crime are important to consider in 
the current study. This is expected to affect both the level of reporting and the 
detection effort by the enforcement agency.

2.4.1 Prevalence and the dark figure of (food) fraud
Studying detection processes and reporting levels would be easier if there 
were reliable estimates of the prevalence of crime. This would allow a better 
understanding of the extent to which agency detection processes are incom-
plete. The share of crime that has not been detected is referred to as the 
“dark figure.” The crimes that have been detected form the tip of an iceberg; 
the dark figure includes those under the surface. Moreover, the crimes that 
are detected are not a representative sample of the iceberg, which prevents 
statistical inferences about the prevalence of the crime (Bijleveld, 2013:58-60). 
The complexity and invisibility of corporate crime, combined with definition-
al problems, thus lead to difficulties in estimating the quantity. Given these 
characteristics and that corporate crimes are based on conspiracy, fraud, and 
deceit, scholars have concluded that the dark figure of corporate crime must 
be relatively high, particularly in comparison with that of conventional crimes 
(Van de Bunt & Huisman, 2007; Benson et al. 2016:93). Estimates are rare and 
concern specific industries. A rule of thumb is that the bell curve of any reg-
ulated population consists of 20% that is willing to comply on the one end, 
5%-15% on the other end that are so-called “bad apples,” and the remaining 
group of 65%-75% is contingently willing to comply (Kagan et al., 2011:46). 
The figure of “bad apples” likely varies among industries. The only certainty is 
that crime occurs everywhere to some extent.
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For food fraud, academic papers generally discuss a number of incidents that 
do not give insight into the actual prevalence of food fraud, only of those 
cases that have come to light. For example, Everstine et al. (2013) discuss 137 
cases of food fraud globally that have been retrieved in media and academic 
sources since 1980; Tibola et al. retrieved 42 such cases in Brazil in academic 
sources over the last decade (2007-2017). Reports that provide hints about the 
prevalence of food fraud are based on targeted or random sampling of the 
authenticity of food in comparison with what is described on the label. This is 
a narrow approach that, on the one hand, underestimates the prevalence of 
food fraud because it analyzes only part of the potential food frauds, i.e., those 
that can be analytically tested, often only at the retail level. On the other hand, 
it might overestimate the occurrence, as mislabeling does not necessarily hap-
pen deliberately and thus might not be food fraud. Still, it does provide some 
indication of wrongdoing in a specific category of food product, channel, and 
region, though only if the sampling is randomized. 

Such “mislabeling” projects in, for example, fish found by analyzing fish sam-
ples bought in retail (supermarkets, restaurants, fish market) result in highly 
varied outcomes. A large study of 500 samples in 2008–2009, for example, 
found that 25% were mislabeled or misidentified, with species of lower mar-
ket value than those on the label (Everstine et al., 2013:724). Guardone et al. 
(2017) have reported mislabeling in products of three fish species at the point 
of import in Italy ranging from 14% to 43%. A large control plan coordinated 
by the European Commission and performed by food safety authorities in the 
EU found mislabeling of white fish to be 6% (of 3,906 samples taken in the EU 
market; European Commission, 2015). Koubová et al. (2018) took a similarly 
narrow approach to food fraud of mislabeling at the retail level, including 
fraudulent use-by or best-before dates, of various food product categories. 
They based their research on the administrative proceedings in the Czech Re-
public and identified 224 cases of food fraud in 2009 (16.4% of total proceed-
ings) and 326 cases in 2013 (20.4% of total proceedings), which indicates a 
growing trend or at least growing attention. The detection was targeted, not 
randomized. Other approaches are the analysis of incidents of recalls related 
to food fraud, which comprised 2% of all notifications until 2012 (Tähkäpää et 
al., 2015: 177). In sum, numbers about food fraud prevalence, incidents, and 
mislabeling are highly incomparable, incomplete, and varied; therefore, they 
are unsuitable to meaningfully inform this study. 

2.4.2 Conclusion on detecting corporate crime
In short, detecting corporate crime poses specific difficulties. Enforcement 
agencies are expected to encounter problems related to legal ambiguities and 
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technical complexities. In addition, the reporting on food fraud is expected to 
be low. The dark figure of corporate crime generally and food fraud specifi-
cally is therefore expected to be high. Reliable estimates on the prevalence of 
food fraud to date are not available. 

2.5 Detection in theories of business behavior
Business behavior has been studied extensively in regulatory as well as crimi-
nological, economic, and organizational literature. These offer complementary 
perspectives on what motivates businesses to comply with regulations and 
what motivates them to break the law. Understanding business behavior is es-
sential in order to design an effective regulatory and enforcement policy (Co-
hen, 1998:2). In general, this body of literature distinguishes three main stanc-
es that are thought to drive business motivations for compliance or offending: 
economic (material), social, and normative (Nielsen & Parker, 2012:431; May 
& Winter, 2011; Becker, 1968; Merton, 1938; Agnew, Piquero & Cullen, 2009). 
Criminological theories about criminal opportunity further complement theo-
ries on motivations. 

The following section provides a brief summary of this literature and discusses 
how the chance of detection fits into these theories. Understanding the po-
tential effects of the (perceived) chance of detection is an important theoret-
ical background when studying the empirical reality of the detection process 
of corporate (food) crimes. 

2.5.1 Business motivation theories
First, economic motives relate to the extent to which the firm and its managers 
are committed to maximizing its economic or material utility (Nielsen & Park-
er, 2012:431), in other words, with maximizing their value. A business in this 
scenario is mostly concerned with increasing sales or margins, making more 
money, and receiving higher profits. Decision-making that is based on these 
motives is often referred to as “rational choice” or calculative thinking. Com-
pliance, in this view, depends on the result of a rational deliberation about the 
costs and benefits of compliance. If the benefits of compliance outweigh its 
costs, a firm chooses to comply (Becker, 1968). 

Second, others have argued that businesses are also driven by social motives, 
that is, the extent to which the firm and its managers are committed to earning 
the approval and respect of “significant others” (Grasmick & Brusnik, 1990). 
In other words, businesses find it important to gain acceptance and support 
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from certain actors, such as other businesses, trading partners, but also local 
communities, family, and friends or the regulatory agency (Nielsen & Parker, 
2012:432). Compliance decisions then stem from the desire for their approv-
al. Some have argued that, in the business context, social stigma negatively 
impacts economic gain (Levi, 2002; Grasmick & Bursnik, 1990). In this view, 
the fear of not being socially approved of is thus also an economically driven 
motivation rather than, or in addition to, a social one. 

The third angle can be described as normative motives and refers to the extent 
to which businesses agree with the law or find it legitimate (Tyler, 2006). Com-
pliance with the law is something these firms consider “the right thing to do.” 
In addition, the difference between social and normative motivations has been 
debated, and in regulatory responses they are often combined. Normative 
motives, however, concern a firm’s internal moral standard in contrast to the 
social motives that concern the opinion of others. These are not necessarily 
the same (Nielsen & Parker 2012, 432-433). Crime theories that take the social 
and moral angle while examining the (criminal) decisions of offenders, do this 
in terms of means and goals. Merton (1938) has pointed out that, when these 
two divert too much in a social structure, such as an organization or a branch, 
this can lead to a situation of anomie, or “cultural chaos” (Merton, 1938:682). 
Normative standards weaken under the pressure of goal achievement, and 
illegal means could then be a solution to achieve the goals. This tension be-
tween means and goals is called strain; the theory is referred to as both strain 
and anomie theory. Too much strain can explain why some companies turn to 
fraud or illegal measures if they help them achieve their goals (Agnew et al., 
2009).

Regulatory literature has concentrated on researching the best regulatory 
response. Originally, the focus was on deterrence: how could firms best be 
prevented from breaking the law? Historically, regulators have used a “com-
mand and control” strategy, in which non-compliant firms were detected and 
punished. This was based on Becker’s (1968) simple, economically grounded 
formula that a firm’s compliance decision equals the severity of punishment if 
detected and convicted (Cohen, 1998:12). Later, as insight into firm behavior 
and motivation grew, regulators considered other incentives to make firms 
comply; this is usually referred to as a compliance approach. From this per-
spective, regulators should use “soft” methods such as negotiation, educa-
tion, convincing, and deliberation (Sparrow, 2000:34-35). However, research 
has established that firms are motivated by a mixture of motives rather than a 
single one (Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992; Gunningham, Kagan & Thornton, 2003; 
Nielsen & Parker, 2012). Regulatory response should therefore be tailored to 
the firm’s motives. An influential theory that introduces this point of view is 
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responsive regulation theory, as in the enforcement pyramid from Ayres and 
Braithwaite (1992). They argue that regulatory response should take an esca-
lating form, starting with a gentle approach and scaling up to “hard” measures 
such as criminal sanctions or the withdrawing of licenses when the firm is 
continuously uncooperative, and scaling back down when they start to comply 
(Ayres and Braithwaite, 1992). 

2.5.2 The probability of detection: a deterrent and a motive for compliance
The probability of detection is traditionally placed at the deterrence end of 
the spectrum. As mentioned above, it is part of Becker’s original formula, and 
though the model has evolved significantly since then, this basic insight still 
holds (Cohen: 1995: 12; Keenan, 2006:518). That is, firms are deterred from 
law-breaking out of fear of the cost of punishment if the benefits of the crime 
do not compensate these costs, but only if they are detected and convicted. 
In this formula, detection is one of two preconditions for achieving the deter-
rent effect of a certain punishment. However, research has repeatedly shown 
that the expected deterrent effect of severe sanctioning is much less present 
than anticipated (Paternoster & Simpson, 1996:551-552). The probability of 
detection, on the other hand, is the only measure of sanction threat that has, 
to some extent, been empirically proven to have the expected deterrent effect 
(Braithwaite & Makkai, 1991; Makkai & Braithwaite, 1994; Burby & Paterson, 
1993; Simpson et al., 2014). Additionally, studies in tax compliance consistently 
confirm a link between the perception of detection and deterrence (Klepper & 
Nagin, 1989:209-210; Andreoni et al., 1998:843), as well as an extensive empir-
ical study in the Dutch waste industry (Van Wingerde, 2012). 

A systematic review of corporate crime deterrence also adds nuance to the 
strength of the measured deterrent effect of punitive sanction. It found the 
deterrent effect of those sanctions to be non-significant, whereas changes 
in regulatory procedures aimed at improving the likelihood that corporate 
crime is discovered (such as inspection frequencies and agency budget) have 
shown significant positive deterrent effects (Simpson et al., 2014:20-21,29). 
The review also comments on the methodological rigor of previous empirical 
research and essentially calls for better quality studies in this field to improve 
our understanding of “what works” (Simpson et al., 2014). Further research 
suggests that, in addition to the formal cost of penalties, subjective expec-
tations of costs and benefits also contribute to the total estimate of the cost 
of law-breaking. It thus builds on the assumption that compliance decisions 
are related to balancing costs and benefits. The type of informal or self-im-
posed costs could be, for example loss of prestige, business reputation, and 
self-respect and social censures from friends and family (Paternoster & Simp-
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son, 1996:553). This might also explain why the probability of detection has 
a stronger deterrent effect than the severity of the penalty: being caught has 
more consequences than originally envisaged.

An important aspect that influences the perceived chance of detection is the 
extent to which the offender is able to evade detection (e.g., Lee, 1984). Rather 
than being deterred from offending, offenders may then improve their strat-
egies to avoid detection. A study of environmental crimes in the Netherlands, 
for example, found that more enforcement frequently leads to better con-
cealment or displacement of crime to countries with more lenient inspection 
regimes, in particular for offenders who seemed calculative and sensitive to 
deterrence (Huisman & Van Erp, 2013). Others have noted that disruption is 
important even if it leads to evasive behavior. This means that criminals need 
to adapt their ways of offending, which increases the cost of offending and a 
chance of mistakes (Sparrow, 2000: 274-275). Livernois and McKenna (1999) 
have reached a similar conclusion in relation to self-reporting: higher penalties 
lead to less accurate self-reporting because of evasive behavior and thus to 
losing sight of “true” compliance levels. In short, the probability of detection is 
influenced by the possibility of evasion.

It follows, then, that conscious law-breaking is indeed a calculated consider-
ation that takes the consequences of the act into account. However, calcula-
tive thinking does not mirror economic motives, as these calculations include 
perceptions of informal or social cost. Normative influences can be seen as a 
conditional factor. Businesses or individuals within them consider some acts as 
simply immoral, no matter how lucrative and easy to get away with they are. 
Thus, normative decisions are not affected by the result of a cost-benefit cal-
culation (Paternoster & Simpson, 1996:554). The probability of detection then 
deters firms from those offenses that they would morally consider committing 
because of a wide range of consequences, both socially and economically, 
that they take into account. 

Detection could also function as an incentive for compliance for businesses 
that do not willfully consider breaking the law. If generally compliant firms 
hear or perceive that peers who conduct illegal activities are detected and act-
ed upon, this reconfirms and strengthens their belief in doing the right thing 
and maintains their sense of justice and fairness. Inversely, if they feel that law 
enforcement does not address the worst cases, it could lead to a decline in 
their morale and for them to also break the law (Levi, 1988:52-54; Kagan et 
al. 2011). Empirical evidence has found some support for this thesis. A sur-
vey of 233 US firms about their recollection of and response to signal cases 
in various industries in which companies were prosecuted for not complying 
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with environmental regulations indeed indicated that signal cases serve both 
as a reminder for compliant firms to check whether their procedures satisfy 
regulatory requirements and as a reassurance that bad apples are punished 
(Thornton, Gunningham & Kagan, 2005:279-283). This effect has been repli-
cated in empirical research on the Dutch waste industry (Van Wingerde, 2012). 

2.5.3 Opportunity-related crime theory
Whereas the above theories use a business motivation perspective to explain 
why businesses comply with or break the law, another set of crime theories 
focuses on the role of opportunity in explaining how crime occurs. In these 
theories, the perceived chance of detection plays an important role. Some 
commonly used opportunity-related crime theories are the routine activi-
ty theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979) and crime pattern theory (Brantingham & 
Brantingham, 1993). These theories were developed for conventional street 
crimes such as theft or robbery but were later applied to corporate crime 
(Benson et al. 2009). The routine activities theory, for example, considers crim-
inal behavior as the result of rational decision-making, as well (Friedrichs, 
2010). Often referred to as the “crime triangle,” the routine activities theory 
states that criminal events are a consequence of the presence of motivated 
offenders, suitable victims or targets, and the absence of capable guardians 
or protectors. When these three converge in a particular place and time, op-
portunity for crime arises, and a criminal event takes place (Cohen & Felson, 
1979:589-590, Benson et al. 2009). Similarly, crime pattern theory posits that 
offenders become aware of opportunities for crime during their daily routines, 
particularly around “edges,” where there is less chance of detection (Benson 
et al. 2009).

Integrated crime theories take both motives and opportunities into account. 
Symbolic interactionism theory (Coleman, 1987) states that criminal offenders 
need to be “able and willing,” emphasizing that motives cannot be viewed 
separately from opportunities. Their argument is that “criminals” are not a 
special subgroup; rather, they are generally normal people motivated by the 
same factors as “non-criminals” to perform an action or not (Clarke & Fel-
son, 1993:229; Coleman 1987:409-410). The combination with an opportunity 
is deemed attractive, and this supposedly explains the criminal activity. An-
other integrated theory is situational crime prevention theory (SCPT), which 
was developed by Cornish and Clarke (1986) for street crimes and applied 
to corporate crime by Benson et al. (2009). This theory posits that criminals 
deem some criminal opportunities more attractive than others based on five 
characteristics: (1) the effort required to carry out the offence, (2) the per-
ceived risks of detection, (3) the rewards to be gained from the offence, (4) the 
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situational conditions that may encourage criminal action, and (5) the excuses 
and neutralizations of the offence. Transferred to the corporate context, SCPT 
thus predicts that criminal opportunities are more attractive when they require 
little effort yet provide much to gain, when the chances of being caught are 
small, where a facilitative environment is present and that are easy to morally 
justify (Benson et al., 2009). In all these theories to explain criminal behavior, 
the chance of detection is an important element. 

2.5.4 Conclusion on detection in theories of business behavior
To conclude, though the fear of being caught is traditionally seen as a de-
terrent and a precondition to be able to impose a formal sanction, detection 
also serves as an incentive for compliance, albeit only for businesses that are 
motivated to comply. Seeing offenders detected and punished contributes to 
a reassurance of their morality, and reminds them to check their own compli-
ance. Publicity or communication in some form is thus essential to influence 
perceptions of detection. 

For corporate criminals, detection probably plays a more important role, as 
these businesses in particular know they are breaking the law and assumingly 
calculate that they will not be caught. This is underlined by the incorpora-
tion of the chance of detection in various crime theories. From the deterrent 
measures, empirical evidence indicates that the fear of detection is particularly 
important because the threat of both informal and formal sanctions may deter 
them from committing crime.

The chance of detection is thus widely recognized as an important element 
that criminals consider. Though the magnitude of the deterrent effect of the 
chance of detection remains unclear, it is as yet the only element that has 
been empirically proven to have an independent deterrent, i.e., preventive, 
effect regardless of the severity of formal sanctions. Conscious offenders are a 
challenging group in particular because they are likely to put effort in evading 
detection through concealment or displacement, thus neutralizing the deter-
rent effect. The empirical research in this study therefore needs to explicitly 
consider concealing tactics, as these hinder detection. 

2.6 Detection by enforcement agencies 
In order to further understand what precisely detection entails within the con-
text of an enforcement agency, and thus within the context of this research, 
this section first defines the activity of detection. Next, the relevant literature 
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about agency willingness to dedicate resources to detection is discussed. This 
concentrates on two types of detection strategies, proactive and reactive de-
tection, and the relation with the pattern of the crimes that are detected.

2.6.1 Defining detection within enforcement
Detection is the first step in the enforcement process. The detection task of 
an enforcement agency involves gathering information about illegal business 
behaviors (Baldwin & Black, 2008). This involves not only gathering informa-
tion, but also judging it in relation to compliance by comparing facts with 
legal norms. This is not always explicitly acknowledged (Etienne, 2015). High-
lighting the judging aspect is, however, particularly useful with respect to the 
focus on corporate crime, given its associated legal ambiguities and technical 
knowledge requirements. It is thus important to realize that information about 
illegal business behavior may not be correct, and the behavior may actually be 
compliant. Detection is distinct from developing responses or interventions, 
which is the second step in the enforcement process. EAs can typically use a 
range of instruments such as persuasion, warnings, fines, criminal prosecu-
tion, and license revocation (Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992; Croall, 1993; Ponsaers, 
2015).5 In Europe, interventions are generally more compliance-oriented than 
punitive when compared with the United States (Huisman et al. 2015). By de-
fining detection as focused on illegalities, the detection of undesirable but not 
(yet) illegal business behavior is explicitly excluded. Though this opposes the 
view of other authors (e.g., Baldwin & Black 2008: 77), it is more appropriate 
in the context of the current study of the detection of food fraud, which refers 
to illegal behavior.

Further, detection requires both information about illegal acts and informa-
tion about the likely offender. Establishing an illegal act has been referred to 
as discovery, which requires compliance judgments by comparing facts with 
legal norms. Linking an offender to the illegal act has been called detection 
(Hawkins, 1984:80). Though Hawkins (1984) clearly suggested a sequence – 
first the illegal act, then the offender – it is possible that these can move in 
either direction or coincide. Discovery can precede detection in the example 
given by Hawkins (1984), when a river is found to be polluted, but it is not yet 
clear which business has done so. Inversely, discovery can follow if, for exam-
ple, a high-hazard production site is visited for inspection because a third-par-

5 The matter of actual liability of an corporate offender is for the purposes of this research not relevant, as 
I concentrate on detection methods rather than on the development and enforcement of interventions to 
ensure compliance.
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ty informant reported allegedly illegal behavior. In this scenario, a potential 
offender is visited based on a report, but the actual compliance judgment that 
verifies the information in the report has not yet occurred. In addition, finding 
the act and the offender could happen simultaneously if, during an inspection, 
the business under scrutiny is found to be breaking the law. The central points 
from Hawkins’s (1984) contribution is the notion that detection requires both 
elements of act and an offender, and that detection is a process of discovery 
rather than a particular moment.

In sum, for this study, detection is narrowly understood as related to illegal 
behaviors. It thus does not refer to other monitoring and knowledge func-
tions that regulatory enforcement agencies may have, for example, to identify 
undesirable behavior that is not regulated by law. This is in line with how 
corporate crime is defined. Detection is further understood as a process that 
consists of the discovery of both an illegal act as well as an offender in con-
nection with that illegal act. Information-gathering strategies that result in 
information that needs to be contrasted with legal norms are at the heart 
of detection. Detection is completed when a compliance judgment is made 
about the information to the point that an intervention can be developed to 
address the illegal behavior.

2.6.2 Agency willingness: proactive and reactive 
Agency willingness in relation to detection can be expressed in terms of 
the level of effort the agency puts into detection and that emerges in deci-
sion-making about priorities and sources to use. 

The two main types of strategies that enforcement agencies pursue in detec-
tion are proactive and reactive. Agency effort in detection means adopting a 
proactive detection strategy. The distinction from a reactive approach is re-
lated to passivity: a proactive approach entails actively gathering information, 
conducting inspections and sampling (Hawkins, 1984), and analyzing what the 
world looks like rather than responding to information that arrives at the agen-
cy, for example through reports. Discovery through proactive or reactive infor-
mation strategies is likely to result in different patterns of deviance. Proactive 
strategies are claimed to be most useful for discovering “invisible offenses,” 
such as corporate crimes that do not easily reveal themselves or have low 
reporting rates (Sparrow, 2000:191-193), though others claim these are gener-
ally likely to be considered as less serious cases (Hawkins, 1984:91). There is no 
literature to date about this pattern concerning food fraud. Empirical research 
in the area of pollution, for example, has found that reactive detection strat-
egies based on reports and complaints discover more conspicuous types of 

38

Chapter 2



2

pollution and therefore more serious cases, though these often concern iso-
lated incidents rather than recurring pollution (Hawkins, 1984: 90-91). Agency 
effort in detection is thus likely to have an effect on how well-informed EAs 
are about the persistence of illegalities, and by consequence, about the basis 
upon which to build effective intervention strategies. 

Academic research into relevant conditions that can explain when regulatory 
enforcement agencies are reactive or proactive, however, is scarce (Kagan, 
1994:387; McAllister 2010). Some authors have explained pro-activeness ex-
clusively based on agencies’ resource capacity (see e.g. McAllister, 2010), but 
this is probably not the only relevant variable. Etienne (2015) has theorized, for 
example, that the maintenance of a high bureaucratic reputation is the overar-
ching lens through which other dimensions, such as enforcement styles and re-
source limitations, shape detection practices. He develops his argument based 
on a case study in the regulation of industrial risk and based on some previous 
studies (Huber, 2007; Hawkins, 1984, Carpenter, 2010). The findings essentially 
demonstrate how maximizing information within the resource constraints is 
not always the empirical reality in studies of EAs’ or inspectors’ behavior. Rath-
er, detection is shaped by “political” concerns of bureaucrats, both front-line 
workers and those at a managerial level, that result, for example, in adopting a 
flexible rather than stringent enforcement style to maintain relationships with 
industry. It is also relevant how contact with unionized employees, who are 
potentially good sources of information about hazardous risks, is permeated 
by concerns over relationships with industry and the public (Etienne, 2015). In 
addition, legal contexts may shape detection practices. For instance, an em-
pirical study about the prosecution of corporate crime in the Netherlands has 
revealed that decisions to prosecute are often legally proscribed rather than 
connected to the individual behavior of the business (Beckers, 2017), which 
could have an impact on the detection process, for example, in the decision of 
whether to conduct a criminal investigation. 

Another finding of Etienne (2015) is that priority is given to noticeable events 
of non-compliance. This is in line with earlier findings that varying degrees of 
public concern impact the choices an EA makes about enforcement strategies. 
An example of this is the failure to prosecute unsafe working conditions in 
a coal mine, even though 100 people died, because it was in a remote and 
unprofitable mine and consequently did not raise much concern (e.g., Shover 
et al., 1984; Gunningham, 1987). Hawkins (1984) has also identified noticea-
bility as relevant in two ways. First, he has found that noticeable pollution was 
generally deemed worse and more serious of nature by the agency. Second, 
inspectors took into account when pollution was visible to the public eye be-
cause it could cause criticism and put the agency’s reputation at risk. This 
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made them more careful in addressing the matter in order to protect them-
selves from criticism, and in effect, it caused more stringency among inspec-
tors (Hawkins, 1984). In addition, the impact of corporate disasters on regula-
tory enforcement philosophies is a well-known phenomenon (e.g., Bardach & 
Kagan, 1982). It typically leads to reversing deregulation, creating additional 
laws, increased budgets for regulatory agencies, and stricter enforcement re-
gimes. When media attention fades, businesses find ways to “evade, avoid, 
or nullify” the new regulations until the next crisis arises (Snider, 2009:183). 
Though agency-external concerns and pressures clearly play a role in resource 
decisions, the exact nature and the effect on the detection processes of indi-
vidual corporate crimes are not yet fully known.

2.6.3 Conclusion on detection by enforcement agencies
Detection, the first step in enforcement, comprises the discovery of both an il-
legal act as well as a related offender. It is completed when an intervention can 
be developed. Information-gathering strategies are at the heart of detection 
and play an important role in determining the pattern of offenders and crimes 
that are detected. The two main types distinguished in the literature are pro-
active and reactive strategies. Factors that influence agency decision-making 
on detection are not only resource constraints and information asymmetry 
generally, but they may also involve public concern, enforcement styles, and 
agency reputational concerns. Research has not yet completely identified the 
relevant elements nor concluded how those already identified interact. Also, it 
remains unclear how they impact agency attention and resources allocations 
concerning the detection of individual corporate crimes. As starting points for 
the empirical part of this research, it is sufficient to acknowledge that both 
intra-agency and agency-external conditions are likely to impact resource 
allocation within detection processes. This allows for further explorations of 
decision-making processes. 

2.7 Agency ability: detection methods
Moving on to the agency’s ability to detect, this section details what is known 
about the detection methods that enforcement agencies may use to detect 
corporate crime. Following the definition of detection as adopted in this study, 
any method that produces information that can help to judge compliance of 
facts or that helps to find and link offenders to illegal acts can be seen as a 
detection method. Scholarly research into the use and choice of detection 
methods is scattered across types of corporate crime and often focuses on 
a specific detection method that is more or less empirically grounded. Three 
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focus areas can be distinguished within this literature. First, most attention has 
been paid to methods that concentrate on the judgment of (non-)compliance 
in a specific case, often on-site, mainly regulatory inspections and self-report-
ing. This literature theorizes the optimal relationship to secure information 
flows between the regulatee and the agency but focuses less on tools and 
tactics that inspectors use (e.g., Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992; Gunningham et al. 
2003, Nielsen & Parker, 2012; Etienne, 2015). Second, increasing attention has 
been drawn to the targeting of inspections through various forms of informa-
tion analysis, in particular by using electronic techniques such as data mining 
(Baldwin and Black, 2008; Sparrow 2000:192;273-274). Third, there are meth-
ods that focus on the use of third-party informants, such as whistleblowers 
(Etienne, 2015; Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017; Miceli et al., 2014; Van Erp & Loyens, 
2018). This section discusses the literature on these detection methods for 
corporate crime in general before moving on to discussing detection methods 
for food fraud specifically.

2.7.1 Regulatory inspections
Inspections form the heart of the regulatory enforcement agency activities 
and can thus be seen as the most important detection method to detect cor-
porate crime. Inspectors need to compare facts with legal norms in order to 
arrive at a compliance judgment. Characteristics that impact detection are the 
visibility (or observability) and complexity of a crime; some are more easy to 
observe than others (Croall, 1993:363). Techniques that inspectors use thus 
range from on-site inspections looking, for example, at the physical state of a 
building or other visible cues, to using forensic laboratory research to monitor 
tolerance levels, the presence of illegal substances, or the authenticity of food, 
such as rice and olive oil (see e.g. Ogden, 2008:464). Studies in different US 
and UK regulatory agencies have found that inspectors further rely heavily 
on previous compliance records and the time that passed since the last in-
spection (Macher, Mayo & Nickerson, 2011:49-51; Weil & Pyles, 2005:59-60; 
Baldwin & Black, 2008:77). Hawkins (1984) has noted that inspectors detecting 
pollution approach the task by “knowing their district” and “being suspicious” 
(p. 80-85). Kluin’s (2014) participative observation research at Dutch chemical 
companies provides a detailed insight into the judging process. It exemplifies 
how (non-)compliance is constructed through a complex process of informa-
tion gathering and communication in response to business’ attitudes and mo-
tivations (Kluin, 2014). 

However, inspections face many difficulties. The tactics of inspectors that en-
sure unpredictability may be important to account for regulatees’ conceal-
ing activities, but these are difficult to perceive: “The trouble with this job is 
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you get into habits. You go down there on Tuesday because you can park” 
(Hawkins, 1984:92). In addition, sampling results may be ambiguous, poten-
tially manipulated, and restricted to the available tests, and time and resources 
are limited (Hawkins, 1984:87-89). Finally, research in the US and Dutch food 
and chemical industry found that inspectors are much more heterogenic than 
perhaps is often assumed in terms of their enforcement styles, knowledge, ex-
perience, and education. This has considerable impact on whether violations 
are detected (Macher et al. 2011, Mascini & Van Wijk, 2009; Kluin, 2014). 

Self-reporting can be established as an alternative to inspections. Firms may 
self-report serious violations if they benefit by being offered incentives such 
as a lack of prosecution (Innes, 2001; Parker 2002). Inversely, self-reporting 
firms are found to report less accurately if faced with high penalties because 
that triggers evasive behavior (Livernois & McKenna, 1999). The question is 
whether this method could also be successful when detecting corporate vio-
lence crimes that are possibly shaped as leniency programs: businesses who 
engage in secret collusive practices are encouraged to report themselves and 
receive a reduced (administrative or criminal) fine in return (Botana, 2006). This 
is actually a hybrid form of both methods of detection and intervention.

2.7.2 Targeting approaches
Targeting is generally understood as the ranking of individual businesses based 
on their estimated chance (or risk) of non-compliance using data and electronic 
tools (Black and Baldwin, 2010:183-184). A growing body of literature concerns 
developing data analysis techniques specifically to detect fraud while using 
“Big Data”: large data sets of, for example, transactions or movements. Exam-
ples with respect to corporate financial frauds are the detection of tax frauds, 
money laundering, and accounting fraud (e.g., Bierstaker, Brody & Pacini, 2006; 
Ferwerda & Unger, 2013; Mehmet & Weijsekera, 2013). Other applications ex-
ist, for example, regarding homeland security or in areas such as healthcare 
and credit card or insurance fraud (Lyon, 2014; Bolton & Hand, 2002). This body 
of literature is predominantly focused on evaluating the accuracy of the various 
analytical techniques to calculate false positives and negatives.

Technically, electronic “fraud” detection techniques can be divided into three 
main areas that differ in the extent to which they are data-driven: rule-based 
techniques, data mining, and statistical techniques (Travaille et al., 2011). Rule-
based techniques are the most comprehensible for inspectors and entail a 
model based on expert knowledge of compliance risks. Data is searched with 
specific queries using if/then reasoning (e.g., “if a business imports certain 
food products from countries X or Y, then the business has a higher risk of 
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falsely changing its origin”). Data mining and statistical techniques include 
decision tree learning, neural networks, comparing clusters, and profiling and 
may be supervised or unsupervised; i.e., they either “mine the data” without 
prior assumptions on what is legitimate, or they start by assigning known vi-
olators and learning from their characteristics, for example (Travaille et al., 
2011:5; Bolton & Hand, 2002:251; Phua et al., 2010).  

Theoretically, enforcement agencies that use targeting approaches may be 
better equipped to detect corporate crime. Studies about targeting approach-
es exist in the areas of port state control of vessels and safety. They show 
promising results in relation to the effectiveness of inspection (Cariou, Mejia 
& Wolff, 2009) or suggest a vast potential of data that can be used to tar-
get inspections (e.g., Knapp & Franses, 2007). At the same time, it becomes 
evident that research is needed into both the characteristics of businesses 
that distinguish offenders from non-offenders and thus prove meaningful for 
targeting (e.g., vessel data about flag state or changes in ownership) and into 
the effectiveness of the targeting itself, i.e., to what extent the results correct-
ly identify non-complying businesses. However, the suggested value of risk-
based targeting has also been much debated. Target-analytic approaches that 
impact may tend to use historical data, thus becoming backward-looking and 
failing to perceive new or modified behavior. In addition, the use of technical 
tools has the risk of becoming technocratic, exchanging human expertise for 
a simplistic model with measurable indicators while ignoring the complex re-
ality (Power 2004: 54-55; Rothstein et al. 2006; Sparrow, 2000:274). Some have 
therefore argued that enforcement agencies should understand targeting as a 
practical, problem-contingent approach that leans heavily on people skills to 
analyze problems (Sparrow, 2000). The question thus remains to what extent 
targeting can effectively be used to detect corporate crime.

2.7.3 Third-party reporting
Given the many difficulties for EAs with detecting corporate crimes, the de-
pendency on agency-external parties to report illegal behavior by businesses 
may be significant. As victim reports are not evident in the area of corporate 
crime, as was discussed in section 2.4, these reports come from a range of 
other third-party sources. Whistleblowers in particular have received much 
scholarly attention. This literature has traditionally focused on employees and 
former employees of businesses who described as “insiders” who disclose il-
legal, immoral, or illegitimate practices under the control of their employers 
to a person or organization that may be capable of doing something about 
it (Near & Miceli, 1985:4). This can take the shape of internal whistleblowing, 
where employees turn to someone within their employer’s business to ad-
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dress the wrongdoing, or external whistleblowing, where the wrongdoing is 
reported to an external party such as the media, an interest organization, or an 
enforcement agency. The body of research on whistleblowing has addressed 
a vast range of perspectives, predominantly about their motives concerning 
whether to report, using a range of social psychological and micro-level theo-
ries and social deviance theories  (Miethe & Rothschild, 1994); however, they 
have also considered how they become aware of wrongdoing and to whom 
and about what they report (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017). From the perspective 
of the whistleblower, enforcement agencies are one of the external actors to 
whom they may turn. However, external reporting is understudied (Culiberg & 
Mihelič, 2017:791,799). More recently, the focus has expanded by emphasiz-
ing that there are many other potential third parties that could report illegal 
behavior by business that are not insiders. These have been termed “outside 
whistleblowers,” “bell ringers,” or, from the perspective of enforcement agen-
cies, “external witnesses” (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017: 790; Miceli et al., 2014; 
Van Erp & Loyens, 2018). 

The literature on whistleblowing rarely takes an empirical approach; methodo-
logically, a hypothetical approach is often chosen. Still, some empirical research 
is available across several corporate crime areas. Despite these differences, this 
research reveals a vast potential of both insider and outsider actors that may 
detect businesses’ illegal behavior. In an extensive study of the way financial 
frauds in the US have come to light, the dependence on insider and outsider 
whistleblowers rather than the standard corporate governance actors (the SEC, 
auditors, and investors) to detect frauds has also been highlighted. It has found 
that employees, media, and industry regulators are most important in bringing 
frauds to light (Dyck et al., 2010). Other previous studies have identified con-
sultants, clients, unions, lawyers, analysts, and a range of supply chain partners 
to a business such as suppliers, competitors, and subcontractors that may re-
port suspicions to enforcement agencies (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017; Etienne, 
2015; Van Erp & Loyens, 2018). Studies of inspectors have also found that they 
rely on external information for detection, such as business reputations and 
signals from customer complaints, tip offs, and hotlines from the public or 
whistle-blowing processes (Macher et al. 2011:49-51; Weil & Pyles, 2005:59-60; 
Baldwin & Black, 2008:77). Finally, investigative journalists have proven essen-
tial in bringing (US) corporate crimes to light (Friedrichs 2010:25-28). 

To conclude, despite a major emphasis on whistleblowers in the literature, 
some empirical studies have provided valuable insights about the various 
types of reporters to enforcement agencies. An important point to take from 
these studies is that reporters not only consist of employees, but also other 
types of witnesses.
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2.7.4 Detecting food fraud 
The literature on food fraud specifically reveals some elements about which 
detection methods have enabled related events to come to light at enforce-
ment agencies. The general consensus in food fraud literature is that the prob-
ability of detection is low, and many cases of food fraud thus go undetected. 
This section discusses empirical insights into the three groups of detection 
methods described above. First, however, the role of laboratory techniques in 
food fraud detection is clarified and introduced.

Analytical detection methods for food authenticity testing
The bulk of the literature on “food fraud detection methods” is not oriented 
towards enforcement agencies but towards laboratory research and analytical 
detection techniques. Though often framed as equal to fraud detection, the 
analytical technique is first focused on determining the authenticity of food or 
a food ingredient. Food authentication is an analytical process that validates 
label information about the food origin and production process (Danezis et al. 
2016:22). For example, DNA tests can identify species and variations in some 
meat, fruit, and vegetable foodstuffs. The research on analytical methods is 
scientific and discusses the development of new, better, faster, or more ef-
ficient methods to detect inauthentic food. One such area of research is the 
development of techniques to perform untargeted tests. Rather than search-
ing for the presence or absence of a specific substance, such as melamine or 
horsemeat DNA, these methods aim to create a “fingerprint” of a particular 
food, possibly of a particular geographical origin or production method, to 
compare food to this fingerprint to spot anomalies in authenticity. However, 
these techniques require establishing a database with reference material for 
a specific type of food to create this fingerprint. This is costly to compile and 
maintain (Esteki et al. 2019:5-7). Such analysis further requires the use of ad-
vanced data analytics and statistical analysis to analyze the data, recognize 
patterns, and detect differences (Esteki et al. 2019:8-9). Other techniques that 
can improve food inauthenticity detection are electronic senses: electronic 
noses and tongues, for example, the addition of safe (bio)markers to food 
products in order to ease authentication, and the development of rapid, on-
site, handheld detection instruments to verify authenticity (Hong et al., 2017; 
e.g. Ellis et al., 2015).

Several authors have noted the limitations of authenticity testing and em-
phasized that it is challenging and often even nearly impossible (Moyer et al. 
2017:360). Food ingredients, which are numerous in finished foods, consist 
of hundreds or thousands of molecules that all react and interact differently 
under varying conditions and to various types of tests. In addition, tests often 
measure attributes or chemicals that are indicative of authenticity, for exam-
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ple in spices, but fraudsters use industrial dyes to pass those tests, or, as in 
the melamine case, plasticizer to mimic high protein levels measured through 
nitrogen. Nevertheless, analytical techniques could authenticate whether the 
food corresponds to what is on the label, or they could show anomalies or 
the presence of a specific adulterant and thus contribute to exposing poten-
tial frauds. However, such tests do not provide information about when the 
food was adulterated, who did so, and whether it was a deliberate activity for 
economic gain or an accidental contamination. In addition, if legislation on 
labeling requirements is lacking or ambiguous, it might not be illegal (Evers-
tine et al., 2013:730). Further, though DNA-based techniques are commonly 
used methodologies in food authentication, little is known about the extent 
to which the food industry or enforcement agencies actually use these newer 
methods (see the next section for some examples) to verify the authenticity of 
food products and how these have contributed to discovering food fraud. In 
sum, food authenticity testing is a complex and challenging field of research, 
and testing is not without limitations. Research shows that both targeted and 
untargeted testing remain highly specific towards single food products, and 
many challenges for meaningful uses in industrial or regulatory contexts re-
main (Hong et al. 2017:3892).

Regulatory inspections and targeting in food fraud
A systematic review of food fraud literature by Fassam and Dani (2017) found 
no studies about enforcement and intelligence-gathering regarding food 
fraud specifically (Fassam & Dani, 2017:79). In various studies with a differ-
ent or broader focus, authors have however underlined the difficulties in de-
tection during inspections and noted how traditional food safety approaches 
have not been able to detect food fraud (Everstine et al. 2013; Croall, 1993). 
Croall (1993) has performed an empirical study on “crimes against consum-
ers,” including food fraud, in the late 1980s, albeit with a focus on how busi-
ness offenders are treated in the criminal justice process. One of her findings 
is that there is significant variation in terms of ease and cost of detection and 
prosecution, and that some offences are more unambiguously criminal than 
others. An example of offences that are more easily spotted is counterfeit 
products in marketplaces. 

The horsemeat substitution was detected with specific analytical monitoring 
for horsemeat using DNA-based techniques. The Irish food authority (Food 
Safety Authority of Ireland [FSAI]) has explained that it was part of a small 
survey of retail products to verify the authenticity of the meat market as part 
of their labeling surveillance program (FSAI, 2017). This is a form of targeting: 
part of the market (meat) was specifically surveyed for a specific food fraud 
risk. The targeting was first aimed at determining authenticity and then traced 
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the meat products to the potential offender. This led to a number of crimi-
nal prosecutions in different countries. A fairly recent study of administrative 
proceedings in the Czech Republic focuses on mislabeling in the retail chan-
nel, including best-before and use-by dates and misleading advertisements 
(Koubová et al. 2018). The study found inspections and analytical laboratory 
research to be equally important in detecting food fraud cases. The inspec-
tions were based on historical findings of the inspectorate, plans by the Eu-
ropean Union and the Czech government, consumer reports, and the latest 
scientific knowledge (Koubová et al. 2018:931). This implies that the Czech 
food authority (CAFIA) has also partly targeted its inspection work based on 
scientific insights as well as following up on consumer reports. 

Finally, the use of data sources of other agencies or of market data about 
supply and demand, such as pricing, popularity of foods, and imbalances be-
tween production and distribution quantities, might be useful for discovering 
food fraud incidents. For example, a tax inspector discovered the addition of a 
novel adulterant in wine that was not detected by routine food safety checks. 
Another example is that an apple juice firm bought apple concentrate for 25% 
below market price, which turned out to be inexpensive because it was adul-
terated (Everstine et al. (2013:731).

Reporting on food fraud
Studies on whistleblowing do not list food fraud as one of the main areas 
that whistleblowers disclose or report (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017:791). In addi-
tion, studies on whistleblowing typically approach this methodologically rath-
er than empirically by giving respondents hypothetical scenarios about what 
type of wrongdoing would be reported. A paper written by three food law-
yers, however, claims that food fraud incidents are predominantly discovered 
through reporting by people in the food supply chain, not including empirical 
evidence (Montanari, Varallo & Pisanello, 2016:202). One study was retrieved 
on whistleblowing in the food industry specifically. It presents seven empirical 
examples globally of whistleblowers about the food industry based on media 
and academic sources. One of these whistleblowers reported internally, while 
the others reported externally, mostly to the media. One external whistleblow-
er reported to an enforcement authority, and although no record was found, 
a second claimed moved on to an interest organization when there was no 
response. A seventh example of whistleblowing was a health inspector report-
ing illicit behavior in a Brazilian slaughterhouse. It could be debated whether 
a health inspector should be seen as a whistleblower, as they are not employ-
ees or former employees or even another business insider but a government 
official. The other whistleblowers were truck drivers, a food safety manager, 
and meat factory workers who reported through media, a manager, and an 
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undercover operation by media (Soon & Manning, 2017: 2634-2635). Finally, 
the “Elliot Review” shows low industry reporting numbers on food fraud (HM 
Government, 2014). This indicates that that (empirical) research on reporting, 
specifically to enforcement authorities, is scarce. Therefore, no research ex-
pectations can be formulated regarding reporting levels or types of reports 
on food fraud specifically.

For consumers, it is difficult to notice via the senses whether food is authentic. 
The total sensory experience of food combines aroma, taste, texture, temper-
ature, spiciness, appearance, and the memory of past meals (Danezis et al. 
2016:24). The Softy Pop case described earlier, in which the best-before date 
of soft drinks was tampered with, was reported to a European authority by an 
unspecified informant based on the appearance of the packaging (Lord et al., 
2017). In addition, counterfeit products may be easier to notice for consum-
ers or others (Croall, 1993). Consumers may further notice and suffer from 
the harmful consequences: the melamine adulteration, for example, came to 
light because of the illness and even death of children (Everstine et al. 2013). 
Handheld devices for consumers to check authenticity are in development, 
combined with the use of genetic or molecular markers, for example. Howev-
er, there is currently no method that is accurate enough and that is commer-
cially available; rather, these have been designed for industrial use (Esteki et al. 
2019:5). Though such developments may contribute to an increase, reporting 
can currently be expected to be low from the consumer perspective.

2.7.5 Conclusion on detection methods for corporate crime and food fraud
To summarize, previous studies have touched upon the subject of detecting 
corporate crimes from a wide ranges of perspectives in terms of methods, 
industries, countries, and the type of crime. Regulatory inspections to detect 
food fraud may face a number of difficulties, though some crimes are more 
easily brought to light than others. The noticeability of a food fraud is thus 
variable. An important development in detection is targeted strategies. These 
are often connected to the use of data to identify illegalities, which broadens 
information-gathering strategies to transcend the level of the individual busi-
ness and considers groups of businesses in comparison. Further, the focus 
of such data analysis to target inspections is generally oriented towards the 
broader concept of non-compliance rather than to detecting corporate crime 
specifically, which leaves open the question of the extent to which data can be 
meaningfully used in food fraud detection. Food authenticity testing methods 
may be used for targeting purposes and to monitor specific food products, 
though further information is needed to establish whether it is actually food 
fraud. In terms of reporting entities, little empirical research is available about 
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the actors (persons or organizations) that report food fraud incidents to the 
enforcement agency, what type of crimes they report on, to what extent, and 
whether they deliver reliable information.

2.8 Conclusion on detection of food fraud by enforcement agencies
This study departs from understanding food fraud as closely attached to le-
gitimate business structures. Therefore, it looks toward corporate crime schol-
arship with respect to detection to build a theoretical framework. However, 
the lack of clarity on offender types in food fraud is important to take into 
account during the case study research to contribute to filling this gap. Food 
fraud is viewed here as corporate violence, a subtype of corporate crime that 
risks physical harm. In this dissertation, the term “food fraud” rather than the 
broader concept of “food crime” is used for three reasons. Food fraud is, first, 
the most common term among enforcement agencies. Second, food defense 
(i.e., food crimes intended to do harm) is excluded, as its detection processes 
are presumably incomparable to those of food fraud. Third, food crimes that 
are not currently illegal are excluded because enforcement actions are legiti-
mized by law. As a starting point, food fraud is thus understood as concerning 
illegal acts that are deliberate and deceitful in nature and that are committed 
by business or other actors throughout the full food supply chain for econom-
ic advantage. To further categorize the types of food fraud, seven subtypes 
are derived through a synthesis of the literature to date, and these are used to 
guide the case study research. 

The review of the literature about detecting corporate crime generally and 
food fraud specifically allows the formulation of some basic research expecta-
tions. The detection of corporate crime poses specific difficulties for enforce-
ment agencies. They are expected to encounter problems related to legal am-
biguities and technical complexities. In addition, the reporting on food fraud 
is expected to be low, as it is difficult for consumers to detect. It is thus im-
portant to be sensitive to the fact that the detected food fraud incidents likely 
represent only a part of the number of actual occurrences. Reliable estimates 
on the prevalence of food fraud are not available. 

Three main groups of detection methods were identified in the literature to 
date, though notably, criminal investigations need to be added in this study. 
With respect to inspections, the literature noted a number of limitations in 
their ability to detect and a dependency on reports, though research on re-
porting levels or reporter types for food fraud to enforcement agencies is 
lacking. Relevant empirical research in other areas, however, leads to the ex-
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pectation that employees as well as a range of other witnesses may be poten-
tially important reporters. The extent to which food authorities use targeting 
strategies or other intelligence gathering methods is unknown. 

In addition, the information that agencies can gather to discover food fraud 
is relevant, and the decision-making processes within an enforcement agency 
play a role in shaping the pattern of what types of food fraud are detected. 
Based on the literature, this is likely to be related to both intra-agency and 
agency-external conditions. It is not yet known how these two perspectives 
interact. 

2.8.1 Theoretical framework
In sum, the literature review allows the initial theorization that an EA needs 
to be both able and willing to detect. The central challenge in the agency’s 
ability to detect is information; the EA needs to find correct information about 
the food fraud. The central challenge with agency willingness is resource con-
straints; the EA needs to decide to dedicate resources to finding this infor-
mation. As some crimes are easier to detect than others, the ability of an EA 
to detect is related both to the nature of the crime and its own detection 
strategy. In addition, the chance of detection is influenced by the possibility 
that the offender may evade detection. Concealment is therefore important 
to consider. In terms of the detection strategy, the methods in use to gather 
information are relevant, including the extent to which targeting has contrib-
uted to the discovery. By researching both the nature of food fraud as well as 
the detection methods, it is possible to analyze the connection between the 
types of food fraud and the way it is discovered. 

The willingness of the EA to dedicate resources to the detection of a case of 
food fraud is the second perspective. To explain variation in decision-making, 
both intra-agency conditions (such as inspector styles) as well as external con-
ditions (such as media attention) emerged. This leads to the following con-
ceptual model, visualized in Figure 1, that I use as a theoretical starting point.
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Figure 1 Conceptual model.
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3 Setting the scene: detecting corporate crime in 
the Netherlands

This chapter provides empirical background to this dissertation in two impor-
tant ways. First, it outlines the empirical background of the NVWA, the central 
agency under study. This includes background on the EU’s food legislative 
framework and the food inspections in section 3.1, as well as background on 
their criminal investigations unit, the NVWA-IOD, in section 3.2. The law that 
established four such special criminal investigation units in the Netherlands is 
explained, as are the investigative powers they may use. This Dutch set-up is 
briefly placed in an international perspective. 

Second, this chapter provides a broader empirical picture of the “detection 
of corporate crime” in the Netherlands by presenting the results of an empir-
ical study at three large national enforcement agencies, including the NVWA. 
These public agencies inspect and enforce socio-economic regulation that is 
applicable in areas where corporate violence may occur, including regulations 
with respect to the environment, labor, and transport, in addition to regula-
tions concerning food and consumer products. The study consists of a set of 
20 interviews about the detection of corporate crime. The findings from this 
study place the in-depth case study research in a broader perspective, which 
is beneficial for both its internal and external validity. It also allowed a richer 
conceptual model to be derived from the literature. The aims, methods, and 
results of this study are presented in detail in section 3.3.

3.1 Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Authority (NVWA)
The detection of food fraud is central to this research. The agency under study 
is the NVWA,6 whose remit is to safeguard the safety of food and consumer 
products, animal welfare, and nature. Their scope thus goes beyond food. With 
respect to food, the NVWA covers regulatory areas from farm to fork: it super-
vises the primary production of animals and crops, feed producers, imports 
and exports, slaughterhouses and meat-cutting plants, food producers, retail, 
and catering businesses. In addition to food, the NVWA supervises the safety 
of consumer products (non-food), animal welfare, animal health, and plant 
health and enforces compliance with nature regulations. The type of supervi-
sion the NVWA performs and the topics it covers are thus very broad. With re-

6 In Dutch: Nederlandse Voedsel- en Waren Autoriteit, NVWA
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spect to food (and feed), the NVWA conducts inspections, verifications, audits, 
sampling, and export inspections, for example. In addition, veterinarians of 
the NVWA supervise compliance with regulations concerning the slaughtering 
process. In some areas with respect to food, supervisory tasks are delegated to 
external control authorities. These are the Netherlands Controlling Authority 
for Milk and Milk Products (COKZ), the Netherlands Controlling Authority for 
Eggs (NCAE), a department of the COKZ, and Skal (Stichting Skal biocontrole) 
for monitoring under Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007 regarding Organic 
Production and Products. The NVWA executes second-tier supervision and 
audits the control plans of these external control organizations. 

The NVWA is a national agency with around 2,500 employees. It was formed in 
2012 following a merger of three agencies. The NVWA has split its organiza-
tion into supervision (ca. 600 staff), enforcement (ca. 1,400 staff) and strategy 
(ca. 200 staff).7 The supervision part conducts import and export inspections 
of veterinary goods and livestock and provides official certifications.8 The en-
forcement part consists of two relatively large divisions concerned with plan-
ning and executing other types of audits and inspections, including a range 
of food-related inspections. These are predominantly based on administra-
tive law. The enforcement directorate also encompasses the criminal investi-
gations unit, the NVWA-IOD, in a separate and relatively small division. The 
following sections (3.1.1 and 3.1.2) provide more detail on food legislation 
and the types of inspections related to food before explaining the legislative 
background of the special investigation services and the set-up and workflow 
of the NVWA-IOD in particular (section 3.2).  

3.1.1 Food legislation 
Historically, food legislation within the EU was oriented towards creating a 
common market. When the EU began to develop by signing the Treaty of 
Rome in 1957, legislation focused on harmonizing national standards for food 
products. These were predominantly compositional and technical standards, 
for example, proscribing and defining how milk must be composed in order 
to be legally labeled as such. Given the sheer volume of food products, this 
approach became problematic and shifted to a system of mutual recognition,9 
where EU countries accepted products that were produced according to the 

7 In addition to two directorates concerned with finance, control, staffing, and ICT. 
8 “official certification” means the procedure by which the competent authority or control bodies, authorized 

to act in such a capacity, provide written, electronic or equivalent assurance concerning compliance [accord-
ing to its definition in the General Food law regulation (EC) 178/2002]

9 Following case law concerning ‘Cassis de Dijon’ [1979]
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national laws of other countries. This also introduced the importance of trans-
parency about food content towards the consumer. Though the system of 
mutual recognition effectively facilitated trade within the EU, it also resulted 
in a competitive advantage for businesses that produced in countries with the 
lowest legal standards. Legislation then moved from directives focused on sin-
gle food products (vertical legislation) to making rules for common aspects of 
a range of foodstuffs (horizontal legislation; Van der Meulen, 2013:75). Then, 
in the 1990s, the BSE10 crisis and a number of other food scares caused the 
desire for a full revision of the food legislation, which indeed happened in 
subsequent years. In essence, the intent of the European Commission was to 
move away from a product and market orientation and prioritize food safety 
(Van der Meulen, 2013: 73-75).

Today, the basic rules regarding feed and food law are established in Regula-
tion (EC) No 178/2002, also known as the General Food Law (GFL). This regula-
tion contains the general principles and requirements of food law, establishes 
the European Food Safety Authority, and describes procedures in food safe-
ty incidents (GFL, art 1). The scope of the GFL is broad and concerns the full 
supply chain, and it is determined by the definition of “food” in article 2: “For 
the purposes of this Regulation, “food” (or ‘foodstuff’) means any substance or 
product, whether processed, partially processed, or unprocessed, intended to be, 
or reasonably expected to be ingested by humans. ‘Food’ includes drink, chew-
ing gum, and any substance, including water, intentionally incorporated into the 
food during its manufacture, preparation, or treatment. (…) ‘Food’ shall not in-
clude: (a) feed; (b) live animals unless they are prepared for placing on the market 
for human consumption; (c) plants prior to harvesting; (d) medicinal products;11 
(e) cosmetics;12 (f) tobacco and tobacco products;13 (g) narcotic or psychotropic 
substances;14 (h) residues and contaminants” (GFL, art. 2; see also Van der Meu-
len, 2013:79). Attached to the GFL is a range of other regulations. Much of the 
food and feed law is EU-harmonized legislation, that is, EU regulations that are 
directly binding for all EU Member States, including the Netherlands.

Three components of the current body of legislation are highlighted here be-
cause they are particularly relevant to understanding what kind of illegal practices 
may occur: legislation involving the product, the presentation, and the process. 

10 Bovine Spongiforme Encefalopathie
11 within the meaning of Council Directives 65/65/EEC(21) and 92/73/EEC(22)
12 within the meaning of Council Directive 76/768/EEC(23)
13 within the meaning of Council Directive 89/622/EEC(24)
14 within the meaning of the United Nations Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, 1961, and the United Na-

tions Convention on Psychotropic Substances, 1971
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With respect to the food products, the regulations first determine that unsafe 
products should not be placed on the market (GFL, article 14), which should 
be monitored by food businesses on a regular basis; in addition, the reg-
ulation defines acceptable or maximum levels for a range of substances to 
distinguish safe from unsafe. Another variety is to prohibit market access until 
a product is approved (“novel foods”). Finally, there is still regulation concern-
ing product standards (e.g., wine, olive oil, fruit and vegetables, hops, milk, 
honey, beef, veal, sheep meat, goat meat). There is also regulation for organic 
production and for food with a legally protected designation of origin (PDO), 
protected geographical indication (PGI), and traditional specialties guaranteed 
(TSG). This last group of regulations should allow small-scale businesses to 
distinguish the quality of their food products without costly procedures for 
registering for a trademark. 

Second, with respect to the presentation of food, a set of food labeling re-
quirements establishes how and what information about the foodstuff should 
be communicated to consumers or buyers within the food supply chain, and it 
regulates the use of nutrition and health claims on food labels. In addition, the 
presentation of organic products and products produced in accordance with 
PDO, PGI, and TSI regulations is legally bound (Van der Meulen, 2013; see also 
description in Regulation (EC) No. 882/2004, p.2).

Finally, in addition to product-oriented and presentation-oriented legislation, 
the GFL includes process-oriented legislation, which is more specifically doc-
umented in Regulation (EC) No 852/2004. It focuses on the “hygiene of food-
stuffs,” that is, practices to prevent food safety risks (Van der Meulen, 2013:82). 
For example, businesses are responsible for ensuring that their foodstuffs 
comply with microbiological criteria and with temperature control require-
ments (Regulation [EC] No 852/2004, article 4). Central to this legislation is the 
requirement that businesses implement the principles of a Hazard Analysis 
and Critical Control Points (HACCP) system. Following this system, business-
es should analyze and document what type of food safety risks might occur 
within their business and take measures to address them. Another important 
requirement for food businesses is facilitating official controls. They should 
register at or, for certain establishments, obtain an approval from the “compe-
tent authority” (in the Netherlands, the NVWA) following at least one on-site 
visit by that authority (Regulation (EC) No 852/2004, article 6). 
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3.1.2 Food inspections and enforcement
Regulation (EC) 882/2004,15 also known as the control regulation, directs how 
EU Member States should perform their inspections. According to this regula-
tion, the official controls “should be carried out using appropriate techniques 
developed for that purpose, including routine surveillance checks and more 
intensive controls such as inspections, verifications, audits, sampling, and the 
testing of samples.” These should be regular and proportionate to risk, but 
they should also include ad-hoc inspections without a concrete suspicion. The 
EU regulation therefore prescribes a broad program of supervision. Member 
States are required to make a multi-annual national control plan (MANCP) 
according to article 44 of Reg. (EC) no. 882/2004 (NVWA 2018). The MANCP 
annual report shows that the NVWA conducted over 128,000 inspections re-
lated to food and feed, including meat inspections and imports of livestock; 
see Table 2 (NVWA, 2018a: 5).

15 A new control regulation is implemented in December 2019 - regulation (EU) 2017/625, strengthening the 
principles of risk-based controls. 

Table 2 Number of inspections by NVWA on various food-related topics

Number of inspections 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Identification and registration (I&R) of livestock 2,521 2,316 2,028 1,783 1,401
Animal feed 1,564 1,127 1,107 1,896 1,416
Animal by-products 4,307 3,655 3,804 3,356 2,384
Meat 3,022 2,772 3,017 3,736 4,021
Meat products and composite products 7,235 5,349 4,670 6,920 6,532
Imports of live animals and animal products 59,022 60,938 60,289 61,279 61,585
Milk and dairy products 784 930 1,166 1,227 1,309
Egg sector 1,028 830 729 714 727
Hospitality, catering, and retail 30,220 36,403 33,502 28,263 29,818
Residues and contaminants in food 3,860 7,529 7,844 9,772 9,478
Veterinary medicinal products 1,156 620 628 645 316
Claims for foods for particular nutritional uses 1,734 1,862 1,613 1,611 1,045
Plant protection products 1,296 868 944 1,053 1,075
Organic production 4,878 4,908 5,148 5,805 6,482
PDO, PGI, and TSG 861 936 1,005 926
Total 122,627 130,968 127,425 129,065 128,515

Note. Reprinted from “MANCP. Multi annual national control plan: Annual Report 2017.” by NVWA, 
2018a, p. 5.
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In the Netherlands, the EU food and feed regulation is implemented through 
various national laws, such as the “Wet Dieren” [Animals Act, 2011] and the 
“Warenwet” [Commodities Act, 1935], as well as the “Landbouwkwaliteitswet” 
[Agricultural Products Quality Act, 1971]. A selected number of offences of the 
food legislation are defined as economic offences based on articles 1 and 1a 
of the Economic Offences Act (EOA). Through article 2 (1, sub 1), the offences 
listed in articles 1 and 1a, sub 1 and 2, are defined as crimes when committed 
intentionally. These are penalized with six years of imprisonment (art. 6 [1] 
EOA).16 In addition, the Penal Code includes some articles that can be applied 
in criminal investigations concerning food. These are common crimes such as 
forgery (article 225 of the Penal Code; six years of imprisonment) or swindle 
(article 326 Penal Code; four years of imprisonment). The most severe article 
in relation to food fraud is article 174 of the Penal Code, which concerns the 
crime of endangering human health. Through this article, the intentional sale 
or distribution of commodities (including food) that are dangerous for life 
or health is penalized with 15 years of imprisonment or a life sentence if the 
crime causes someone’s death. Article 175 is the negligence variety, which is 
penalized with one or two years of imprisonment, respectively.  

The enforcement of the Animals Act and the Commodities Act is legally possi-
ble through both an administrative law approach and a criminal law approach 
or a combination thereof (Animals Act, section 8; Commodities Act, article 32). 
The bulk of the audits and inspections is enforced through administrative law, 
though some inspectors are licensed to write a criminal report as well (see also 
the following sections for further explanation). 

The law offers some guidance regarding when to divert from the default ad-
ministrative route to criminal law. For example, this is the case when the seri-
ousness of the illegal act or the circumstances are such that they give reason 
to consult with a public prosecutor (Animals Act, article 8.10). The Commodi-
ties Act states that administrative fining is not possible if the illegal act is delib-
erate or reckless and results in a direct threat for food safety or public health, 
or if the amount of illegal proceeds is such that it generously exceeds the 
severity of the administrative fine (Commodities Act, article 32a). The NVWA 
has documented guidelines for the use of criminal or administrative law in its 
so-called “intervention policy” (NVWA, 2016). Chapter 8, which concerns de-
cision-making regarding criminal investigations, provides more detail about 
this intervention policy. Quality or production standards are predominantly 

16 Or a fine of the fifth category (currently EUR 83.000), or the sixth (currently EUR 830.000), if committed by a 
legal person or dependent on the amount of the illegal proceeds (art.23 (7), WvSr; art.6 (1) EOA)
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enforced through disciplinary law, and supervisory tasks are fully delegated 
to external control agencies (Agricultural Products Quality Act, article 8). The 
NVWA executes second-tier supervision on these external control agencies.

The criminal investigations unit, the NVWA-IOD, performs criminal investiga-
tions of more severely punishable crimes. The legal mandate of this unit is 
established in the Special Investigation Services Act (SIS Act; Wet op de bi-
jzondere opsporingsdiensten, 2006). When this law went into effect, a distinc-
tion was made between specialized criminal investigation services with police 
powers and the limited criminal investigation powers of specifically licensed 
inspectors. The next section discusses this Act and the powers for criminal in-
vestigations of the NVWA in more detail before moving on to the organization 
and workflow of the NVWA-IOD.

3.2 Police powers and the Special Investigation Services Act
In 2006, SIS Act went into effect. The development of this law was grounded 
on two main issues as they are experienced in law enforcement practice. First, 
at that point, a relatively large number of 21 inspection agencies performed 
supervisory and enforcement tasks. Second, they used a mix of powers de-
rived from administrative and criminal law. Both of these elements hindered 
transparency towards businesses and citizens about the scope and legal con-
text of their activities. The aim of the new law, therefore, was to strengthen 
cohesion in law enforcement and increase democratic control (Donner et al., 
2004-2005:1). To this end, the SIS act designates four special investigation 
services that are granted police powers. Each is part of an inspectorate: the 
NVWA as well as the Inspectorate SZW,17 the Human Environment and Trans-
port Inspectorate (ILT),18 and the Tax and Customs Administration have such a 
service.

3.2.1 Relation to police organization
When introducing the SIS Act, the Dutch government reiterated some of its 
basic viewpoints in the explanatory memorandum (Donner et al., 2004-2005), 
which emphasizes the importance of the enforcement of social and econom-
ic legislation, which, it posits, cannot rely on voluntary compliance by busi-
nesses and citizens. The Dutch government regards the enforcement of this 

17 Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid (SZW); part of the ministry of Social Affairs and Employment
18 Inspectie Leefomgeving en Transport (ILT); part of the ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management
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socio-economic regulation as equally important as that of other commune 
laws. Further, by accepting the SIS Act, the Dutch government explicitly chose 
not to integrate the four specialist services into the police organization, de-
spite the fact they were granted police powers. The explanatory memorandum 
summarized the most important reasons for this decision, which was based 
on extensive previous research. These reasons are threefold. First, criminal in-
vestigation in these fields is seen as part of the policy cycle of regulation and 
enforcement with a view to creating unity and consistency. In that respect, this 
task is part of the ministerial responsibility for that specific regulation, while 
recognizing that criminal investigations are performed under the authority 
of the Public Prosecution Service and thus also fall under the responsibility 
of the minister of Justice. Second, the specialist character of socio-economic 
regulation requires specialist knowledge and skills that regular police forces 
do not possess. The Dutch government believes that the most efficient way 
to maintain and preserve this specialist knowledge is to position the special 
investigation services within close distance to the responsible ministry and ex-
ecutive inspection agencies. Third, the government feared a shift in priorities if 
the special investigation services were part of regular police, which would en-
danger the resource capacity available for the enforcement of socio-economic 
regulations (Donner et al., 2004-2005).

3.2.2 Police powers and a specialist Public Prosecution Service
The research underpinning the development of the SIS act identified four ser-
vices as proper “special investigation services” within a set of 21 agencies that 
executed a mix of administrative and criminal investigation powers. When the 
SIS went into effect, the officers at these four agencies were granted generic 
investigative powers (as established in the Code for Criminal Procedure, art. 
141). Moreover, the law proscribes that these special investigation services 
should be a separate and distinguishable unit within the executive agency of 
the ministry to which they belong. This was done to increase transparency and 
clarity regarding the scope of the work of these units (Donner et al., 2004-2005: 
5). The inspection agencies, on the other hand, should predominantly focus on 
supervision and enforcement based on administrative powers unless this was 
not allowed based on specific socio-economic regulations. It is still possible 
for them to use criminal powers, but this concerns a limited scope that is re-
stricted to specifically defined regulations for licensed investigators (following 
article 142 of the Code for Criminal Procedure_. These powers should be used 
for relatively simple law breaches that do not require a deeper investigation. 
This means that the special investigation services should perform more com-
plex criminal investigations (Donner et al., 2004-2005:10).
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Further, the SIS act stipulates that each special investigation service should 
install a dedicated criminal intelligence unit to gather information from con-
fidential informers, following the same procedures as such units at the police. 
This furthers information exchanges and positions the special investigation 
services as equal partners of the regular police (Donner et al., 2004-2005:12). 
Alongside the four special investigation services, the SIS Act created a special-
ized unit of the Public Prosecution Service to oversee the work of the special 
investigation services with authority over their criminal investigations. This 
means that the special investigation services are managed both by their re-
spective ministries and by the Public Prosecutor. The aim of installing a spe-
cialized Public Prosecution Service was to integrate expertise in this area with-
in the Public Prosecution Service and thus improve the quality of prosecution 
(Donner et al., 2004-2005:8). Finally, the SIS Act required the development 
of annual plans that established thematic priorities each year for the special 
investigation services to pursue. This was meant to be an agreement between 
both the responsible ministry and the Public Prosecution Service to ensure 
cohesion between the interests of both parties, and it was intended to include 
the smaller criminal investigations performed by the inspectorate. This agree-
ment implements the dual management of the special investigation services 
at the strategic level. 

3.2.3 Investigative powers for criminal investigations in the Netherlands 
As was briefly highlighted above, there are two types of criminal investigators 
within Dutch law: special investigators with a limited scope and investigators 
with a generic scope who are entitled to investigate all illegal acts. These two 
types of investigators are defined in the articles 142 (scoped) and 141 (gener-
ic) of the Code of Criminal Procedure (CCP, 1926).19 There are two legal bases 
from which investigators in the Netherlands derive their powers to conduct a 
criminal investigation: the CCP and the Economic Offences Act (EOA). For the 
purposes of this dissertation, it is important to understand the difference, as 
they provide investigators with more or less intrusive powers that are con-
nected to different legal thresholds of investigation. Generally speaking, the 
powers that the EOA provides serve inspection and control purposes in situ-
ations where a suspect is cooperative. The EOA offers less intrusive powers 
than those provided by the CCP. The CCP powers can only be used for se-
rious offences, either common crimes penalized through the Penal Code or 
socio-economic crimes penalized in the law itself or through the EOA. 

19 The CCP, which stems from 1926, is in a process of modernization. See https://www.government.nl/topics/
modernisation-code-of-criminalprocedure 
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The public prosecutor is the supervisor of the criminal investigation on the 
basis of Article 148 and Article 132a CCP, which defines the criminal investiga-
tion. This delineates the direct line of authority between the Public Prosecution 
Service and the investigation agency. Further, in the Netherlands, a system of 
discretionary prosecution applies: the public prosecutor has the discretionary 
power to decide whether to prosecute or not (opportuniteitsbeginsel). This is 
in contrast to countries that have a mandatory (or compulsory) prosecution 
system, where, in theory, all offences that come to the attention of the Public 
Prosecution Service must be prosecuted. Germany is an example of a country 
with such a system (Hirsch Ballin, 2012: 66; Kyprianou, 2009; see also Jehle & 
Wade, 2006). In order to use special investigation powers, such as wiretap-
ping and covert observation, an order by the public prosecutor is required. 
In addition, a warrant is needed from the magistrate to authorize the use of 
some of the more intrusive special investigative techniques (Wet BOB, 2000). 
The special investigative techniques that can be used are incorporated in the 
CCP through the Act on Special Investigative Techniques (2000; Wet Bijzondere 
Opsporingsbevoegdheden, 2000). 

The EOA, on the other hand, offers a range of legal powers for investiga-
tion that are specifically available for offences of socio-economic legislation. 
The powers defined in this law include the entering of premises, investigating 
objects and vehicles, taking samples, demanding copies of administration or 
other information, and demanding the co-operation of the suspect, though 
on the condition the powers are reasonably required to serve the interest of 
the investigation.20 The powers in the EOA are similar to those that can be 
obtained from administrative law and often do not need the authorization of 
a public prosecutor. These powers can be used both by investigators from an 
SIS (art. 141 CCP) and by inspectors with a scoped license to investigate (art. 
142 CCP).

An important difference between the special investigative techniques from the 
CCP and the powers derived from the EOA is the ability to use powers against 
the will of the suspect. Even though a suspect is required to cooperate under 
the EOA, it is possible that he may not. Refusing to co-operate is a crime but 
does not lead to finding the truth. Using powers of the CCP, it is possible to 
search any location or building, including residencies, against the suspect’s 
will. Another difference is the possibility of using covert techniques, such as 
covert observation, infiltration, and the interception of communications (mes-
saging, internet, e-mail, phone). Following the SIS Act (2006), investigations 

20 Economic Offence Act, art. 18-23 http://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0002063/2017-08-01 
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using intrusive powers need to be performed within a special investigation 
service rather than within an inspectorate. Though the powers provided by 
the EOA are thus limited in comparison to those that can be obtained from 
the Code of Criminal Procedure, the legal threshold for using them is lower; 
the EOA requires the powers to be reasonably necessary for the purpose of 
the investigation, whereas the CCP generally requires a “reasonable suspicion” 
(art. 27 (1) CCP) of a serious offence (Hirsch Ballin, 2012: 83-84). 

These special investigative techniques can thus only be used in proportion to 
the seriousness of the crime. Article 67 of the CCP defines what constitutes a 
serious offence: a serious infringement of the legal order or (serious) crimes 
where a pre-trial can be imposed. Generally, this concerns crimes that are 
penalized with a minimum of four years of imprisonment. These crimes can 
be found either in socio-economic law, which are penalized in the law itself 
or through the EOA, or in the Penal code (e.g. forgery, swindle, and the en-
dangerment of human health). In addition to this proportionality principle, 
the principle of subsidiarity applies. This requires the use of the least intrusive 
means that are available to achieve the investigative goal (Hirsch Ballin, 2012: 
97-98). 

3.2.4 The NVWA-IOD: criminal investigations by the NVWA
The NVWA-IOD21 is the special investigation service (as defined in the SIS Act, 
2006) of the NVWA. The food fraud incidents that have been selected as case 
studies for this research exclusively concern alleged frauds that were consid-
ered for criminal investigation; this choice is explained and justified in Chapter 
4. These frauds were predominantly handled by the NVWA-IOD or included 
their involvement. This division was thus central to this study. Further detail is 
therefore provided about the organization and workflow of the NVWA-IOD.22  

The NVWA-IOD has grown from around 110 staff members to around 130 
during the research period of this study. It conducts criminal investigations 
in all areas that the NVWA supervises. The work of the NVWA-IOD is there-
fore not limited to food fraud. The unit completes around 10 to 20 criminal 
investigations yearly that are eligible for prosecution. In 2017 and 2018, the 
NVWA-IOD submitted 13 and 21 criminal files, respectively, to the Public Pros-
ecution Service (NVWA, 2018b; NVWA, 2019a). 

21 In Dutch: NVWA Inlichtingen- en Opsporingsdienst
22 Predominantly based on personal communications with a range of respondents
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The NVWA-IOD consists of two departments: Intelligence and Development, 
and Operations. Criminal investigations begin in the former, which consists 
of two operational teams (and a support team that I do not discuss further). 
One team consists of intelligence investigators and analysts who collect and 
analyze information about alleged food fraud. They process around 200 intel-
ligence leads on possible corporate crimes, some of which concern the food 
supply chain. The output of the team is specific reports called “decision doc-
uments” that describe the intelligence and hypotheses about an alleged food 
fraud. The other team is the criminal intelligence unit, as designated by the SIS 
act [see section 3.2.2]. This team maintains contact with a network of confi-
dential informers. They supply the intelligence investigators with information 
from these informers, which helps to begin new investigations, and they pro-
vide the operational teams with information that concerns their investigation. 
In the Operations department, four teams of generic investigators that are 
geographically divided around the country work on specific criminal investiga-
tions, and a fifth team consists of specialist investigators, such as accountants, 
digital experts, and legal specialists. They advise and work on various criminal 
investigations.

The workflow process of the NVWA-IOD is simplified and visualized in Fig-
ure 2. New investigations thus begin with gathering intelligence in order to 
produce the “decision document.” On the basis of this document, the man-
agement of the NVWA-IOD (both the Head of Intelligence and the Head of 
Investigations) and a public prosecutor select which new alleged food fraud 
to pursue for criminal investigation. This “go” or “no-go” decision happens at 
a dedicated meeting (a “Selection Meeting”). The selected alleged crimes are 
then passed on to criminal investigators in the Operations department, and 
its members prepare and execute the criminal investigation. When sufficient 

Figure 2 Workflow of the NVWA-IOD concerning food fraud detection.
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evidence is collected on the offender and the illegal fact(s), a criminal report 
(which generally consists of multiple reports) is submitted to the Public Pros-
ecution Service. At any time during this process, the agency or the public 
prosecutor may decide to end the investigation, either by deciding not to 
investigate the alleged food fraud in the first place (a “no-go” decision) or 
at a later stage. The reasons to end an investigation may be related to an 
agency inability to gather evidence or to an agency unwillingness to dedicate 
further resources to it. In addition, the investigation may reveal that the case 
is actually compliant. This is further defined and operationalized in Chapter 4. 
The NVWA-IOD works closely with the Public Prosecution Service during this 
process. Various public prosecutors are involved during the criminal investiga-
tion. One public prosecutor oversees the intelligence processes (“information 
prosecutor”), while another is involved in selecting new cases for investigation 
(“selection prosecutor”); each individual investigation is assigned one or more 
“case prosecutors” who have authority over that particular investigation. The 
case prosecutor judges, for example, whether there is a legally solid suspicion 
and decides during which powers can be used.

3.2.5 Food fraud detection variations by country
This section describes the empirical context in the Netherlands within which 
food fraud detection occurs. However, it is important to realize that, depend-
ing on the country, the regulatory enforcement setting in which the detection 
task is performed varies. For example, Germany and Australia have federal 
structures with decentralized enforcement authorities (Federal Ministry of 
Food and Agriculture, 2014; Curll, 2015). In the US, the enforcement of food 
regulation in the supply chain is divided between the US Department of Ag-
riculture (USDA, which focuses on meat, poultry, and eggs) and the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA, which focuses on food processing and food sup-
plements) and many state and local authorities; criminal investigations can be 
executed by each of these agencies and the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI; FDA, 2019). Additionally, in the US, these agencies have regulatory tasks 
and enforcement tasks, unlike most other OECD countries (Scott, 2004:4). In 
most EU Member States, food authorities need to refer potential criminal cas-
es to the police, though 12 of 28 Member States now have some kind of unit 
specifically dedicated to addressing food fraud (Marin, 2018). Thus, even in the 
European Union, with its harmonized food legislation, enforcement structures 
vary by country. Models similar to the Dutch situation include food fraud en-
forcement as part of police tasks, thus enabling the intrusive powers, but in 
a specialized and dedicated department of police, which increases specializa-
tion and priority; however, it does so at some remove from of the food regula-
tor. Italy, for example has adopted such a model, with a large, dedicated police 
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department, the Carabinieri NAS, which is responsible for health enforcement 
(including medicine and food and sanitary inspections; Carabinieri, n.d.). In 
the UK, food law enforcement is primarily executed by decentralized local in-
spection authorities with oversight from the Food Standards Agency (FSA) 
and, following the horsemeat affair, a national food crime unit (FSA, 2018). In 
sum, the regulatory setting within which the food fraud detection task takes 
place varies by country. For example, aspects that vary include the geograph-
ical centralization of agencies, their mandate in the food supply chain, and 
whether they possess intrusive powers. Often, the task is divided among mul-
tiple agencies. This dissertation describes the situation in the Netherlands in 
detail; it demonstrates relatively large specialization and centralization across 
the supply chain with an in-house unit that possesses intrusive powers. 

3.3 Empirical study at three Dutch enforcement agencies
Before undertaking the in-depth case study research that forms the main body 
of this dissertation, I performed a broader empirical study of the detection 
of different types corporate crime rather than solely food fraud. This study 
consisted of 20 explorative interviews at three Dutch enforcement agencies, 
including the NVWA, the Inspectorate SZW, and the Human Environment and 
Transport Inspectorate (ILT). In addition, one background interview was con-
ducted with a public prosecutor who has authority over information gathering 
on potential corporate crimes within such agencies (the “information prose-
cutor”). 

3.3.1 Aim of the study and the selection of agencies
I had three main reasons for conducting these interviews. First, in-depth case 
studies, which are the main dataset for this research, are suitable for reach-
ing a high internal validity, but they are less suitable for external validity. By 
conducting these interviews, it was possible to reflect on the findings from 
the case studies against a broader empirical background. Perhaps even more 
significantly, it was an important step in preventing the dominance of my own 
views, as I am employed by the NVWA; instead, I could tap into a broader 
empirical background of various perspectives, which is also beneficial for the 
validity of this research. A second and related point was the goal of develop-
ing an understanding of how various enforcement practitioners experienced 
and viewed the detection of corporate crime in these regulatory areas. This 
laid the groundwork that assisted with the proper interpretation of the find-
ings from the case study research. Third, though the literature provided some 
information about detection methods, the interviews had the purpose of ver-
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ifying whether these were indeed the most important detection methods that 
enforcement agencies use. Broadening this scope outside of the area of food 
fraud allowed a more complete picture of potential methods. I used the results 
during the development of the data collection plan for the case studies. 

In order to be able to compare and aggregate the results to some extent, I 
selected agencies with characteristics similar to those of the NVWA, particu-
larly agencies that also had a special investigation service to detect corporate 
crime. A second important selection criterion was the type of corporate crimes 
the agencies encountered. I chose to examine the areas where corporate vi-
olence could occur, i.e., corporate crimes that risk physical harmful conse-
quences, particularly because I suspected that the detection of such types of 
corporate crime, which are connected to physical safety aspects, may show 
common elements. For this reason, I selected the Inspectorate SZW and ILT, 
which deal with crimes in the workplace, the environment, and transportation, 
but not the Tax and Customs Administration, as the latter is primarily connect-
ed with financial crimes. 

3.3.2 Background to the three Dutch enforcement agencies
The Inspectorate SZW and the ILT are comparable to the NVWA despite a 
number of differences. They are each part of a ministry that is responsible for 
developing policy in their respective areas. The three agencies are relatively 
large (1,100–2,500 staff), each the result of a consolidation of smaller agencies. 
The agencies also have in common that their work is part of the ministerial 
responsibility. In addition, they each consist of a relatively large inspectorate 
populated by inspectors that supervise businesses on a daily basis and a rel-
atively small criminal investigations unit that varies in size between 70 to 285 
employees, with which they can complete 10–60 (mid-range–large) criminal 
investigations per year. Their criminal investigation units are established based 
on the same legislation: the Special Investigation Services Act 2006 (Wet op 
de bijzondere opsporingsdiensten 2006) as described in section 3.2.2. Together, 
these three national enforcement agencies cover the enforcement of a large 
part of the socio-economic regulatory laws concerning health and safety, and 
the work and living environment in the Netherlands. They are therefore the 
most important agencies in the regulatory areas where corporate violence 
may occur. 

The agencies differ in structure and in the exact types of inspections and su-
pervision that are part of their tasks. The range of regulatory areas and legis-
lation they cover differs, as does the number and type of businesses that fall 
within these areas. Further, the agencies operate in varied regulatory settings, 
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partly second-tier supervision. In some areas, the national agencies work to-
gether with local and regional authorities, for example regional environmental 
protection agencies or municipalities with regards to major hazard control 
(Kluin, 2014). The boxes below provide further empirical detail on the Inspec-
torate SZW and the ILT.

Inspectorate SZW 
The Inspectorate SZW (Inspectie Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid, In-
spectie SZW) is part of the ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. It has 
existed in its current form since 2012, and it consists of the former Labor 
inspectorate (occupational health) and the Inspection for Work and Income, 
as well as the Social Intelligence and Criminal Investigation Service. Approx-
imately 1,250 employees work at the Inspectorate SZW. In the coming years, 
the agency will grow to around 1,600 employees (Inspectie SZW, 2019). The 
Inspectorate SZW supervises regulatory laws in the area of work and income. 
This includes a range of working conditions related to occupational safety 
and major hazard control, illegal employment, minimum wages, and work-
ing hours. Their supervision concerns around 370,000 businesses with over 6 
million employees (Inspectie SZW, 2015). Some examples of the laws that are 
supervised are the Foreign Nationals Employment Act (Wav), the Working 
Hours Act (Atw), and the Minimum Wage and Minimum Holiday Allowance 
Act (WML). With regards to major hazard control, the European Seveso II di-
rective is implemented in the Dutch Major Accidents Hazards Decree (Besluit 
Riscio Zware ongevallen, BRZO; Kluin, 2014:33).
The criminal investigations unit of the Inspectorate SZW is the largest of 
the three crime units with approximately 285 staff. This includes 80 staff fi-
nanced by the Ministry of Health to detect and investigate healthcare (ben-
efits) fraud (pers. comm. with respondent p5). The criminal investigations 
unit transfers around 45–60 criminal investigations each year to the Public 
Prosecution Service for prosecution (excluding approximately 15 healthcare 
cases) (Inspectie SZW, 2019). The kinds of crimes they may investigate relate 
to labor exploitation, human trafficking, organized illegal employment, and 
culpable negligence in occupational accidents (Inspectie SZW, 2017). 

Human Environment and Transport Inspectorate (ILT)
The Human Environment and Transport Inspectorate (Inspectie Leefomgev-
ing en Transport, ILT) is part of the ministry of Infrastructure and Water Man-
agement. It was formed in 2012 following a merger of the Inspectorate for 
Housing, Spatial Planning, and the Environment and the Transport and Pub-
lic Works Inspectorate. It has over 1,100 employees (ILT, n.d.-a). The agency’s 
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3.3.3 Analysis and respondent selection
The informants were selected along three dimensions. First, both managers 
and operational employees were interviewed, as I assumed the former could 
tell more about why choices were made, while the latter could provide more 
insight into the use of specific detection methods. Second, the respondents 
needed to be dispersed over the three agencies and the regulatory areas with-
in them. I found this important because of the different characteristics of dif-
ferent regulatory areas in terms of, for example, the degree of self-regulation, 
inspection frequencies, and the number of regulatees that I expected would 
be affected by detection practices. Third, detection work was expected to be 
divided over various specialists, in particular inspectors, criminal investigators, 
and analysts. Choosing a sample with such variety limits the risk of bias (see 
also Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007:28). The interviews were held between May 
2014 and February 2015.

tasks consist of issuing permits and certifications, as well as performing au-
dits, inspections, and criminal investigations. The ILT supervises both national 
and European legislation that aims to ensure a safe and healthy environment 
for people to live and work in and a safe and sustainable transport. For ex-
ample, the environmental departments of the inspectorate supervise drink-
ing water, the minimization of the risks of hazardous substances and indus-
tries, the responsible processing of waste, and the prevention and cleanup of 
contaminated soil and water. The transport departments of the inspectorate 
look after the safety of transport by road, on water, and by air by supervising 
the rail and aviation infrastructure and the compliance of businesses in these 
sectors with requirements with respect to rest and driving, sailing, and flying 
times; professional competence; loading; and maintenance. The ILT consists 
of the Housing Associations Authority (Aw), which monitors and protects the 
social resources of housing associations, as stipulated in the Housing Act, in 
the interest of public housing. This falls under the political responsibility of 
the Minister for Housing and Civil Service (ILT, n.d.-b). 
The criminal investigations unit of this agency is the smallest of the three, 
with around 70 employees (pers. comm. member management team ILT-
IOD). They conduct around 10 criminal investigations each year, for example 
into cross-border waste crime and soil pollution (Public Prosecution Ser-
vice, 2017: 12). Part of their executive capability is positioned at the National 
Police, which they provide with intelligence to start criminal investigations 
(respondent p15).
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The interviews were semi-structured around a topic list that concerned the 
detection strategy, detection methods, resources, priorities, difficulties or 
stimulants for detection, and the behavior of the criminals. This approach was 
chosen to allow the interviews to be explorative. The interviews were all tran-
scribed and analyzed through a process of open and then axial coding using 
Atlas.ti software. No coding scheme was used in order to prevent the domi-
nance of the researcher’s perceptions and biases as much as possible (Eisen-
hardt, 1989:536). Saturation was considered to have been reached when these 
perspectives did not lead to substantial new insights. This point was reached 
after 19 interviews with a total of 20 respondents. Additionally, a public prose-
cutor was interviewed to gain outside perspective and check previous results. 
The topic list and the respondent characteristics are listed in Table A1 in Ap-
pendix A. Each interview has a code ranging from p1 to p20; these are used 
throughout the study to refer to the respondents, with the “p” indicating an 
interview from the empirical study preceding the case studies.

3.3.4 Findings from interviews at three Dutch enforcement agencies
An important result of this partial study is that it enriched the conceptual 
model for this research. Whereas my emphasis at the start of this study was 
the ability of the enforcement agency to detect food criminals, the interviews 
pushed the essential role of decision-making to the fore. This finding resonat-
ed with the article by Etienne (2015) on bureaucratic reputation that appeared 
during this period, which resulted in including the agency’s willingness as an 
equally important aspect next to the its ability in the conceptual model. Sec-
ond, the findings from the interviews resulted in some additional observations 
that I then included in the data collection plan for the case studies, such as the 
role of coincidence and the importance of inter-agency cooperation. 

Third, the interviews showed that, at a more general level, the three agencies 
use similar detection methods and encounter similar issues in detection, even 
though the topics and organization of their regulatory areas were different. For 
example, they each struggle with the use of data and the resource constraints 
and aim for a proactive approach to detecting crimes. Finally, the interviews, 
as they were explorative in nature, did not allow a clear assessment of the 
relative importance of detection methods or of conditions such as inspector 
knowledge, nor the ability to connect these with different types of crime. This 
supported the need for direct empirical research into a specific crime area. 

Below, the key findings from the interviews that enrich, add, or refine those 
that I retrieved in the literature are summarized.

71

Setting the scene: detecting corporate crime in the Netherlands



Detection methods
One aim of this study was to determine whether the detection methods re-
trieved in the literature were actually in use by the agencies and whether ad-
ditional methods would emerge. The findings from the interviews partly con-
firmed what was distilled in the literature, as inspections and reports by third 
parties were described as two key methods. The cooperation and information 
exchange with a range of other (government) agencies has been addressed 
less in the literature with regards to detection. Respondents emphasized the 
importance of interagency cooperation in relation to various detection ac-
tivities, such as data analysis, joint inspections, and exchanging intelligence 
about businesses. Self-reports of businesses, though depicted in literature, 
were not mentioned as a method of identifying corporate crimes. Self-reports 
were generally seen as useful for data analysis for targeting inspections. Final-
ly, and unsurprisingly given the Dutch context in which these agencies all have 
a specialized investigation service in-house, respondents mentioned the use 
of policing methods such as maintaining contact with confidential informants 
and a range of covert, intrusive methods.

Targeting
The literature review highlighted several approaches that regulators adopt 
with respect to targeting businesses based on information analysis in order to 
find non-compliance. In accordance with the literature, each agency expressed 
increased attention to targeting by using data and information. Though the 
way they adopted it differed – centralized or decentralized, ad-hoc or struc-
tural, automated or manual, qualitative analysis or, sporadically, data mining 
techniques – many noticed this development. However, there was no agree-
ment regarding the merits of data analysis in terms of finding corporate crime. 
It was described as labor-intensive and impeded by privacy regulation, with 
limited results so far; some characterized it as “left-overs” (p16) and, “When it 
is finally there, the inspectors say: duh… These ones we know already” (p18). 
Some respondents doubted whether the “worst apples” could be found 
through targeting: “The big guys that intentionally commit fraud will make 
sure they don’t appear in systems, or appear correctly. Paper is patient; they 
will manage it on paper. You won’t find these by comparing data files” (p13). In 
sum, a judgment on this development remains unclear, which in fact matches 
expectations from the literature.

Strategy: reactive and proactive
The two types of strategies described in the literature are reactive or proactive, 
though little is known about the conditions that lead an agency to adopt one 
or the other. Reactive strategies, particularly responding to reports, seemed to 
be the default position. Managers saw reports as using many resources: “We 
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just have to respond to that” (p2). Inspectors showed a somewhat ambigu-
ous attitude towards reports. Some distrusted their reliability they came from 
a competitor, others when the source was anonymous (p10, p19). Analysts 
propagated more information-led approaches instead of following up on re-
ports, and they cited examples where data was available but not yet used: “So 
we have to deal with these reports, even though they might be less relevant 
than an analysis, that is basically what it boils down to” (P8). Respondents from 
the special investigation services typically mentioned proactive strategies, re-
ferring to actively seeking out and approaching informants and analyzing in-
formation about potential offenders and crimes. Though these respondents 
found proactivity important, it was difficult for them to express the merits of 
such strategies and their connection to different types of crime. 

Resources and decisions
With respect to decision-making, two findings from the interviews stand out. 
First, the main concern of respondents was the resource constraints, which 
interfered with many tasks. Managers emphasized the need for choices – “You 
can’t solve it all” (p1, p15) – and also their fear of the resources that increased 
detection would accompany: “I have to see what will happen. What are we 
going to do if we detect more? How can we follow that up?” (p3) and “I am 
convinced that if you do that [risk analysis] in a good way, you will get to the 
businesses that are really doing things wrong. But then you probably need to 
drastically decrease the number of inspections that you do”(p6). Inspectors 
expressed a range of concerns stemming from resource constraints. They ex-
perienced the resources constraints as a limitation to their discretion to ex-
amine something more deeply (p9, p10, p19), as a limitation on their time to 
engage in cooperation with other agencies in order to find new information 
(p13), and as a restriction on their time to measure the effects of newly devel-
oped targeting strategies in order to determine their merits (p5, p26). Second, 
some evidence was provided that public and political concerns impact deci-
sion-making related to detection. This resonated with findings on “the politics 
of detection” and bureaucratic reputation theory by Etienne (2015). Particular 
examples were provided in relation to (co)fermentation, care-related subsi-
dies, horsemeat fraud, and housing associations (p5, p4, p8, p19, p1, p14). For 
example, when it was found that an investigative journalist was working on an 
item, the topic received priority: “We have left it in the past years. (…) But the 
pressure is now so high that we think, well, if we get a discussion in Parliament 
and publicity and it comes out we didn’t do anything about it… That is very un-
comfortable” (p18). In sum, this supported the relevance of external influences 
and reputational concerns in resource decisions.
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Inspections: concealment and coincidence
The discussions with inspectors about how they approached detection during 
their business visits confirmed their heterogeneity, which has been noted pre-
viously (Macher et al., 2011). Some did not see it as their task to detect crimes. 
Food safety inspectors in particular do not routinely inspect trade documents, 
in- and outgoing goods, or business administration in order to seek indica-
tions of food fraud, especially not with low associated risks to food safety, such 
as too much water addition. Rather, their policy is to do this via a report-based 
approach (p7, p10, p12, p3). They noted the role of coincidence: “Our method 
of supervision, whether it is an inspection or an audit … it’s a coincidence if we 
would detect fraud” (food safety auditor, p10). Others mentioned preparation, 
knowledge of regulations, interrogating the business, and maintaining a good 
relationship in order to be able to discover more. Inspectors also mentioned 
how businesses try to influence their judgment in various ways, for example by 
distracting them or inventing excuses about why documentation is not avail-
able. These interviews enriched my understanding of the inspector’s position 
and the many regulatory settings within which they operate that impact their 
ability to detect. This justified the focus on a specific area in order to study 
detection in more depth. It also led me to include the role of coincidence in 
the topic list for collecting data on the food fraud cases (see also Chapter 4). 

3.3.5 Conclusion from empirical study at three Dutch enforcement agencies
In sum, discussing the topic of detection with a range of respondents from 
three different agencies that enforce social-economic regulations revealed 
a wide range of issues related to the subject that showed similar elements 
across all agencies. A dominant concern was the resource constraints; these 
impede many activities that could improve and inform detection decisions. In 
addition to the enforcement agency possessing the right skills and methods, 
it must be willing to dedicate resources to improving detection. This enriched 
the basic conceptual model distilled from the literature review by making 
agency willingness equally important to explain the detection of food fraud 
as a starting point. To research how this functioned in practice, and how the 
agency’s ability and willingness interact, it is best to focus on a specific crime 
area, as regulatory structures are diverse; this supported narrowing the focus 
of this study to food fraud. 

74

Chapter 3



3

3.4 Conclusion on the detection of corporate crime in the Netherlands
In the Netherlands, the NVWA is tasked with detecting food fraud. The regu-
latory setting in the Netherlands shows a large degree of centralization and 
specialization in comparison with other countries, and the NVWA is a national 
agency with a mandate across the supply chain. In particular, the NVWA has an 
in-house unit that conducts criminal investigations; this unit has a legal man-
date equal to that of the police organization and, under the authority of the 
Public Prosecution Service, is entitled to use intrusive powers to find the truth. 
Their legal mandate is established in special legislation in the Netherlands that 
created four such special investigative services next to the police.
 
The view on detection was broadened through an empirical study that includ-
ed two other national agencies in addition to the NVWA, each of which worked 
in areas of health and safety in the work and living environment where corpo-
rate violence may occur. In addition, each of these agencies has an in-house 
special investigation service. The results of this study show similar empirical 
findings across agencies. These findings partly confirmed those retrieved in 
literature, but they also resulted in some additional observations. These en-
riched the conceptual model derived from literature and were useful for mak-
ing informed methodological choices with respect to the case study research. 
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4 Research method
The two preceding chapters presented the results of both a theoretical and an 
empirical study that laid the foundation for the case study research. The re-
search choices of those studies have been detailed in their respective chapters. 
This chapter contains the justification for the methodological choices with re-
spect to the case study research. The case study research (n=61) produces the 
in-depth data that is necessary to answer the central research question and 
forms the main body of this dissertation. This chapter begins by justifying the 
basic research design choices (section 4.1) and moves on to the case selection 
criteria (section 4.2), data collection methods (section 4.3), and data analysis 
strategy (section 4.4). The chapter ends with a discussion of the validity of the 
research method (section 4.5).

4.1 Basic research design choices

To position this study, this section explains and justifies the scope and the 
research design choices. This includes the selection of the agency under study. 

4.1.1 Scope
This research takes places at the intersection of criminological literature and 
regulatory literature. Its focus is on a particular crime phenomenon, but with 
a main interest in the government response. The supervisor is a professor in 
law with expertise in criminology in general and corporate crime specifically. 
The dissertation is produced in close cooperation with a supervisor from the 
social sciences with expertise on public governance and trust in regulatory 
relationships. This research is therefore sociological in nature; it is not a legal 
dissertation. Detection is not defined in legal terms such as criminal suspicion; 
this is a formal approach that does not necessarily reflect the social processes 
that lead to it. In that respect, the dissertation can be interpreted as an empir-
ically informed inquiry into the role of the enforcement agency in the criminal 
justice process (Almond & Van Erp, 2018; Ashworth & Horder, 2013; see also 
Lipsky, 2010). This approach means that this study takes a middle position 
between critical and positivist criminology research: it both questions the en-
forcement practices and their underlying processes with respect to food fraud, 
and it also has a view towards improving detection processes. 
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4.1.2 Research design: comparative case study 
The basic research design is case study research including both within-case 
and between-case analysis in a comparative design. Case study research is 
the most appropriate design for this particular study because of the gaps in 
current literature both on food fraud and on the detection of corporate vio-
lence, as was discussed in the literature review. This prevents the choice of a 
cross-sectional or longitudinal design. In addition, the aim of the study is to 
understand and explain how the detection of food fraud happens. Case stud-
ies provide qualitative richness, which is most suitable for “how” and “why” 
questions by inductively seeking causal conditions (Yin, 2003). 

The case studies are based on data that is collected from criminal investigation 
files, other internal policy documents, and interviews at the NVWA,23 specifi-
cally its criminal investigations division (NVWA-IOD).24 Chapter 3, the first em-
pirical chapter, established this agency as the main government enforcement 
agency that is tasked with detecting food fraud. The case studies are aimed 
at reconstructing and explaining how the agency detected the food fraud by 
providing thick descriptions using a range of data collection methods. The 
comparative analysis is aimed at identifying patterns between the “agency 
ability,” the nature of the crime, and the “agency willingness” to detect in order 
to establish how these conditions interact. This explorative research design 
was chosen because it is best suited to further practical and theoretical under-
standings of the detection of food fraud by enforcement agencies in order to 
address the gaps on this topic in literature to date.

The case selection includes cases that vary on y, which consists of both food 
fraud for which evidence has been found during an investigation (i.e., de-
tected [n=33]), as well as alleged food fraud whose detection terminated at 
some point (i.e., terminated [n=28[). The reason for terminating the detection 
process could be related to the agency’s ability to detect (for example, the 
discovery was false and did not actually concern food fraud, or a case of food 
fraud was too difficult to successfully investigate), as well as to the agency’s 
willingness to continue to dedicate resources to the detection. Further detail 
on the selection criteria, their operationalization, and the outcome variables is 
provided in section 4.2.

23 In Dutch: Nederlandse Voedsel- en Waren Autoriteit (NVWA)
24 In Dutch: Nederlandse Voedsel- en Waren Autoriteit Inlichtingen- en Opsporingsdienst (NVWA-IOD)
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4.1.3 Selection of the agency of study
The focus of this study is the detection of food fraud. The agency under study 
is the NVWA, which is the central enforcement body in the Netherlands tasked 
with the detection of food fraud. The NVWA works nationally and covers the 
full food supply chain, supervising regulatory areas from farm to fork. This in-
cludes the primary production of animals and crops, feed producers, imports 
and exports, slaughterhouses and cutting plants, food producers, retail, and 
catering businesses. Finally, it has a division with police powers that is respon-
sible for criminal investigations on food fraud rather than the Dutch police 
force, which is not tasked with investigating food fraud. In other words, this 
agency allows the study of criminal investigations into a range of food frauds 
and has a national reach. The NVWA is therefore the appropriate agency to 
study in order to answer the research question. 

4.2 Case selection criteria
This section discusses the criteria for including food fraud in this study. The 
literature review (Chapter 2) guides these choices. To reiterate, food fraud is as 
a starting point understood as concerning illegal acts that are deliberate and 
deceitful in nature that are committed by business or other actors throughout 
the full food supply chain for economic advantage (rather than to do harm). 
Three important case selection criteria derived from the literature study in-
volve 1) criminal investigations, 2) the inclusion of both detected cases and 
cases where detection was terminated during the process, and 3) the full food 
supply chain. These choices are discussed and operationalized below. 

4.2.1 Criminal investigations
The first criterion for inclusion is to only study cases of food fraud that have 
been considered for criminal investigation. This decreases ambiguity regard-
ing whether they concern serious, “real” food fraud. Though taking into ac-
count all illegalities businesses commit that the enforcement agencies record 
would result in a much larger dataset, it would also be highly varied in terms 
of the seriousness of the offenses (Benson et al. 2016:102-105), potentially 
threatening the validity of the study. Further, the selection includes both food 
fraud for which evidence has been found during the investigation and alleged 
food fraud for which evidence was not found during the investigation. This 
increases internal validity because it enables comparative analyses using vari-
ations on both x and y.
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Operationalization: “Detected” cases
A “detected” food fraud case in this study is defined as a completed criminal 
investigation in which evidence has been found that food fraud was com-
mitted. This definition also means that food fraud for which no evidence was 
found is considered not detected. This may seem somewhat odd, as all of the 
food fraud discussed in this study came to the attention of the enforcement 
agency, and some authors equate detection with information gathering. How-
ever, such approaches leave out the essential element of judging the informa-
tion (see also the literature chapter, section 2.6.1). As the empirical material 
shows, not all alleged food fraud about which the agency has gathered infor-
mation is actually food fraud; some cases are in reality compliant. Thus, to say 
this is a detected case of food fraud would be incorrect. Instead, this study 
distinguishes between a discovery and an evidence phase within the detection 
process in which the agency still gathers and judges information to determine 
whether food fraud has been committed. This breakdown allows research on 
whether the initial discoveries were true or false, which is of particular interest 
for this study on detection. In Chapter 6, these phases of the detection process 
are discussed in more depth. To reiterate, detection is only completed when an 
intervention can be developed. If the intervention is criminal prosecution, this 
requires the completion of the investigation before prosecution can begin. 

Following the above, a detected food fraud case is operationalized by the 
enforcement agency’s submission of the criminal report to the Public Prosecu-
tion Service. This marks the closure of the investigation stage and is followed 
by the prosecution stage. Technically, the courts eventually decide whether 
the case actually concerned food fraud. As these can be very lengthy proce-
dures that pass through various stages of appeal, selecting the cases based on 
their finalized court procedures would have a negative effect on the topicality 
of the findings about detection. In addition, to study detection, investigation is 
more relevant than prosecution, as it still entails gathering and judging infor-
mation focused on finding the truth. The year of submission was used to select 
the cases during an eight-year period from 2010 to 2017. This time period is 
double that of the time period for the cases where detection was terminated 
at some point (2014-2017) in order to reach as many cases as is practically 
feasible to study. This should ensure a maximum variety in how the agency 
detected these instances of food fraud. In addition, I aimed to obtain a similar 
number of detected and terminated cases in order to prevent the dominance 
of one viewpoint.

Most of the detected cases of food fraud were retrieved at the NVWA-IOD 
(n=31). These concerned both larger investigations in which intrusive pow-
ers were used under the authority of a public prosecutor as well as shorter 
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criminal investigations that used less intrusive powers. In addition, some food 
fraud was investigated within a cooperation between the NVWA-IOD and the 
inspectorate. These were included in the selection (n=2), leading to a total of 
33 cases. 

Operationalization: “Terminated” cases
Following the previous section, a “terminated” case is an alleged case of food 
fraud that has been discovered and considered for criminal investigation at 
the NVWA-IOD but was disregarded at any point during this process and 
therefore did not result in a criminal report to be used for prosecution. 
There are three potential reasons for the termination of the detection process, 
which creates three more outcome variables. First, if the EA was unable to find 
evidence of the food fraud, this could be due to two reasons: either the case 
was compliant or it was not. If the case turns out to be compliant, the discov-
ery was false: it did not concern an actual case of food fraud. Even though 
the detection process eventually produced an accurate result, as the agency 
recognized before the prosecution phase that it was compliant, there were 
issues with the agency’s ability to judge the initial information. Another option 
is that the EA believes there actually was a case of food fraud, but it was una-
ble to find evidence. This is also related to the agency’s ability to detect. Third, 
the reason could be related to the agency’s willingness to dedicate further 
resources to the investigation. In these cases, the EA thus does believe that 
food fraud occurred but did not assign resources for a criminal investigation.

To classify the cases to the appropriate outcome, it was important to judge 
the reason for termination. Interviews with relevant criminal investigators and 
internal documents about the alleged case of food fraud were the main source 
for this judgment. Many investigations, particularly those already in the evi-
dence phase, contain well-documented narratives about what was done to 
find evidence and why the investigation was closed. When in doubt, the crim-
inal investigator was approached for his or her perspective. As there are more 
terminated cases than detected cases, it was not feasible to include all of the 
terminated cases using the same time period as the detected cases. Therefore, 
this selection is limited to all terminated cases between 2014-2017; this led to 
a total of 28 cases.

Future detection
The empirical research into the detected cases revealed that several of the de-
tected food fraud cases were considered for investigation in earlier years, too, 
but did not lead to an investigation at that time. It is thus possible that some 
of the food fraud cases that are now considered “terminated” will be reconsid-
ered for a criminal investigation in coming years and will then be successfully 
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detected after all. This should generally only concern those where the EA was 
not able to find evidence or was not willing to conduct a further investigation. 
Another possibility is that a case that is not accepted for criminal investigation 
is still detected, but by a method other than a criminal investigation. I have 
considered all terminated cases of the kind “no evidence” and “not willing” 
in the dataset to determine whether there was a significant follow-up to ad-
dress the food fraud. This resulted in re-defining one terminated case into 
a detected case (already reflected in the case numbers above). This exercise 
further showed that the agency made an ongoing detection effort in some 
of these cases, making detection in the future a realistic scenario. Further, by 
questioning the follow-up, I triggered some of this effort and thus might have 
impacted the detection of food fraud. However, this did not impact the mate-
rial I had already collected. 

Early stage information excluded
Information about possible food fraud that was disregarded early in the pro-
cess and therefore did not lead to a formal consideration of an alleged food 
fraud for criminal investigation was not individually analyzed, as there was 
little reliable information about this information and the alleged food fraud 
available. 

Protocol for clustering (alleged) food fraud into a case
A number of food frauds have some history at the EA; the agency had previ-
ously worked on some alleged cases of food fraud. To prevent counting the 
same case twice or more, such “predecessors” are clustered into one case. I 
also clustered some criminal investigations that were split into two or three 
sub-files at the agency but in fact concerned the same case of food fraud. A 
possible reason for such a division (either by the agency or instigated by the 
public prosecutor) is because of a large number of suspects or to administra-
tively separate legal aid requests. 

4.2.2 Food fraud throughout the supply chain
The second selection criterion was that the alleged food fraud cases needed 
to concern food. The NVWA-IOD, which is the main source for the data collec-
tion, conducts criminal investigations in other areas, as well, for example those 
concerning product safety, manure, animal welfare, and wildlife.

Following my understanding of food fraud based on the literature review, 
food fraud can occur throughout the food supply chain. Therefore, all crim-
inal investigations that were successfully completed in 2010 or after by the 
NVWA-IOD that had a relation to food or food ingredients in any way were 
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included in the selection. Fraud cases concerning pesticides were only includ-
ed if they were used on food or impacted food; crimes concerning the use of 
illegal pesticides in ornamental horticulture were thus excluded. The reason to 
use this broad selection criterion is the ongoing debate in literature and soci-
ety [see Chapter 2] about the nature and definition of food fraud. It therefore 
seems most valuable to use as large an empirical base as possible to arrive at 
a categorization and definition. 

Selecting criminal investigations with a relation to food or food ingredients 
means, for example, that cases were included that concerned:

 y Animal veterinary medicine: if the medicines are sold to businesses that 
breed fish or cattle intended for human consumption;

 y Animal feed, including raw materials: if sold to businesses that use it in 
animal feed that is foddered to fish or cattle intended for human consump-
tion;

 y Pesticides: if these would be used on crops intended for human consump-
tion;

 y Animal welfare: insofar as it has consequences for statements about food 
production (e.g., housing of laying hens)

 y Food supplements

Criminal investigations concerning the following were excluded from the se-
lection:

 y Anabolic steroids (overlap with human medicines)
 y Animal disease (primarily impacting animal health or public health, but not 

through food)

4.2.3 Results case selection: n=61 and four outcome variables
The initial result of the case selection was a list of 66 alleged cases of food 
fraud. After scrutinizing and studying these in more depth, five cases were 
excluded, for example because they turned out to be ongoing (or at least 
not yet formally closed yet), they did not concern the selected time period 
(a seemingly detected case turned out not to be, but this was outside of the 
time period) or did not concern food-producing animals despite what the 
summarizing administrative information indicated. The total number of cases 
is therefore n=61.

By using this selection strategy, I am fairly confident that I successfully iden-
tified all cases of food fraud, both investigated and alleged, of some signif-
icance to this research that the agency addressed between 2010-2017, and 
2014-2017 respectively. 

84

Chapter 4



4

As was introduced above, four outcomes are created by taking into account 
the reasons for terminating the detection process. First, cases are detected or 
not (y1) depending on whether evidence of the discovery is found. The data-
set contains 33 cases that were detected and 28 cases that were terminated 
and thus were not detected. Second, the 28 cases where the detection was 
terminated were classified into three outcome variables. Outcome (y2) indi-
cates whether it concerned an actual food fraud: eight cases turned out to be 
compliant. These eight are also referred to as false discoveries. Outcome (y3) 
refers to the agency’s ability to find evidence of actual food fraud. In addition 
to the false discoveries, in another eight cases, the agency did not succeed in 
finding evidence and thus was not able to complete the detection to the point 
of intervention. Outcome (y4) is the agency’s willingness to dedicate resources 
to further investigation. In 12 cases, this willingness was not present.  

This results in the following dataset show the spread of cases over the years 
and the divide of cases over the four outcome variables. For the years 2014–
2017, all detected and terminated cases have been included, and this dataset 
is n=49. Table 3 lists the full dataset, which totals n=61. 

Table 3 Dataset 2010-2017, n=61, outcomes y1 to y4

Outcome variable 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 Sub-
totals

Total

y1 Outcome 
detection

Detected 2 3 6 1 5 5 6 5 33
61

Terminated 6 5 6 11 28
y2 Outcome 

crime
Food fraud 2 3 6 1 8 7 11 15 53

61
Not food fraud 3 3 1 1 8

y3
Outcome 
ability

Able 2 3 6 1 5 5 6 5 33

61
No evidence 3 2 3 8
False discoveries* 3 3 1 1 8
Unknown** 2 3 7 12

y4 Outcome 
willingness

Willing 2 3 6 1 11 8 9 9 49
61

Not willing 2 3 7 12

Note. *These are the same eight cases as those that are “not food fraud” (outcome y2)
** These are cases where the agency was not willing to dedicate resources to further investigation. It 
is therefore unknown whether the agency would have been able to gather evidence and complete 
the detection. 

The time period and outcome that are appropriate to use depend on the topic 
of the analysis. Within the latter time period, it is possible to draw some sta-
tistical conclusions, though this needs to be done with care. For qualitative 
questions, it is often more relevant to use the dataset from 2010-2017. For ex-
ample, when analyzing how the discovery during an inspection happened, this 
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is best based on as many cases as possible. Similarly, 53 cases are marked as 
actual food fraud (outcome crime y2 = food fraud); the dataset contains eight 
false discoveries. Even though not all of these 53 cases of food fraud were 
detected, their characteristics are useful when describing the nature of food 
fraud in Chapter 5 to deepen the understanding of the phenomenon. Section 
4.4 further details the analyses. A list of all cases and their scores on the four 
outcomes is included in Appendix B.

4.2.4 Privacy protection and confidentiality of data
The use of criminal investigation files for academic research is subject to strict 
privacy laws. In order to use these, permission of the prosecutor-general is 
required. Therefore, a research proposal was submitted in 2015 to the Minis-
ter of Justice and Safety25 to seek permission. The proposal was also verbally 
discussed with the Public Prosecution Service to clarify the approach to data 
collection. A special feature of this permission is that access was granted to 
criminal investigation records until 2017, despite the fact that the prosecution 
stage is not yet finished in all these cases of food fraud, in order to support 
the timeliness of this research. As prosecution and court procedures can last 
a long time, the detection occurred a long time ago, disabling accurate re-
constructions of how the discovery happened. Permission was requested in 
August 2015 and granted on July 25, 2016 on the condition that the privacy of 
the suspects would not be damaged and that the Public Prosecution Service 
would be able to check whether this was sufficiently done before publication 
of the dissertation.

Both these conditions were met. To protect the privacy of the suspects in the 
food fraud cases, the empirical material has been described in a general and 
abstract manner to prevent that the descriptions from being reducible to spe-
cific persons or businesses. The cases are described by a code name that cap-
tures the food product category. The transpose table connecting the research 
code names with the actual code names is only available and known to the 
researcher. The Public Prosecution Service has scrutinized the study before it 
was sent to the dissertation committee. 

25 At that time, this was the Minister of Safety and Justice
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4.3 The development of the data collection plan
A data collection plan was developed to study the same elements for each 
case. This document format was loosely compiled based on the literature re-
view and completed after conducting the broader empirical study. It has also 
been somewhat revised and clarified after a pilot set of five cases, whose re-
sults were discussed first with the supervisors. 

Based on the results of the interviews from the first empirical study, a number 
of items were included in the data collection plan. First, it resulted in a list 
of potential detection methods. In addition to what the literature mentions, 
respondents noted cooperation with other government agencies. In addition, 
“policing” methods, such as the use of confidential informants and investi-
gatory powers, were added. Respondents had high expectations of targeting 
and proactive strategies but also thought they provided negative results. This 
item was therefore addressed separately to collect empirical evidence. The 
respondents provided several barriers and difficulties to detection that were 
helpful in devising questions in the data collection, for example, around co-
incidence and concealment, resources, knowledge, and focus. Though classic 
scholarship describes coincidence in detection as “luck and guesswork” (Fos-
dick, 1915), I use the term “serendipity” for this. Serendipity consists of an 
accidental event (chance) and the sagacity (wisdom) of a person to interpret 
and judge this event as meaningful (Merton & Barber, 2004).

The topic list for data collection is in Appendix C and consists of three parts. 
The first concerns the agency’s ability to detect, which consists of both the 
detection process and the nature of the crime. The second part concerns 
the agency’s willingness, that is, collecting empirical evidence on the deci-
sion-making around the alleged food fraud with the agency, including in-
tra-agency matters and relevant external conditions. The third part is the with-
in-case analysis, which arrives at an explanatory conclusion why this case has 
been investigated.

The data collection plan for terminated cases is similar, but there is less infor-
mation available about these cases, as they were not fully investigated. The 
elements of the nature of the crime and detection process are completed as 
much as possible, bearing in mind what the agency then believed the food 
fraud entailed. Some cases later turned out to be a false discovery, while oth-
ers were never fully investigated. Additional questions are posed regarding 
why the detection of this case was terminated. 
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4.3.1 Data collection strategy
The data about the cases was collected using a range of data sources, includ-
ing various reports on the criminal investigation both at the start and the end 
of the investigation. To gain a general idea of the case, typically, the policy 
report (if available) or the end-report was studied; these documents provided 
an overview of the case and its findings. Depending on the aspect of the data 
collection, a range of additional documents was necessary. To reconstruct the 
information gathering, journal notes and the decision document were impor-
tant; to understand the modi operandi, various criminal reports were useful, 
as were the criminal proceedings report to learn what the financial gain was. 
This was also a useful source to identify how long the food fraud had been 
taking place. 

After a document study to become familiar with the case, respondents were 
specifically asked (in person or by phone) about an aspect of the case that 
was not yet clear or not detailed enough. Multiple sessions were held with 
a criminal investigator who works on preparing criminal investigations. He 
has in-depth knowledge of a large part of the cases, in particular about how 
they were discovered, why they were not detected, and the decision-making 
around the cases. During these sessions, typically, five to seven cases were dis-
cussed. For some cases, one interview was enough; most often, two or three 
respondents were questioned, and this sometimes required approaching up 
to seven respondents for a single case. 

To reconstruct the decision-making, minutes of the Selection Meeting were 
studied in relation to a specific case, as was a text analysis of the discourse 
around resources and additional internal memos on this topic. Journal re-
cords of information gathering also contained information about the priority 
decisions. The decision-makers of the NVWA were consulted several times 
about their memory of the background on a decision in a specific case. The 
interviews were also used to further clarify formal policies and procedures. 
Research notes, for example from interviews, and some metadata, such as the 
respondent names and particular sources used, were recorded in a separate 
file about the case. 

In sum, much triangulation was applied in order to collect and understand 
the cases. Both decision-makers and inspectors and investigators have been 
interviewed, and documents from different perspectives (from very factual to 
interpretative) were analyzed. 
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4.4 Data analysis method
The aim of the individual case studies was to arrive at thick descriptions and 
an ideographic explanation for each case. However, the case studies also con-
tained some descriptive elements, such as the timeline and elements in the 
nature of the crime. For the comparative analysis, the first step was to further 
define some key concepts for each case in order to allow comparison. This sec-
tion briefly introduces the data analysis method for the core elements of this 
research. Further details on the approach are given in the respective chapters.

4.4.1 Analysis on agency ability
In order to arrive at an answer to the first sub question, What explains the abil-
ity of the EA to detect food fraud?, Chapters 5 and 6 function as building blocks. 
These chapters define and structure the data into some key concepts that are 
used for the comparative analysis.

Chapter 5 contains the results on the nature of the crime. The dataset from 
2010–2017 is used for this analysis, excluding the false discoveries. It thus 
involves only the 53 cases that concern actual food fraud (outcome on y2 = 
“food fraud”). This chapter serves two purposes. First, it qualitatively describes 
and quantitatively aggregates the findings about the food fraud: the types of 
food fraud, the gain, the harm, the offenders, the observability, and the meth-
ods of concealment. This descriptive analysis is used to further define and 
categorize the food fraud and the elements that are relevant for detection. 
Second, in order to enable comparative analysis, I then develop a method to 
measure the noticeability of food fraud, taking into account the observability 
of the offender, the observability of the crime, and the level of concealment. 
This approach is carefully documented and, when necessary, further explained 
in the appendix.

Chapter 6 discusses the detection process and methods that the agency has 
used for the discovery of the crime. The aim of this chapter is to develop an un-
derstanding of how the detection process functions in practice, and secondly, 
of the accuracy of the information of the various methods. In particular, it aims 
to explain the conditions under which detection methods produce accurate 
information. The chapter divides the detection phase into three parts: the ig-
norance phase, the discovery phase, and the evidence phase. The central focus 
of this chapter is the discovery phase. Because this chapter is predominantly 
concerned with investigating the circumstances in which a detection method 
accurately discovers food fraud, for this analysis, the outcome on food fraud 
(y2) is used. This allows a distinction between accurate and inaccurate results. 
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The analytical strategy is to compare cases that vary both on y (food fraud 
and not food fraud) and on x (type of detection method). Diversity in case 
selection is useful for identifying causal paths (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). To 
this end, two types of situations are considered: a detection method can find 
food fraud that in reality is not (false discovery), or it does not identify food 
fraud when in reality it existed (false non-discovery; Powers, 2011). These two 
types of “errors” (red) are often visualized in a contingency table, as in Table 4. 

Table 4 Two types of discovery errors by detection methods

Real food fraud
(y2 = food fraud)

Not real food fraud
(y2= not food fraud)

Detection method identified it True discovery
(TD)

False discovery
(FD)

Detection method did not identify it False non-discovery
(FN)

True non-discovery
(TN)

Though the total occurrence of food fraud is by definition unknown, within 
this dataset it is possible to identify what they retrieved, what was not re-
trieved, or what was incorrectly retrieved for each category of detection meth-
ods: regulatory, third-party reports, and government reports.

The results of this chapter both describe the characteristics of detection meth-
ods that are associated with correct discoveries and identify the explanatory 
conditions under which a detection method correctly discovers food fraud. 
For example, food fraud that was discovered based on a report from a private 
third party may be committed by a regular business that received routine in-
spections. From the perspective of inspections, as a detection method, this is a 
false non-discovery: the inspection did not identify it. Similarly, cases that were 
not reported but were discovered through an inspection are false non-discov-
eries from the perspective of reporting. 

Chapter 7 integrates the findings from chapters 5 and 6 and is aimed at identi-
fying connections between the nature of the crime and the agency’s detection 
methods. First, this chapter builds on the results of Chapter 6 and identifies 
four different pathways to how the enforcement agency discovers food fraud, 
depending on the extent to which the agency makes an effort to do so. Pat-
terns are then systematically sought from three main perspectives: elements in 
the nature of the crime, serendipity, and the (in)ability to find evidence. The re-
sults of this chapter show distinct patterns among each of these perspectives. 
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4.4.2 Analysis on agency willingness
The central question of Chapter 8 is, What explains the willingness of the EA to 
detect food fraud? The data that forms the basis to answering this question is 
collected in Part II of each case study. This section included gathering infor-
mation about the agency’s willingness to investigate alleged food fraud cases 
and examining intra-agency motivations as well as external stimuli. Part III of 
the data collection sheet is the explanatory within-case analysis, which draws 
conclusions about the motivations that actually explain agency willingness for 
investigation of that specific case by highlighting the decisive variables. Part III 
is based on Part II of the data collection sheet (see appendix C).

The analysis followed a three-step strategy. First, I derived four main condi-
tions that were either present or absent in the agency motivation to detect 
through a thorough study of all within-case explanatory analyses. Second, I 
further specified the outcome on “agency willingness” (y4). This outcome is 
separate from the outcome on “detection”: even if the agency is willing to 
detect, it still may be unable to do so; the (alleged) food fraud could be a 
false discovery or it could be difficult to find related evidence. I distinguished 
three possible outcomes on “agency willingness”: willing, reluctant, and not 
willing, which are explained further in Chapter 8. This allows the comparison 
of cases with various priorities. Third, I conducted a cross-case analysis using 
pattern-matching techniques by comparing configurations of the four main 
conditions (variation on x) and the three possible outcomes on “agency will-
ingness” (variation on y). This analytical strategy allowed the comparison of 
different configurations of conditions and outcomes and the identification of 
deviant cases. The analysis resulted in an increased theoretical understanding 
of necessary and sufficient conditions using empirical evidence from the cases 
to analyze and interpret the findings. 

4.4.3 Integrated analysis
Chapter 9 integrates the analysis on agency ability and agency willingness 
to detect food fraud by combining the pathways to discovery with the out-
comes on ability, willingness, and detection. It aims to answer sub-ques-
tion 3: How do agency ability and agency willingness interact? This analysis 
provides the groundwork for formulating an answer to the central research 
question in the concluding chapter. It is partly based on qualitative insights 
and partly based on a search for patterns by combining the outcomes on 
ability (y3) and willingness (y4) with the outcome on detection (y1). This 
shows the discrepancy between what is discovered and what is eventually 
successfully detected to the point of intervention, which are impacted by 
ability and willingness. The result of this analysis is captured by pathways 
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to detection, which are an elaboration of the pathways to discovery. Table 5 
summarizes how the outcome variables are used in the analytical strategy 
for each chapter.

Table 5 Analytical strategy per chapter

Outcome variable Chapter Values n Summary of analysis
Detection (y1) Chapter 9 detected

terminated
n=33
n=28

Outcome detection is combined with path-
ways to discovery to arrive at pathways to 
detection

Crime (y2) Chapter 5 food fraud
not food fraud

n=53
n=8

Outcome crime = “food fraud” is used to 
describe and define elements of food fraud

Chapter 6 Outcome crime is combined with variations 
in detection methods to research false 
discoveries and false non-discoveries

Ability (y3)
Crime (y2)

Chapter 7
Chapter 9

able
no evidence
false discoveries
unknown

n=33
n=8
n=8
n=12

Outcome ability is combined with pathways 
to discovery, including nature of crime and 
serendipity

Willingness (y4) Chapter 8
Chapter 9

willing
not willing
reluctant

n=35
n=12
n=14

Outcome willingness is combined with var-
iations in motivations to identify interaction 
of motivation conditions

4.5 Validity and reliability
Three issues with regards to the validity and reliability of this study are dis-
cussed here: the weaknesses of case study research, the retrospective data 
collection, and the embedded position of the researcher as an employee of 
the NVWA. 

The reverse side of case study research is that it is generally limited to a small 
number of n. As the aim is to develop general propositions based on specific 
cases, this can be a hurdle, and several authors have debated how this is done 
best (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003; George & Bennet, 2005). I address this weak-
ness in three ways. 

First, the case selection strategy is important to ensure representative cases. 
One strength of this study is that it includes all detected cases of food fraud in 
the Netherlands over an eight-year period (2010 –2017; n=33). The cases are 
thus not a sample but cover all food fraud the agency detected. However, as 
was highlighted in the literature review, detected crimes only represent the 
food fraud that has become known to the Dutch enforcement agency, which 
may hold a bias compared to food fraud about which the agency received 
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no information, for example according to reporting preferences or because 
they are more difficult to notice. In addition, several authors have commented 
that a structural bias exists within regulatory enforcement agencies that favors 
large and relatively powerful corporations, as these have more technical and 
legal resources to challenge the agency, which tends to see them as more 
responsible. Moreover, investigating large corporations is more complex and 
time-consuming (Friedrichs, 2010:290). This potential bias is important to bear 
in mind. However, this selection strategy does offer a complete picture of the 
food fraud that the current detection methods highlight. Studying the charac-
teristics of these methods and the crimes could allow inferences to be made 
about the crimes that do not surface. Another strength is that, in addition to 
successfully detected cases where the agency was both able and willing to 
detect, a selection is made of cases where the detection (including investiga-
tion) process was terminated and thus did not lead to an intervention. In other 
words, I not only research cases that are similar on y, but deliberately include 
cases that vary on y in order to prevent bias (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). As 
there are more terminated cases than detected cases, the time period is lim-
ited for terminated cases for pragmatic reasons to a four-year period (2014 
–2017; n=28).

Second, in addition to within-case analyses of why food fraud was or was not 
successfully detected, I conducted a cross-case analysis. The total number of 
cases is mid-range (n=61), which is ideal for combining quantitative and qual-
itative analysis; it provides a sufficient number of cases to compare without 
losing context information. 

Finally, by including both detected and terminated cases of different natures, 
I was able to conduct comparative case analyses using four different outcome 
variables. This allows solid comparisons to verify and contrast different find-
ings using varieties on x as well as on y. 

In terms of the reliability of the data, a first measure was to ensure sufficient 
triangulation. Section 4.3.1 explained the data collection strategy in detail; it 
incorporates a variety of sources and methods to collect data and verify its 
reliability. Measures to increase reliability were particularly important, as some 
food frauds were detected many years before, and the memory of respond-
ents might no longer be accurate, or key respondents might no longer work 
at the agency. 

Finally, a noteworthy aspect of this study is that the researcher is employed by 
the NVWA and has conducted this research part-time next to her regular work 
as a coordinating inspector on food fraud. Though such an embedded posi-
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tion is useful in gaining access to respondents as well as in achieving “rapport” 
with them, the potential downside is that the researcher’s observatory power 
is corroded because he is part of the setting under observation; this is referred 
to as the “going native” effect. In addition, the researcher may censor results 
because of his high involvement, for example by presenting facts more posi-
tively than justified (Decorte & Zaitch, 2010: 300). These risks have been recog-
nized from the start and closely monitored throughout the research process. 
Measures to mitigate the risk were, first, a constant awareness and self-reflec-
tion and second, the process of supervision by two full-time academics with 
different fields of expertise. The supervision included regular meetings during 
which explicit reflections on the risk of bias were made. Finally, this was an 
additional reason to start this research with a broader empirical study at agen-
cies other than the researchers’ employer and to interview respondents with 
different perspectives on detection (see also Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007:28). 
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The nature of food fraud



5 The nature of food fraud
This chapter concentrates on the first sub-question: What elements of the na-
ture of food fraud explain the ability of the enforcement agency (EA) to detect? 
The chapter serves to further define and understand the phenomenon of food 
fraud and to lay the foundation for the concepts used in the comparative 
analyses. It is structured as follows. First, it qualitatively describes and quan-
titatively aggregates the findings about food fraud: the types of food fraud, 
the gain, and the harm. This descriptive analysis (sections 5.1 and 5.2) is used 
to further define and understand food fraud. I then define some key elements 
that are relevant for detection. I start by introducing an offender typology in 
section 5.3 based on the extent to which the offenders use a façade of legiti-
macy and on their level of opportunistic behavior. This allows an understand-
ing of the ways offenders manifest themselves to the outside world and to the 
enforcement agency. I then describe and define the noticeability of food fraud 
in section 5.4. I analytically separate the noticeability into observability and 
concealment. Second, in order to enable comparative analysis, I then develop 
a method to measure the overall noticeability of an instance of food fraud that 
considers the noticeability of the offender, the observability of the crime, and 
the level of concealment of the food fraud in section 5.6. 

Because this chapter contains the results on the nature of the crime, only the 
outcome “food fraud” (y2 = food fraud) is used in the dataset from 2010–2017 
for this analysis. In other words, false discoveries (n=8) are excluded in order 
to only use cases that concerned real, albeit partly alleged, food fraud (n=53).

5.1 The food fraud cases: an introduction
First, to give some insight into the types of food fraud, I provide an overview of 
the cases in terms of the range of topics, food products, types of businesses, 
and their position in the supply chain. 

5.1.1 Food fraud in the supply chain
The 53 food fraud cases cover the full food supply chain, from the primary 
production phase to retail, including import and export. Figure 3 shows a sim-
plified version of the supply chain, including the division of the cases over it. 
However, many businesses are active in more than one type of supply chain 
activity: wholesale and retail; processing in combination with import, export, 
and transport; slaughtering and cutting; or even live animal trade. Some food 
businesses only focus on raw materials and semi-finished products. The cases 
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Production inputs
(n=9)

Primary
production

(n=2)

Processing 
(n=21)

Servicing, transport, logistics
(n=4)

Trade 
(n=8)

Wholesale & retail
(n=7)

Import 
(n=1)

Export 
(n=1)

of food fraud are allocated to one part of the supply chain based on the most 
relevant supply chain activity in relation to the fraud by examining the activi-
ties of the prime suspect. The cases involve businesses of various sizes, though 
mostly it concerns small and medium-sized businesses. A few businesses had 
multi-million euro yearly revenues, quite a few had multiple legal persons and 
international trade structures.

To interpret this figure and the 53 cases, it is important to realize that these 
represent a broader spectrum of suspects, other involved or affected busi-
nesses, and follow-up actions. First, the figure is based only on the fraudulent 
activities of the prime suspect(s) of the criminal investigation. However, the 
criminal investigation usually focuses on a number of central offenders, gen-
erally between one and 10 suspects in the empirical cases, who may have dif-
ferent roles in the supply chain, such as a retail client buying illegally slaugh-
tered meat. As a consequence, many businesses whose exact role is not always 
investigated are potentially involved. For example, what share of all buyers in 
the horsemeat affair was aware they were buying a mix of species? Did some 
suspect, perhaps because of a cheaper price, that there might be something 
wrong with the meat? This is unclear, as it has not been investigated. Final-
ly, the criminal investigations do not cover the food safety measures, such 
as recalls of food products, that food businesses may need to execute as a 
consequence of the investigation; these are instigated and supervised by the 
inspectorate based on the information from the criminal investigation. Inspec-
tors might also engage in following up on information that is not investigated. 

The figure demonstrates that the primary emphasis of the cases is on the pro-
cessing, trade, wholesale, and retail parts of the food chain. Two interesting 

Figure 3 Spread of cases throughout the food supply chain (2010-2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = 
“food fraud”).

99

The nature of food fraud



observations are, first, that the food fraud offenders include businesses that 
are sub-suppliers to the food industry of food production inputs (n=9). For 
example, these supply illegal animal feed, veterinary medicines, or pesticides. 
Second, the offenders include servicing companies (n=4): a laboratory and 
also logistics businesses. Cold stores and warehouses are another example of 
servicing businesses that the public prosecutor sometimes sees as secondary 
suspects. 

5.1.2 Food products and sales channels
There is a large dominance of meat and meat products in the criminal records 
(over 60%). The cases primarily include beef, as well as veal, chicken, sheep, 
lamb, and pork. Sometimes, the type of meat concerned is not specified, other 
times, it concerns various species. Recurring products are hamburgers and 
minced meat; other products are breaded fish fillets and mussels in a sauce. 
Food products, including meat and fish consignments, are often deep-frozen. 
Table 6 lists the food products involved in the crimes. In one feed case, it was 
difficult to specify which food product would be affected by the crime, so it 
was excluded from the table. 

Table 6 Food products involved in the cases (2010–2017, n=52, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”)

Type of food No. of cases
Meat & meat products 33

Fish & fish products 4
Eggs 3

Oils & fats 2
Nuts & seeds 2

Fruit & vegetables 2
Food supplements 2

Cereal & grain 1
Alcoholic beverages 1

Dairy 1
Baby nutrition 1

Total 52

Note. Excluding one feed case.

The sales channels were not always clear in the criminal investigation, usually 
because the prime suspect was a business higher up in the supply chain. In 
addition, in the vast majority of cases, the trade (buying and/or selling) was 
cross-border. The sales channel is recorded in 17 cases, including ethnic res-
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taurants, all-you can eat restaurants, ethnic shops and supermarkets [Meat12, 
Meat21, Fish4, Meat8, Meat22, Meat15], food markets/bazaars, shipping 
supplies and online channels including social media [Dairy1, Meat8, Meat33, 
Supplement3, Meat32], and also regular business-to-business trade and re-
tail channels, encompassing both regular and high-end supermarkets [Fish2, 
Meat7, Meat11, Nuts1, Meat14, Meat19]. 

5.2 What is food fraud? A new definition
The next question is what type of food fraud is applicable in the cases. My 
analysis and observation of the nature of the crime have resulted in a new 
definition of food fraud in comparison to definitions to date. First, I identify 
three types of food fraud. Then, I introduce “food-adjacent crimes” that, fol-
lowing my definition, are not core food fraud. I further discuss the relationship 
between food fraud and food safety, as well as two key concepts commonly 
used in food fraud or crime definitions: intent and economic advantage. These 
sections are the building blocks for the closing section that summarizes the 
findings into a new food fraud definition.

5.2.1 Three types of food fraud
I have assigned a food fraud type to all cases, including the alleged frauds, 
even those that turned out to be a false discovery because the EA thought 
they were a type of food fraud. Initially, I used the various types of food fraud 
found in the literature in the data collection plan to assign to the frauds. Table 
7 is a reprint of Table 1, which was produced as a result of literature research 
in section 2.3 of the literature review; it contains the main categories of food 
fraud techniques as used in the literature to date.

As the analysis of the empirical cases progressed, however, several problems 
with this classification arose. First, though these techniques are strong in pro-
viding examples of food fraud, they are ambiguous. For example, the addition 
of water in meat could be classified as an addition (of water) or as a substitu-
tion (of chicken meat content with water). In addition, this is only illegal when 
it is not declared to the buyer; it is therefore also possible to classify it as a false 
statement. Similarly, mixing horsemeat in beef would classify as substitution. 
However, it also resulted in false statements of the product, which indicated 
that it was 100% beef. Multiple techniques may therefore apply. Further, the 
techniques are not of the same level. Counterfeiting or otherwise making false 
statements are both fraudulent ways of increasing the value of a foodstuff, 
whereby counterfeiting only applies when legally protected property rights  
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are violated. However, other legal forms such as forgery or swindle are not 
specified, which makes these unequal entities. A new classification is therefore 
needed to be able to report and research the phenomenon more accurately, 
which I now introduce. I identify three shapes of food fraud.

Fraudulent food enhancement
A means to decrease the ambiguity of the techniques is by focusing on their 
outcome. The techniques in the table have in common that they illegally in-
crease the value of a foodstuff for economic advantage, either by making it 
look more expensive, by lowering the production cost, or both. Some prod-
ucts are made to look like a higher-quality product for which customers want 
to pay a premium, such as a particular brand, particular species of meat, or-
ganic produce, sustainable production method, or good animal welfare. This 
can go hand-in-hand with lowering the production cost: substituting part of 
the ingredients for cheaper alternatives or using cheap meat with coloring ad-
ditives to make it look fresher. Lowering production costs can also be done by 

26 The European Union has registered over 1.400 products with a protected designation of origin (PDO), pro-
tected geographical indication (PGI), and traditional specialties guaranteed (TSG)., available in this database: 
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/quality/door/list.html

Table 7 Categorization of food fraud techniques identified from the literature (reprint of Table 1)

Category Type Description/subtypes Examples
Physical Substitution 

(dilution)
Of a (liquid) foodstuff with an 
undeclared cheaper, or illegal 
ingredient, partly or wholly

Diluted olive oil, horse in beef

Addition Of undeclared or illegal addi-
tives, e.g., to improve appear-
ance or organoleptic traits or 
to lower production cost

Dyed spices such as powdered 
paprika or chili, use of growth 
hormones in cattle

Administrative False statements, 
of:

Shelf life Altering use-by dates 
(Geographical) origin Change country of origin
(Premium) ingredients, quality, 
variety, or species

Arabica coffee, Angus beef, 
sustainable, specific region – 
falsely declared.

Production method Organic, halal, wild vs. farmed 
– falsely declared.

Counterfeit Imitation of legally protected 
values. This includes brands 
(intellectually property rights) 
and EU quality labels

Fake Serrano ham, Gouda 
cheese, balsamic vinegar from 
Modena26  

Note. Adapted from Spink & Moyer 2011; Everstine et al. 2013, Esteki et al. 2019; Danezis et al. 2016, 
GFSI 2018.
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lowering the cost of production inputs other than the food ingredients. Some 
examples in the empirical material are the use of cheap, illegal, and counterfeit 
pesticides on vegetables such as potatoes and Brussels sprouts [FruitVeg2, 
FruitVeg3] and the use of illegal antibiotics in poultry [Meat5, Meat35]. I sum-
marize this group of food fraud as “fraudulent food enhancement.”

Food laundering
Second, the techniques listed in Table 7 focus on food. They fail to recognize 
that these and other types of food fraud are also used to introduce or re-in-
troduce food that is illegal into the food chain, for example because it is not fit 
for human consumption, and therefore does not qualify as food at all. Case ex-
amples of such illegal and possibly unfit foodstuffs are illegally produced food 
such as counterfeit-produced beer or meat from illegally slaughtered calves, 
sheep, and horses [Alcohol1, Meat6, Meat3, Meat4]; animal byproducts, which 
includes all parts of an animal that are not fit for human consumption [Egg2, 
OilFat1]; or former foodstuffs that should be depreciated because they con-
tain overly high levels of chemical substances or have become (near) rotten 
[Supplement1, Dairy1, Meat33]. By keeping, bringing, or re-introducing such 
products in the market and (eventually) to consumers, products that are illegal 
are seemingly made legal and fit for human consumption; in other words, the 
food is laundered27 to make it appear legal. I therefore summarize this group 
of food fraud as “food laundering.”
 
The distinction between “fraudulent food enhancement” and “food launder-
ing” is that either food that is legal and has a positive value as food is fraud-
ulently enhanced, or food that is illegal and has a negative value as food, is 
laundered into a positive value. In this sense, they complement each other. 

Facilitative food fraud
Finally, my research shows a number of cases that concentrated on businesses 
that were not directly food businesses but sub-suppliers that delivered pro-
duction inputs or servicing and logistics businesses, as the supply chain figure 
indicates. Their role is to facilitate the commission of one of these two types of 
food fraud. Examples include a logistics business altering trade documents for 
a commissioning company [Meat17, Meat34] or a laboratory altering analyti-

27 The term laundering is inspired by ‘money laundering’, which refers to the act of making illegally acquired 
proceeds seem as though they were acquired legitimately through a range of fraudulent techniques. A 
difference is that for money laundering a predicate criminal activity is necessary in order to obtain illegal 
revenue, whereas a predicate offence is not always needed to obtain materials that are illegal to sell as food. 
Animal byproducts for instance are normal and legal byproducts from the slaughter process that may be 
legally (though restricted) traded. 
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cal results on behalf of a food business [OilFat2], and the trade in illegal veter-
inary medicines, which farmers can then administer to their cattle [Meat5]. As 
they act intentionally and their actions (eventually) impact food, I consider this 
food fraud, though its role is supporting in relation to the two main types of 
food fraud described above. I term this “facilitative food fraud.”

To summarize, I defined two new primary types of food fraud that comple-
ment each other and a third type that supports them: 
1.  Food laundering. This type of food fraud concerns the fraudulent sales of 

illegal food,28 thereby turning ingredients or materials that, at the outset, 
have a negative value as food into a positive value as a food product.

2.  Fraudulent food enhancement. This type of food fraud concerns fraudu-
lently increasing the value of food that, at the outset, has a positive value 
as a food product. 

3.  Facilitative food fraud. This term refers to persons or businesses that per-
form activities that enable the primary types of food fraud.

The division of these three types of food fraud as identified in the empirical 
cases is shown in Table 8. This excludes false discoveries, i.e., the outcome 
crime y2 = “food fraud” is used.

The table demonstrates that suspects generally concentrate on one type of 
food fraud. In one case, the suspect allegedly engaged in both food launder-
ing and fraudulent food enhancement. The information in a report mentions 
both re-using food waste (animal by-products) as well as adding too much 
water to the meat while using unknown binding agents [Meat25]. As the file 
only shows support for the latter, this was assigned as the main type. 

28 I refer to this as ‘illegal food’ for reasons of parsimony, to capture the various shapes of illegalities of the 
product that is laundered and presented as food, including products that technically do not qualify as food.

Table 8 Types of food fraud (2010–2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”)

Type of food fraud No. of cases
Food laundering 22

Fraudulent food enhancement 19
Facilitative food fraud 12

Total 53
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5.2.2 Food-adjacent crimes
By confining food fraud to these three types, I explicitly consider crimes that 
are related to food but do not by definition impact the food product, at least 
not as food fraud. An example is food theft, which some view as a type of food 
fraud. I call these “food-adjacent crimes”: crimes in adjacent legal areas with 
a relation to food yet without an impact on the food itself. This is an important 
area to consider, as these crimes can cause food fraud, or vice versa. Table 9 
shows a list of adjacent frauds compiled based on inferences from the case 
studies, interviews, and media reports. 

Facilitative food fraud is connected to the two main types of food fraud
In the case [Egg1], the prime suspect of the investigation was a breeding 
company of laying hens for egg production. This business facilitated the 
overpopulating of stables with laying hens by egg-producing farms by sell-
ing them, at their request, a concealed surplus of hens. This offender thus 
committed a facilitative food fraud. The investigation also included some 
of the largest buyers of the surplus hens as suspects, though not all of the 
approximately 150 client farms. These farms engaged in fraudulent food en-
hancement, as they sold their eggs at a higher price than the housing system 
(based on legal requirements) justifies.

Table 9 Food-adjacent crimes - examples 

Crime Relation with food
Drug smuggling Using food
Theft Of food, for the purpose of selling the food
Tax/customs/financial fraud By a food business
Environmental crime By a food business
Illegal employment By a food business
Human trafficking In food consignments
Abuse of government subsidies By a food business

A number of cases show how an adjacent crime may cause food fraud. For ex-
ample, a case with a relation to drugs concerned a food processor who added 
a significant amount of water to chicken breasts and repeatedly did not ac-
count for doing so on the label; this was a fraudulent food enhancement. The 
offender turned out to be using the chicken as cover load for drug smuggling. 
The owners of the food business were not concerned with understanding and 
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complying with the food laws because they engaged in the drug smuggling 
[Meat23]. Cases of food laundering could cause or be caused by environmen-
tal crimes, for example, food businesses that use illegal pesticides to counter 
plagues or insects and diseases that can end up in food. In addition, the over-
fishing of seawaters or the use of illegal fishing methods, both environmental 
crimes, may lead to additional catch that is unregistered due to quota regula-
tion and therefore untraceable [FruitVeg2, FruitVeg3, Fish4]. 

Examples of the relationship between food fraud and tax fraud are import duties 
and trade agreements. Food businesses try to import commodities against the 
least expensive tariff. This may lead them to commit origin fraud because vari-
ous contingencies and preferential or reduced tariffs depend on the country of 
origin and the type of product (NVWA, 2015). This is fraudulent food enhance-
ment if the food is also sold with false statements regarding its geographical 
origin. A trade boycott has a similar effect; it can cause businesses to commit 
origin fraud and then sell the food to the market that boycotts that food, which 
is a way to fraudulently enhance its sales value [Meat34, Meat17]. In either case, 
frustrating customs procedures with false information is harmful because it cor-
rupts the trade system and potentially the traceability of the food, as well.

The essence of emphasizing food-adjacent crimes is to understand how food 
fraud can be caused by (economic) motives that lie outside of the food production. 

The difference between food fraud and food-adjacent crime: infant formula theft
Due to the melamine-adulterated milk in 2008, there was a great demand in 
China for Dutch quality infant formula. This caused an increase in small ex-
port businesses and private persons exporting ready cans of infant formula 
to China. The exporters hired people who bought infant formula for them 
legally in stores throughout the Netherlands. This was necessary because 
the stores held a quota of a maximum of two cans of infant formula per 
customer to ensure national supply. However, the short supply caused the 
theft of store supplies of the infant formula, as the exporters were looking to 
obtain larger quantities faster. In most of those cases, there was merely food 
theft, and the thieves did not actually change anything about the product. 
This was thus a food-adjacent crime. In one of the food fraud cases of the 
NVWA-IOD, the infant formula was appropriated from pharmacies and drug 
stores using different deceitful tactics to obtain as many cans of the formula 
as possible. Next, the labels of more expensive infant formula, those that are 
suitable for lactose-intolerant babies, were copied using a print shop, and 
the original labels were then replaced by the false ones on the cans. This is 
food fraud of the type fraudulent food enhancement [Infantformula1].
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5.2.3 Economic advantage
Several definitions in the literature on food fraud note that it is an intentional 
act for economic gain. The cases provide a number of insights about the type 
of economic gain that was intended with committing food fraud. I identify four 
forms that I elaborate on below and conclude that economic advantage more 
accurately covers the intended benefits of the food fraud than economic gain. 

a) Customer retention. Business customer specifications are a leading item 
in the food industry, and the needs and demands of customers are essen-
tial. Various cases show how food is fraudulently tailored to meet custom-
er demands, sometimes without their knowledge and sometimes at their 
request [Nuts2, Nuts1, Fish2, Fish1, Egg1]. This also emerges in facilitative 
food fraud, such as a laboratory adjusting certificates of analyses to meet 
customer demands [OilFat2]. Notably, this mostly did not yield a direct fi-
nancial gain; rather, the economic rationale was to retain the customer and 
the associated revenue.

Meeting customer specifications – example 1
An Austrian buyer of US pistachio nuts from a business in the Netherlands 
found overly high levels of aflatoxin. As this concerned a safety issue, the 
Netherlands was alerted though the RASSF system by the Austrian food au-
thority. Inspectors found that the nuts were actually Iranian. Their origin had 
changed twice; it was false at the time of the import by the Dutch importer, 
but, once cleared, sold correctly as Iranian. This business changed the origin 
to the US because the Austrian buyer required this. US nuts have less risk 
of containing aflatoxins, and some businesses therefore choose these even 
though many consider the quality of Iranian nuts to be higher and thus more 
expensive. Changing the origin therefore did not increase the margin of the 
product but ensured that customer specifications were met [Nuts1, Nuts2].

Meeting customer specifications – example 2
By falsely claiming mussels were MSC-certified, the offender did not directly 
increase margins of the mussels but rather was able to meet customer de-
mands. It was a difficult mussel season, and the supply of MSC mussels was 
instable. Still, the business had Danish MSC mussels in frozen storage. How-
ever, Irish mussels came in fresh, and the delivery of the mussels could be 
much faster and easier compared to additional transportation to the remote 
storage location and performing the defrosting process, as the customer re-
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b) Optimizing production: lower costs, higher output. Another route to 
achieving an economic gain involves optimizing the costs and outputs of 
the production of food. Some businesses focus on cutting costs, others on 
increasing sales volumes, or even both. In food processing, secretly using 
cheaper ingredients could cut costs; adding water or another cheap “fill-
er” cuts costs and increases volume. In the primary production, production 
costs can be lowered by preventing disease or plagues and thus stimulating 
growth through the illegal use of pesticides, veterinary medicines, or growth 
hormones [e.g., Meat5, FruitVeg2, FruitVeg3, Meat10, Meat24, Meat35].

quired vacuum packed mussels. The direct financial gain, as estimated by the 
investigation team, was considered too small an amount to start confiscation 
procedures. The real gain was to keep this client and retain the MSC label, 
which was required for an important share of the multi-million euro revenue 
of the fish-processing company. This important economic interest is why the 
offender lied to the inspectors during a food recall procedure and claimed 
they had not delivered mussels to this defrauded client, as the client would 
then learn about the fraud [Fish2].

Maximum output
Part of the egg-producing farms in the case [Egg1] wanted to start a new 
production cycle with laying hens in a higher stocking density than was al-
lowed according to the free-range system. This way, they maximized their 
egg production capacity and could account for the deaths of hens during 
their production cycle (about 1.5 years).

c) Preventing loss. Within the food industry, there is a vast array of food or 
food ingredient consignments in various forms and stages of processing. 
This includes former foodstuffs or all kinds of production byproducts that 
are on the path to becoming waste but that may still be of use in technical 
industries or to create energy. Regulation is complex and highly depend-
ent on the characteristics of the specific product and whether it can still be 
used in the food industry. Generally, the highest value destination is food, 
then feed, then fuel or other technical uses. The final and lowest stage is 
waste, which actually costs money to destroy (Neve et al., 2016: p.72-82). 
The case studies provide examples of businesses that do not depreciate 
food when they are supposed to; some use fraudulent techniques to laun-
der the food back into the food chain [e.g., Supplement1, Dairy1, Meat33].

108

Chapter 5



5

d) Increase margins. Some gain is accomplished by increasing margins rath-
er than increasing production output, for example, by stating that meat is 
halal-produced or that it originates from the EU rather than a third country 
[Meat1].

To conclude, the empirical material demonstrates and confirms that the intent 
of committing food fraud is predominantly focused on obtaining a certain 
economic advantage, such as customer retention or a competitive advantage 
by cutting costs. As there is not always a direct financial gain involved, this is 
better captured by the term “advantage” than “gain.” The food itself is not the 
focus; rather, it is subsidiary, the means to obtain the advantage.  

5.2.4 The impact of food fraud on the safety of food 
A distinguishing factor of food fraud is that it has an impact on the safety of 
food. This takes several forms. Food fraud can increase the chance of a food 
safety problem because dishonesty corrupts food safety procedures, it may 
have longer-term effects when maximum residue levels are not respected, and 
some types of food fraud cause an immediate food safety risk, for example 
due to rotten meat or incorrect allergen information.

Dishonesty corrupts food safety procedures
At the very least, there is dishonesty about the specifications of a food prod-
uct, for example, about how it is produced, its quality, its safety, or the type 
and amount of ingredients. Even if the food is in itself safe to eat, dishonesty 
corrupts food safety procedures. Businesses need correct information upon 
which to base their food safety measures. For example, fraudulent changes of 
the origin of a foodstuff means that businesses are under the assumption they 
have mitigated food safety risks by buying from a “safe” country, and they may 
lower the amount of analytical tests accordingly [Nuts1, Nuts2]. Substituting 

Preventing depreciation of food
A business in food supplements bought ginseng capsules but found they 
were contaminated with high levels of mercury. This batch should have been 
depreciated to a non-food destination. The business owner neglected to do 
that, as he explained, because he “had an economic interest” [Supplement1]. 
Pushing forward best-before dates of perishable cheese is another example 
of preventing depreciation [Dairy1]. The gain can consist of both the saved 
costs by not having to destroy the food and the additional revenues that are 
realized.
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food with cheap alternatives is another example: in a horsemeat case, the of-
fender did not include the horsemeat that he used in his beef in the business 
administration. This made him unable to trace the origin of the horsemeat. 
Fraudulent food enhancement thus also corrupts traceability, which is an im-
portant pillar of the food safety system. If there is something wrong with the 
food, it needs to be traced to the source of the contamination. 

Dishonesty undermines food recall procedures
Some batches of Irish mussels fraudulently enhanced to appear to be of 
Danish and MSC origin contained the marine toxin AZA, which made con-
sumers ill. These mussels thus needed to be taken off the shelves, and food 
legislation requires a food recall-procedure in such a case. Food businesses 
must inform their suppliers about the contamination in order to trace it to 
the source business. The source business must then inform all its buyers. 
Food businesses are also required to report the food recall to the EA to 
inform them about which measures they have taken to ensure the food will 
not be consumed. In this case, the fraud would become known if the offend-
er informed his buyer because it would reveal that the mussels he had sold 
were Irish (which were not MSC) instead of Danish. The offender therefore 
lied during the food safety procedures to conceal its fraud; it did not men-
tion that particular buyer. Several illnesses occurred that could have been 
prevented if the inspectorate had immediately received the correct informa-
tion from the offender [Fish2]. 

Immediate, long-term, or unknown food safety effects
The consequence of food fraud may be that potentially unsuitable and unsafe 
food is traded, though the food safety risk may not be immediate. Examples 
include a food supplement with much too high (but not directly toxic) levels 
of mercury; meat from horses, calves, and poultry that potentially contains 
residues of growth hormones or antibiotics [Supplement1; Meat4, Meat10, 
Meat5]; and vegetables with residues of illegal pesticides [FruitVeg2, Fruit-
Veg3]. Food fraud can cause an immediate food safety problem if, for ex-
ample, allergen information is lacking or incorrect [Meat32, Infantformula1]. 
Some examples of food fraud with a low risk for food safety are the free-range 
egg fraud, illegal fish resulting from overfishing, and grains that are fraudu-
lently claimed to be organic [Egg1, Fish4, Plant4].

Figure 4 shows the food grade associated with the food fraud and breaks these 
down by type. This reveals which types of food fraud have led to unsafe or 
unsuitable food products, i.e., “non-food grade” foodstuff, insofar as the em-
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pirical material showed evidence of this. For example, illegal slaughter cases 
(food laundering) where there is no evidence that sick or treated animals were 
slaughtered are considered an “unknown food grade.” Food fraud that did not 
make the food unsuitable to eat is classified as “food grade.” The risk for food 
safety concerns the dishonesty in food safety procedures described above.

Figure 4 shows that the food laundering fraud type is only associated with 
food that is non-food grade or of an unknown food grades. This makes sense, 
as food laundering by definition concerns illegal and often unfit food at the 
outset that is not changed by the fraud. Fraudulent food enhancement, on the 
other hand, involves acts that may render the food unsafe. This happened in 
cases with incorrect allergen information, for example coloring minced meat 
with the forbidden allergen sulfite and putting fake labels on infant formula to 
make it appear suitable for babies with a lactose intolerance [Meat32, Infant-
formula1]. The example in the box on mussels fraudulently claimed to be MSC 
in fact hindered the prevention of illness for consumers. This case is therefore 
also associated with “non-food grade,” as is a case where food supplements 
were enhanced with pharmacologic substances [Fish2, Supplement3]. Food 
laundering also once caused an immediate food safety risk when a small busi-
ness sold poor quality meat of unclear origin in a hot summer period without 
taking food safety precautions such as cooled transport, thus making the meat 
unsafe to eat. Facilitative frauds that are connected to food of non-food grade 
are, for example, those where antibiotics demonstrably ended up in the meat. 

Figure 4 Food grade in relation to food fraud type (2010-2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”).
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In sum, all types of food fraud are associated with a food safety threat. Never-
theless, in at least a third of the food frauds in this dataset, the food is suitable 
to eat, and immediate food safety problems happen only occasionally.

Offenders worry about the noticeability of food safety issues
A notable observation is that offenders do take food safety into account, but 
they do so in terms of the noticeability of their fraud. The case [Meat1] con-
cerned a business whose main activity was committing food fraud. Among 
other frauds, it fraudulently enhanced horsemeat to Dutch halal-slaughtered 
beef for use in hamburgers by a French client. When a batch of hamburgers 
was returned to him because of salmonella infection, the suspect tried to find 
a way of making revenue from the batch. He discussed it with a trade partner 
who was aware of the fraud, which was overheard in an intercepted telephone 
call. The trade partner (TP) suggested a buyer who was willing to pay a euro 
per ton. The suspect (S) wanted to know what would happen to it: “S: But 
would they be processed or not, or would they be consumed as is? TP: Well I 
think they will be crammed, yes. You can assume that. S: Wait, wait a moment. 
But err, yes, well, I am sure they wouldn’t err, err, they mustn’t get salmonella 
poisoning of course, you know.” The TP is not concerned about the health 
danger: “I will just tell them to cook it well-done,” and, further on, “S: If you 
get a smartass, he will be able to find out from the salmonella samples where 
it came from” [Meat1]. This fragment seems to indicate that the offender’s 
concern does not consider food safety our of concern for the well-being of 
consumers, but because of the increased chance of being caught.

When worried that the fraud is exposed, food safety earns a higher priority
The suspect in the mussel case tried to retrieve the mussels from the Swiss 
wholesaler they had defrauded at some point late in the food recall proce-
dure. The offender communicated to the defrauded client there was a prob-
lem with the Irish mussels, but, to be on the safe side, they were recalling 
all mussels, including the Danish ones the client thought he had received. 
Seized e-mail correspondence, however, made clear this message was only 
sent when Swiss consumer complaints had also come in, and a food recall 
from the Swiss retailer was upcoming [Fish2]

The conclusion from the discussion above is that food involved in a food fraud 
is not necessarily unsafe, though all types of food fraud are associated with a 
food safety threat. At a minimum, the dishonesty about the food can corrupt 
food safety procedures. The fear of detection can increase offenders’ dishon-
esty because they try to conceal their fraud, which is negative for food safety. 
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Nevertheless, in at least one-third of the food frauds in this dataset, the food 
was suitable to eat, and immediate food safety problems happened in only a 
few instances. The fear of detection may also lead offenders to try to avoid 
noticeable food safety issues, which is positive for food safety. 

5.2.5 Food fraud redefined
The discussions in the previous sections lead to the following definition of 
food fraud that I use for this study. Food fraud is an intentional and illegal act 
for economic advantage that negatively impacts food safety and/or authen-
ticity. Food fraud occurs when illegal food is intentionally laundered into the 
food chain or when the value of food is fraudulently enhanced for economic 
advantage. Any actor who is intentionally involved in illegal acts that cause 
either of these outcomes commits food fraud. This thus includes actors that 
engage in facilitative food fraud.

In other words, food fraud is committed by any actor who is intentionally 
involved in illegal acts for economic advantage, thus causing or facili-
tating illegal food to be laundered into the food chain or for food to be 
fraudulently value-enhanced.

I thus adopt a broader understanding of the nature of food fraud than current 
definitions and place relatively more emphasis on the offender than on the 
victim and the end product. This definition recognizes that a wide range of 
businesses or persons can be involved in food fraud that may be outside of 
the regular focus of food inspectorates. In addition, these actors can operate 
early in the supply chain, facilitating illegal production inputs such as illegal 
veterinary medicine, or they can be service companies to the primary supply 
chain and provide illegal services such as fraudulent analytical results. The 
outcome is that food that was produced using illegal and potentially harmful 
methods is laundered into the food chain, or that the value of food is fraudu-
lently enhanced. The focus on illegal acts means that excluded are those acts 
that are harmful but not illegal. This legitimizes enforcement action.

5.3 Offender typology: Regular, Lookalike, Wayward, and Invader

A defining characteristic of corporate crime is that the offender is, or appears 
to be, a legitimate business (Simpson, 2013). This leads to the assumption that 
food fraud offenders are subject to supervision by the food authority. Even so, 
the media and government consistently link food fraud to organized crime 
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groups [see Chapter 2], and the previous section demonstrated how closely 
tied food-adjacent crimes are to food fraud. To increase our understanding, 
it is thus useful to further analyze the type of offenders that have been the 
suspects in the criminal cases of the NVWA-IOD. Moreover, this is relevant for 
understanding the noticeability of food fraud to the EA, which I expect to be 
related to the EA’s ability to detect these offenders. I introduce a typology of 
four offender types (see Figure 5) in relation to how they manifest themselves 
in the food industry and distinguish two axes: the extent to which they use a 
façade of legitimacy for their illegal activities and their level of opportunism. 
This typology shows that only one of these four types of offenders matches 
the traditional view of corporate crime.

The first axis to consider is the façade of legitimacy. As is mentioned above, the 
default means of concealment of corporate criminals, and thus what makes it 
difficult for outsiders to observe that a business is an offender, is the façade of 
legitimacy. However, not all suspects of the criminal cases can actually be seen 
as legitimate businesses; they operate from sheds and irregular storages, and 
they do not register themselves at the food authority. I therefore consider the 
façade of legitimacy to be high if a business presents itself in the market and/
or to the EA as legitimate and has regular registrations at the EA, Chamber of 
Commerce, customs, and similar agencies.

Second, the level of opportunism (high or low) reflects the extent to which the 
offender uses the food industry to his advantage without taking the conse-
quences into account. Offenders with a high level of opportunism are calcula-
tive and engage in a pre-planned criminal enterprise. Their activities are pre-
dominantly or fully illegal. Offenders that I consider to be low on opportunism 
do take some principles of working with food into account. In comparison 
with offenders that score high on opportunism, the economic advantage is of 
lesser importance to them. 

From these two axes, I distill four types of offenders: Regular, Lookalike, Wayward, 
and Invader. The criteria I used to distinguish the types are explained below. 

Regular: high façade of legitimacy, low opportunism
I defined a business as Regular when both its registrations and its activities 
were predominantly legal. All businesses that work in the food chain are legal-
ly required to register themselves at the food authority or obtain an approval 
from this authority.29 These businesses are thus in the database of the EA, 

29 According to article 6 of EU directive (EG) 852/2004
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which enables inspections and audits. Their business activities are predomi-
nantly legal activities. Case examples are approved slaughterhouses that com-
plement their legal activities with illegal slaughter outside inspection hours 
[Meat3] or sell their horsemeat as beef [Meat14], an egg-processing company 
that uses an unsafe source of supply [Egg2], and a cheese wholesaler and 
retailer that fraudulently lengthened the best-before dates of part of its as-
sortment [Dairy1]. Being a regular business, however, does not automatically 
mean that it is fully in the scope of the EA’s supervision. A test laboratory 
[OilFat2] is not subject to supervision by the food authority but is still a regular 
business in the food industry with predominantly legal activities and supervi-
sion by the Dutch Accreditation Council.

Lookalike: high façade of legitimacy, high opportunism
A Lookalike business appears legitimate to the EA or the outside world, but it 
does not actually have any or many legal activities. Its activities are predom-
inantly illegal, in contrast to Regular businesses. To identify this, the financial 
report, criminal report, or an investigator were consulted. An example in the 
case studies is [Meat1]: a meat-trading business that was basically organized 
to deceive buyers with fraudulently enhanced meat. False statements were 
made about the slaughter process (halal) or origin (EU rather than third coun-
tries), and beef was substituted with horsemeat. In the market, it appeared 
as a legitimate meat-trading company with a registration at the Chamber of 
Commerce. The EA did not see it as a high-risk business from a food safety 
perspective. Another variant is the [Meat5] case. This concerned a veterinarian 
with a legal practice but who had established a business for the import and 
distribution of antibiotics to chicken farmers to use the antibiotics illegally. His 
trustworthy background was deliberately used to provide the farmers with a 
seemingly legitimate supply, as a veterinarian needs to prescribe antibiotics. I 
therefore call offenders Lookalike businesses if they in some way appear to be 
legitimate but do so for opportunistic reasons. In reality, they engage in pre-
planned fraudulent activities. This offender type thus uses more sophistication 
and structure for his concealment in comparison with offender types with a 
low façade of legitimacy.

Wayward: low façade of legitimacy, low opportunism
The suspects that did not present themselves as legitimate vary in terms of 
their involvement in the food industry. Wayward businesses are food business-
es that try to stay under the radar of the EA completely by not registering or 
otherwise hiding their activities. The cases concern the lower end of the market. 
For example, one such case involved a business that imported foodstuffs from 
China that are illegal in the EU, but for which a demand exists in the Chinese 
community in Europe. It was a sole trader that was unregistered at the EA 
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and used unregistered premises. It imported using codes and descriptions that 
would not lead to inspection by the food authority and sold the foodstuffs to 
ethnic supermarkets [Meat12]. In the case [Meat33], a private person with a 
background as a farmer started selling and distributing meat (and toys) against 
a low price through social media and targeted poor families. He had his own 
definitions of how the meat could be safely packaged and transported, such as 
using cool bags in the back of a car instead of refrigerated transport vehicles. 
For this type of suspect, I use the term Wayward: strong-willed offenders that 
are inclined to resist authority and choose their own course of action. 

Invader: low façade of legitimacy, high opportunism
The final type I distinguish are Invader offenders. These differ from Wayward 
offenders in terms of opportunism: their illegal activities are very much driven 
by the opportunity to make a financial gain, and their attachment to the food 
chain is less than that of the Wayward. There are only two examples of this 
type in the empirical material: offenders in the infant formula case and coun-
terfeit beer offenders. The infant formula offenders were two men who were 
known to the police for common crimes. When they noticed high demand 
in China for Dutch-produced infant formula, they attempted to make a gain 
with that trade. They also used rather unsophisticated means to produce a 
fake label, as it was quickly spotted by a legitimate trader [Infantformula1]. 
The other case is [Alcohol1]: the offender owned some event locations and 
set up an illegal production site of cheap counterfeit beer using the premises 
of a nearby car wash. He sold the beer through his own bars. Invaders thus 
concern offenders that have little to no relation with the food industry. This 
type could include common criminals that make a switch to food products for 
opportunistic reasons that seem predominantly financial. 

In sum, I denominate four types of offenders along dimensions of opportun-
ism and legitimacy. Both Lookalike and Invader offenders behave opportun-
istically in their engagement with the food industry. Lookalikes put significant 
effort into actually blending in with the industry and put up a sophisticated 
façade for concealment, while Invaders are less concerned with these aspects. 
Wayward and Regular offenders are more strongly connected to the food in-
dustry, and Wayward offenders choose to stay under the radar for goals of 
concealment and autonomy. Figure 5 shows the division by offender type of 
all food fraud cases; the alleged offenders of what turned out to be false dis-
coveries are therefore not included in this analysis.30 

30 Appendix F is introduced at the end of this chapter and contains the full list of cases and their associated 
noticeability. This table also shows the offender types for each individual case.
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The figure shows the majority of the cases that the EA has investigated, 70% 
(n=37), are what can be considered traditional corporate crime: regular busi-
nesses that commit food fraud under the façade of their legitimacy. However, 
this also means that 30% of the food fraud offenders (n=16) are not. Both the 
Invader and Lookalike offender types pre-planned their fraudulent activity, 
and some offenders conducted it in organized structures, such as the veter-
inarian with the illegal antibiotics network, a similar case concerning growth 
hormones, and the counterfeit beer producer using a carwash. Another ex-
ample is logistics businesses that operate in cooperation with a (foreign) food 
business exclusively to facilitate the falsifying of trade documents. Thus, these 
offender types do share characteristics of organized crime, though none of 
the offenders could be classified as the traditional organized crime image of 
the mafia or a gangster. Nevertheless, as section 5.2.2 discussed, some food 
fraud offenders were also involved in drug smuggling. This relationship has 
not been researched in depth, but is interesting for further study in order to 
assess whether traditional organized crime, in the shape of drug gangs or 
syndicates, is actually connected to the food industry.

To conclude, most offenders in this dataset operate within and around the 
edges of the food industry, and 87% misuse a façade of legitimacy. However, 
the empirical evidence demonstrates that the food fraud offenders should not 
be viewed narrowly within the concept of corporate crime, as not all offender 
types have an otherwise legitimate appearance, and some that do may have 
more in common with organized, pre-planned fraudulent activity. 
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Figure 5 Food fraud offender types (2010–2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”).
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5.4 Observability of food fraud activities
After having established what I mean by food fraud and who commits it, I 
have a further look into how food fraud is committed. In order to link this with 
the EA ability to detect, the focus is again on the noticeability of food fraud. I 
analytically separate this into both the observability of the food fraud, which 
I discuss in this section, and into concealment techniques that cloud this ob-
servability, which I discuss in section 5.5. This analysis clarifies at which points 
the offender is vulnerable to detection and how crimes are concealed. This can 
contribute to detecting and controlling them. 

Here, the empirical findings on potential observation points are used to char-
acterize the observability of a food fraud for anyone other than the offender 
into additional qualitative descriptors. Each of the four potential observation 
points as denoted in the data collection plan (sensory, human awareness, an-
alytical, and administrative) are discussed in turn. Because some cases of food 
fraud (n=53) did not contain enough information on observability, this analy-
sis is based on 48 cases. Appendix D contains further information on how this 
analysis was performed. 

Two remarks about the observability judgment are necessary to note. First, 
this assessment reflects the potential observability of a fraud. Whether or not 
a fraud is actually observed should in any case be seen in conjunction with the 
level of its concealment (see box). 

Observable, but not observed
A food fraud that (at the time this crime was committed) would have been 
observable was horse passport fraud. All the horses’ passports that traders 
brought to the slaughterhouse were checked by the veterinarian. However, 
the main focus of the veterinarian is the health of the horse, not the validity 
of the passport. In addition, the EA had agreed with the slaughterhouse in a 
protocol that it is the responsibility of the slaughterhouse to verify that the 
documents of its clients, the horse traders, are correct. The protocol describes 
the control procedures of the slaughterhouse. The veterinarian inspectors 
subsequently did not notice the potential clues of forgery, for example, a 
horse with two transponder chips. A database was available with informa-
tion about the horse and the chip number that could have revealed various 
anomalies, but checking this was not part of the inspection. Further, passports 
with medical supplementary sheets, which permitted the slaughtering of cer-
tain horses, could be used until July 2009, but not thereafter. The offender 
did not know that it was not allowed after that date and continued using the 
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A second note is that the different observation points I identified do not ex-
press the extent of the observability. Some observation points may not yield 
more than clues. For example, chicken in minced beef can be analytically ob-
served. However, a positive test reveals only a clue of a potential food fraud: 
the presence of chicken DNA in beef at a certain moment in time. Finding this 
in a product does not reveal whether it was added on purpose, who added 
it, where the chicken meat was obtained, and whether the end result is fit 
for consumption. The extent of observation also depends on the point in the 
supply chain (globally) at which the observation occurs. A food fraud that is 
observable at a supplier might not be visible at the buyer, or vice versa. 

medical supplementary sheets, but the inspector did not notice, either. In 
this case, then, though the observability was high in theory, there were oth-
er factors hindering detection, such as the scope of the inspection and the 
transferring of the responsibility to the industry, in addition to the fact that 
the horse trader and the slaughterhouse manipulated the inspector [Meat4].

What you see depends on where you stand
In the case [OilFat1], inspectors physically observed that the slaughterhouse 
did not separate fat collected from approved and unapproved slaughtered 
bovine animals. Administratively, the slaughterhouse sold it as fit for human 
consumption. Had the inspection been at the buyer (where the inspectors 
later went), nothing would have given a clue that the fat bought for human 
consumption was actually a mixture with fat that is unsuitable. In [Egg1], the 
situation was the reverse. Inspections of buyers of laying hens led to observa-
tions that indicated covert sales of additional laying hens. An inspection at the 
supplier, a breeding farm, would probably not have revealed this. The breed-
ing farm kept double records that are easy to withhold during inspection.

5.4.1 Sensory observation
The findings on sensory observation can be divided into three main observa-
tion points: sensory observation in the food, of the consequences, or of the 
fraud. This is shown in Table 10. A minority of the food frauds in this research 
could be observed via the senses in the food or experienced through the con-
sequence of illness or an allergic reaction (n=12 of 48 cases). Sensory observa-
tion is more often possible for the act of committing the fraud or by observing 
physical traces in the packaging or of the means to commit it (n=21).
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Table 10 Food fraud that is potentially observable through sensory observation (2010–2017, n=48)

Type of sensory observation Sensory observation Occurrences 
in the cases

Food In the end-product by consumers 4
In the supply chain (by the EA or other businesses) 6

Consequences E.g., illness, allergic reaction 2
Fraud - Committing of fraud

- Packaging
- Physical traces of the means to commit food fraud

21

Total number of cases where a type of sensory observation is possible
No sensory observation possible

33
15

Total number of cases involved in this analysis 48

Consumers are not likely to observe food fraud. There are four examples of 
food fraud that could potentially be observed via the senses in the end-prod-
uct by consumers. These cases concern bad quality fresh meat and cheese and 
counterfeit products. Consumers observed counterfeit beer based on the taste 
and reported to the EA via the beer producer [Alcohol1]. Nevertheless, most 
food fraud cannot be observed with the senses in the product, in particu-
lar processed food, food with invisible and tasteless residues, and food with 
false statements about its origin or production method, for example, a cheap-
er alternative for plaice in breaded fish fillets, horse DNA in beef burgers, 
[Fish1, Meat7, Meat11, Meat1, Meat14, Meat20], chemicals or heavy metals in 
food [Supplement1, Meat5, Meat10], free range or otherwise produced eggs, 
halal-produced beef, or shellfish from an area that is sustainably preserved 
[Egg1, Meat1, Fish2, Meat17, Meat34]. Finally, consumers may experience the 
consequences of food fraud, for example when it causes immediate illness or 
allergic reactions [Infantformula1, possibly Meat32]. 

Some food fraud could be observed via the senses in the food, but not by 
consumers, as it was only possible earlier in the supply chain. For example, a 
cheap species to use in breaded fish fillets can be identified at the processing 
businesses when it is still raw material before processing [Fish1].
Though the food product thus generally does not give sensory clues, it is in 
some cases possible to observe the fraud based on the packaging. The coun-
terfeit packaging of a product can be visible in particular to traders or retailers 
familiar with it. For example, the exporter of the cans immediately noticed the 
fake label on the infant formula [Infantformula1]
Finally, though sensory observation of food fraud in the food product is diffi-
cult, sensory observation of the act of committing of the fraud or of physical 
traces of a fraud is much more often possible. Frauds that leave traces that can 
be observed via the senses or can be observed themselves are illegal slaughter 
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(e.g., traces are slaughter waste and the presence of equipment), horse pass-
port fraud, and the act of re-stickering/labeling [Meat34]. The unusual growth 
of cattle can be a visible clue for the use of illegal growth hormones [Meat24].

In sum, sensory observation of food fraud is predominantly possible through 
the act of committing the fraud itself, not in the food. Consumers are not likely 
to observe food fraud in the food product, except for counterfeit products and 
some low-quality, unprocessed foods. 

5.4.2 Analytical detection
As Table 11 demonstrates, 19 of the 48 food fraud cases involved in this anal-
ysis are potentially analytically detectable in the food,31 which is 39%. This pre-
dominantly concerns fraudulent food enhancement through substitution with 
cheaper meat or fish species for which DNA techniques could be used. To a 
lesser extent, techniques to determine meat content or the presence of a col-
orant can be used for observation. For food-laundering frauds, the analytical 
analysis of the meat quality could be helpful, as well as analytical techniques 
that can detect illegal substances in the food; examples of this include heavy 
metals in food products or veterinary medicine residues in meat. The range of 
analytical techniques that can be used thus seems limited. 

31 I include detection of illegal substances in live animals before slaughter. I exclude analytical techniques to 
determine the type of substance when found before administering it [Meat10].

Table 11 Food fraud that is potentially observable through analytical detection (2010–2017, n=48)

Food fraud type Specification analytical topic Number of cases
Fraudulent food enhancement DNA 7

Meat content 2
Colorant 2

Food laundering Meat quality 2
Illegal substances in food 6

Total
No analytical detection possible

19
29

Total number of cases involved in this analysis 48

Note. This excludes four cases concerning counterfeit food products that may be analytically com-
pared to a genuine product by the producer
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The types of food fraud that were not (yet) analytically detectable concern 
those where the geographical origin is fraudulently changed and fraud with 
organic foods. In addition, it is not yet possible to analytically detect overfish-
ing and illegal slaughter in the food product. The case where a cheap Asian 
white fish was used to substitute plaice was not analytically detectable at the 
time it was committed because of a lack of reference material, but it would 
have been in the present time. 

In short, the range of analytical detection methods that could potentially be 
used to detect the food fraud in this dataset seems limited; indeed, it is not 
possible to analytically detect the majority of the food fraud in this dataset at 
all. See also section 6.7 about the role of analytical detection. 

5.4.3 Human awareness
There are always some insiders who are aware of the fraud or need to perform 
certain activities that contribute to the fraud. I see this as the default position. 
Whether or not frauds can be sensory or analytically observed, even remotely, 
contributes to the likelihood that people other than insiders become aware 
of the crime: neighbors, visitors, friends, consumers, and buyers, for example. 
I did not record this separately, but I see it as inherently attached to the var-
ious sensory and analytical observation potentialities and deduce from this 
a larger expected chance of reporting to the EA. What I did note separately 
is food fraud that, according to the empirical material, was on the radar of a 
larger group within the sector rather than at a few businesses. In theory, this 
increases the expected likelihood of reporting and is thus a relevant condition 
to involve in further comparative analysis. This thus only includes cases with 
actual sector awareness rather than potential sector awareness. 

Food fraud that is a known practice within industry
The horse passport frauds and the substitution of beef with horse were up-
coming frauds in the years before detection and were relatively well known 
among a certain group of businesses; some reports had come in at the EA. 
Similarly, the substitution of plaice with yellowfin sole was a known practice 
about which some businesses were somewhat open towards the EA inspec-
tors. In addition, the use of too many laying hens was also done for many 
years at almost 150 customer farms, in total, about 15% of the egg producing 
farms. However, no report had been made to the EA [Meat4, Fish1, Egg1].
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Sector awareness was present in 12 cases. In one additional case, there was 
sector awareness not about a crime phenomenon but about a “bad apple,” a 
dominant aggressive person with chaotic business practices [Meat6]: the of-
fender himself gave clues in this case to his unlawful behavior.

5.4.4 Administrative observation
Administrative observation was an important potential route in 18 cases. In 
nine of them, it was basically the only one, as the fraud was not sensory or 
analytically observable. There are three varieties of administrative observation.

First, it can be observable in the business’ administration that a foodstuff is 
laundered or sold under fraudulent specifications. Relevant examples include 
the results of high mercury in the food supplements kept in the business ad-
ministration [Supplement1] and the sales of mussels under the MSC label with 
another country of origin, which was retrievable using business administra-
tion such as print orders, transport documents, labels, stock data, and weights 
[Fish2]. A combination of sensory observations at the offender and how this 
was administratively documented is another example of this variety [see box]. 

Sensory and administrative observation combined
It is observable with the senses that animal fat at a slaughterhouse is col-
lected without separating the fat from approved animals from that of un-
approved ones. This means all of the fat should be classified as unsuitable 
for human consumption, which is of lower value than if it were fit for human 
consumption. This requires examining the business administration and find-
ing trade and transport documents to see whether this is done appropriately 
[OilFat1].

Second, a more difficult route to observation is when the administration of 
one business must be compared and contrasted with the data of another busi-
ness. For example, checking the veracity of a purchase of a consignment of 
beef would require a comparison between the purchasing data of Company Y 
and the sales data of its Supplier X. This could even involve tracing one batch 
of frozen beef trimmings through 10 locations and seven different owners in 
order to learn that it used to be horsemeat [Meat20].

Third, observation is less difficult when relevant data is available at general 
registers and accessible to the EA or, sometimes, publicly. The transpond-
er numbers in horse passports, for example, can be checked in a database 
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the agency that issues the passports keeps [Meat4], and all sorts of veteri-
nary movements are recorded in an EU-maintained database called TRACES.32 
These databases are thus remotely accessible and do not require entering the 
business. This is relevant for targeting efforts in order to identify potential of-
fenders. Administrative observation is thus distinguished at the business level, 
in the supply chain, or remotely.

To conclude, the observability of food fraud is potentially possible through a 
number of routes and a number of actors. Food fraud is particularly difficult to 
observe in the food, especially by consumers, and analytical observation is not 
evident. Observing the traces of the food fraud or actually observing the fraud 
itself is more likely. Administrative observation, with its varied complexities, is 
often important.

5.5 Concealment of food fraud activities
The perspective of the observability of food fraud needs to be complemented 
by the way the food fraud is concealed. I separate concealment from obser-
vation because this allows both a distinction between less or more concealed 
frauds and more in-depth insight into the techniques offenders used. Togeth-
er, observability and concealment determine the noticeability of a food fraud. 
Again, this is a qualitative interpretation, which I approached similarly to the 
observability judgment (as described in Appendix D). I collected data about 
how the fraud was concealed and first analyzed and clustered the types of 
techniques I found to provide qualitative insights.

32 European Commission. TRACES: TRAde Control and Expert System. https://ec.europa.eu/food/animals/trac-
es_en (retrieved 27 July 2018)

Observability – concealment = noticeability
In a case where water was injected into bacon, the offender added a sub-
stance that concealed the addition of more water than what he had com-
municated to his clients. Compared to the water in the chicken case, where 
this was not done, the water in the bacon was less noticeable. Similarly, cases 
in which origin fraud took place or in which a business received deliveries 
of illegal production inputs are potentially observable in business admin-
istrations, as some cases have shown, but in some cases, businesses took 
concealing measures to hide it [Meat23; Meat25; Meat7; Nuts1].
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I distinguish two basic goals that offenders try to accomplish with the conceal-
ment. They attempt to disable the observation of the food fraud altogether, 
or, if an observer is potentially close to being able to observe it, they try to 
influence observation. I first discuss disabling observation techniques in ad-
ditional detail and then move on to influencing observation techniques. By 
describing these techniques, I provide some indication to how concealment is 
achieved. This is helpful both to underpin my interpretation of the extent of 
concealment and for identifying likely detection points. 

5.5.1 Concealment techniques to disable observation 
Offenders use a range of both administrative and physical techniques to con-
ceal the truth about the food they sell. In order to disable the observation of 
an instance of food fraud, offenders hide or disguise their illegalities. The con-
cealment was found to concern not only the illegal product, but also the illegal 
activities.33 Table 12 summarizes these categories and provides an overview 
of the techniques I encountered in the empirical cases. The techniques focus 
on the frauds and how they are committed and concealed. The table shows 
a non-exhaustive, wide range of techniques that offenders can draw from to 
disguise or hide food fraud from those they do not want to observe it. Usually, 
a combination of techniques is used, as various case examples demonstrate. I 
discuss these case examples and the techniques in more depth after the table.

33 Or themselves, the offender. This is expressed in the offender typology in section 5.3. NB I exclude tactics of 
the offender to avoid liability, as this is, from the perspective of the EA, not related to detection but to being 
able to successfully apply an intervention.
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Hiding food fraud
Hiding can apply to the physical food product: an illegal consignment of meat 
hidden in a container of French fries, or illegal catch hidden in crew accommo-
dations on the ship. More often, it applies to hiding the activity of committing 
the illegal activities themselves spatially or in terms of timing: illegal slaughter-
ing in a secluded location such as a private shed, counterfeit beer production 
in a carwash, or processing illegal batches at night. In addition, the means to 
produce illegally can be hidden, for example in locked rooms or garages: ex-
amples include fake stamps and illegal antibiotics. 

Table 12 Offender techniques to disable the observation of food fraud

Description of 
fraud technique

Examples of physical or administrative techniques Cases

Hide: cover 
the illegal 
product or 
activity

Physical hiding
• Product: mix illegal or inferior 

product with legal/superior; 
freeze, bread, grind, marinate, 
add sauce 

• Timing: no illegal activities 
when a supervisory visit is 
expected

• Spatial: use of secluded loca-
tions, geographical spreading 
of activities, private social 
media groups

Administrative hiding
• Keep double records 
• Omit information in records

Meat2, Meat3, 
Meat27, Dairy1, 
Meat12; Fish4, 
Meat17, Meat24, 
FruitVeg2, Meat1, 
Meat26, Meat14, 
Meat7, Meat11, 
Egg1, Meat10, 
Fish2, Fish1, 
Meat33, Meat19, 
Meat8, Meat15

Disguise: 
obscure 
the true 
nature of the 
product or 
activity 

Physical disguising
Product:
• Illegal additions to mask true 

state (e.g. untraceable wa-
ter-binding agents, color)

• E.g., freeze, bread, grind, 
marinate, add sauce

• Manipulate sampling

Activity - camouflaging: 
• Integrating illegal with legal 

activities

Administrative disguising
Morphing: 
• Dishonest documentation 

about the product’s features 
(origin, species, ingredients, 
quality,  analytical results 
price, descriptions, quantities)

• Obtain certification docu-
ments on false grounds

• Forge identifying documents 
• Replace cattle earmarks
• Use stolen or forged (meat) 

stamps; remove disapproval 
stamps

• Alter the packaging

Camouflaging: 
• Dishonest descriptions in 

administration to make illegal 
transactions appear legal 

• Alter appearance of transport 

Blurring: 
• Vague descriptions
• Long paper trails 

Egg1, OilFat1, 
Meat25, Fish3, 
Meat23, Meat32, 
OilFat2, Meat5, 
Meat20, Meat12, 
Alcohol1, Meat21, 
Infantformula1, 
Dairy1, Nuts1, 
Nuts2, Meat34, 
Meat7, Meat11, 
Meat20, Meat35, 
Fish4, Meat6, 
Fish1 
Meat4, Meat16, 
Feed1, Meat6, 
Meat1. Egg2, 
OilFat1
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Disguising food fraud: morphing, camouflaging, blurring
Disguise is predominantly aimed at disguising the true nature and character-
istics of the food. The specific way this is done depends on the type of food 
fraud. It can be a physical or an administrative act. Physical acts for disguising 
purposes include certain treatments of the food that change its appearance, 
such as its structure or color to conceal its true nature, such as its lower quality 
or the fact that it is a different species. Further processing of food can also dis-
guise the true appearance (e.g., grinding, freezing, breading, and marinating). 
Furthermore, a business can anticipate sample-taking at his business and take 
illicit measures to obtain good analytical results.

A hidden room for illegal activities
A business that sold all kinds of cheeses at markets across the country 
used its own definitions of what was still edible and structurally lengthened 
best-before dates without conducting any analytical risk monitoring. The in-
vestigation focused on the perishable cheeses and dairy products, such as 
smoothies and desserts. The offender used a hidden room at the back of the 
premises and concealed the doorway from visitors with materials such as 
cheese boxes. Inside, there was professional printing equipment and, at the 
time of the search by the NVWA-IOD, two employees working to remove old 
use-by dates and print new ones. One of them testified that he had been do-
ing this full time for the past three years. The offender thus concealed both 
the activity of altering the best-before dates as well as the product’s lack of 
freshness by changing the packaging [Dairy1].

Examples of product disguise
The addition of sulfite or CO2 makes old meat or tuna look fresher and so 
disguises the real characteristics of the food [Meat32, Fish3]. Repackaging 
old, low-quality meat in new bags disguises its origin and history [Meat33]. 
Poultry farmers who bought illegal antibiotics were instructed to keep some 
untreated chickens at their farm in order to be able to object to a positive 
analytical result from the EA should they find any [Meat5].

I distinguish three administrative disguising techniques: morphing, camou-
flaging, and blurring. Camouflaging aims to make the illegality appear legal, 
and blurring is when offenders put up a smokescreen to disable proper ob-
servation. 
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The technique that appeared most often in the cases is what I term mor-
phing, a collective term that encompasses dishonest documentation about a 
product’s characteristics and that basically transforms the identity and char-
acteristics of the food into something better (fraudulent food enhancement) 
or something legal (food laundering). The dishonesty can concern features 
of all kinds: quantities, ingredients, species, geographical origin, production 
method, and so on. In order to morph and also make it credible, much doc-
umentation is potentially false or dishonest. This can be any kind of docu-
mentation, such as purchasing, sales, logistics, trade, financing, recipe sheets, 
analytical results, import documentation, labels, pallet stickers, or invoices. A 
further-reaching variety of morphing is when identifying documents or marks 
are altered or falsely used. Examples of this practice include horse passports, 
ear marks, meat approval stamps, and certification documents. In particular, 
when observation of the true nature of a product is low, these frauds are dif-
ficult to notice.

Camouflaging: blending illegal with legal
At a fish-processing business, some boxes of a cheaper fish contained a 
letter code written on them with a marker. The staff knew which boxes of 
fish to use for which clients for production. An example of an administrative 
disguising technique is selling illegal antibiotics to a farmer while describing 
them as vitamins on the invoice [Fish1, Meat35].

Morphing the identity of the food
In [Meat1], the offending meat trader conspired with a halal slaughterhouse 
to obtain documented confirmations of an amount of meat slaughtered 
according to halal methods. He used these to request official halal certifi-
cates from a private certifying body. His regular meat thus morphed into ha-
lal-slaughtered meat. As “halal” meat is difficult to distinguish from regularly 
slaughtered meat via the senses or analysis, it is hard to notice for a buyer 
or supervisor. Another example are Chinese produced dumplings containing 
Chinese meat, which is potentially unsafe and therefore illegal to use in the 
EU, as if they were EU produced: the offender put packaging around it with 
the EU approval number of a feigned EU food processor, thus morphing the 
illegal food into legal [Meat21]. In [Egg2], a producer of century eggs bought 
eggs that had been bred and that were sold as unfit for human consumption 
by the French duck farm. The producer morphed them into eggs that were 
suitable for food production by forging the identifying documents that des-
ignated the consignment as unfit for human consumption.[Egg2].
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These case examples show that offenders attempt to make the fraud less ob-
servable to the outside world, especially to actors in supervisory roles, gov-
ernment inspectors, and private auditors, but also to their buyers and other 
business partners if they are not aware of or participating in the fraud. 

5.5.2 Concealment techniques to influence observation in interaction
The second concealment strategy, in addition to disabling observation, is to 
influence the judgment in interaction with an observer. The nature of the em-
pirical material, i.e., official criminal cases, showed that most examples in this 
area were directed at government inspectors, though some cases contained 
evidence that private auditors and buyers had also been misled. Many tactics 
of this kind appeared.34 Offenders used these tactics in addition to or instead 
of other concealing techniques. I clustered the tactics I found in the empirical 
cases into seven groups, introduced here and further described in Table 13: 

 y Direct intervention to manipulate the observer’s judgment
 y Postpone or prevent completion of the judgment by distracting the ob-

server’s attention with another object
 y Prevent an accurate judgment by selectively disclosing information
 y Confuse the judgment by complicating tactics
 y Color the observer’s judgment by providing excuses
 y Control damage of discovery by partial admitting.

34 I exclude offender tactics to avoid liability, as these are related to the ability for the agency to successfully 
apply an intervention, and not to concealment. 

Anticipating administrative checks
A cheap price can be an indication that inferior ingredients have been used 
in a food product. However, some offenders anticipate that a supervising 
entity might check the books. In [Fish1], the case about breaded fish fillets 
in which plaice was substituted by a cheap Asian alternative, the offender 
charged the buyer the regular price for plaice fillets to avoid raising suspi-
cions from supervisors. The buyer, however, was aware of the cheaper ingre-
dients, and they arranged a kick-back finance construction to ensure that the 
buyer did ultimately pay the cheaper price.
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These techniques are all about how the offender behaves towards potential 
observers. In addition to tactics that are used to influence inspectors or other 
supervising entities, some offenders also anticipate they are being covertly ob-
served by criminal investigators and adjust their behavior to prevent successful 
observation. These offenders use different cars and locations and use covert 
language over the phone. “We just have to eat pussy” was a way of referring 
to morphing horsemeat into beef [Meat10, Meat1, Meat5]. I thus distinguish 

“After 30 sets of trade documents that were all correct, I walked up to the 
lady who had been freed up to copy the documents I requested, and I no-
ticed she consistently removed one document from each set in the binder. 
I said, ‘Shouldn’t that be part of it?’ She said ‘No, my boss told me I didn’t 
have to copy that one, it wasn’t so important.’ But that document showed 
the actual and illegal destination” (Fragment of interview p12, in relation to 
the case [Feed1]).

Table 13 Offender strategic behavior to influence the potential observer of food fraud

Technique Description Case examples
Manipulate Direct intervention in the observer’s judgment. For ex-

ample, “assisting” the veterinarian reading horse chips by 
reading out the numbers to come across as helpful instead 
of the opposite.

Meat4, Meat16, 
Fish2

Distract Steer inspector to take a different path or delay his 
judgment by inventing excuses. Examples include closed 
storage rooms whose the key is lost, documents that are 
lost, computers or software that crashed or are stored 
elsewhere, or saying that horses are aggressive so their 
chips are difficult to read to have them set aside. Quickly 
fix requested documents while offering inspector coffee.

Feed1, Meat3, 
Meat4, Meat23, 
Meat1

Selective disclosure Withhold crucial information, minimize information supply 
in response to an official request for information, not 
report food safety incidents. 

Supplement1, 
Fish2, Nuts1

Complicate Complicate the judgment by over-informing the inspector 
or providing complex documents. Example: have horses 
slaughtered in other Member States, as foreign passports 
are more difficult to check.

Meat4

Excuse Deny illegality, construct plausible explanations for poten-
tially fraud-related anomalies.

Fish2, FruitVeg3, 
Meat32, Meat23, 
Meat19

Partial admitting Once the fraud is partly discovered, prevent further detec-
tion of its full extent and nature.

Fish2

Secretive behavior Offenders that do not discuss the fraud over the phone, 
use prepaid telephones, or different cars. Minimize human 
awareness of “partners in crime.”

Meat1, Meat10, 
Meat5
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concealment for inspectors and those taking into account the possibility they 
are under investigation. The latter I consider more concealing than the first.

In sum, the range of concealment techniques to disable and influence observa-
tions from outsiders to the fraud is large. It includes physical and administrative 
techniques, bearing in mind both the illegal activity and the means to commit it 
can be hidden, and that the food product or its packaging can be tampered with. 

A range of concealment tactics 
An illustrative case example in which a variety of concealment techniques was 
used is [Fish2]. It began as a case of fraudulent food enhancement: mussels 
were occasionally sold as MSC-produced by the offender, though in fact they 
originated from an area in another Member State that was not MSC-certified. 
This fraud was not concealed administratively: it was traceable that non-MSC 
mussels were delivered to a client demanding MSC. Towards this buyer, the 
mussels had other stickers and logistics documents stating that they originated 
from the area that did have the MSC certification. The crime was close to be-
ing discovered when the mussels of the non-MSC origin contained the marine 
toxin AZA, and consumers became ill. This would reveal that the offender had 
defrauded an important buyer and misused the MSC label. The offender then 
used a range of concealment techniques to try and minimize his risk of losing 
his important buyer and other MSC clients. First, the offender tried to address 
it quietly and internally; they did not report the food recall to the food inspec-
torate, which they should have done from a legal standpoint. The NVWA heard 
about the food recall from its English counterpart. Then, the strategy of the of-
fending business was damage control, and the board construed an explanation 
in which they partially admitted to delivering mussels from the wrong origin 
and took measures to make it look like this was a one-time incident because 
of human error; they tried to appear reliable and precautionary along the way. 
They administratively disguised that the delivery of non-MSC was deliberate by 
changing a print order that would make it appear as a one-off mistake; they 
also instructed their personnel what to tell the authorities.

Though the inspector had his doubts about the story, he was not able to prove 
he was being manipulated and minimally informed. At some point, however, he 
discovered that the packaging order of the relevant batch had been reprinted at 
a later date, which raised legal suspicions of fraud, and the case was investigat-
ed. The offender’s business was searched, documents and email correspond-
ence were seized, and employees were interrogated while being kept in custo-
dy. This allowed the investigation team to reconstruct the concealment. [Fish2]
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5.6 Overall noticeability of food fraud
In order to facilitate the comparative analysis of the cases, it is practical to 
assign scores to the various aspects of observability and concealment related 
to both the offender and the specific case of food fraud.

This allows the calculation of a measure of the overall noticeability of food 
fraud. The approach to how I developed the scores is described extensively in 
Appendix E. Here, I summarize the scores and results.

In short, I assigned a score to each of the three relevant elements of noticea-
bility: the noticeability of the offender and the observability and concealment 
of the fraud. I scored the cases relative to a default level (excluding cases 
with information that was too limited) of observability and concealment that 
I assume is always present. From this default level, I scored negative points or 
sometimes bonus points. Using this approach is helpful in seeing the cases 
as relative to each other and criticizing the scores in comparison, eventually 
leading to a well-supported decision on the score. Adding up the three points 
defines an integrated measure of the overall score of the noticeability at a 
particular point in time for each food fraud. 

Improvised concealment during unannounced visits
Fragment of a wire-tapped telephone conversation between two offending 
meat traders about supplier audits [Meat1]:
 “S1: So now they just walk in, just like that, we had a delivery then and then, 
tell me, which cows was that meat from?
S2: Yes.
S1: That is what they have been doing all week at least.
S2: Have they visited you yet?
S1: No.
S2: It can still happen.
S1: I don’t think so. I was speaking to the old guy on the phone, you know. 
They did it at <xxxx> too, you know?
S2: Yes.
[…]
S1: I asked him, what did you do? He said, I just made something on the spot. 
Because you can’t prepare because you don’t know which delivery they want 
to trace.”
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An important note is that a high noticeability does not mean that it is also 
easily detected for two reasons: the question remains whether a detection 
method takes into account these observation and concealment points, that is, 
actually observes them. In addition, other barriers could be present, such as 
timing. Second, clues can be observed, but for detection, it is also necessary 
to know who committed the fraud and in what way. Noticeable thus does not 
equal detectable.

5.6.1 Scoring the noticeability of the offender
For the noticeability of the offender, I used the offender typology I introduced 
in section 5.3. The default method of corporate crime is to use a façade of 
legitimacy because offenders are mostly regular businesses with a majority of 
legal activities. The “Regular” I thus consider to have a default level of difficulty 
to observe, and these are therefore given a score of 0. The other three types – 
Wayward, Lookalike and Invader offenders – are given a score of -1, as these 
are offenders that go further in concealing the fact their criminal activities exist 
and/or are less observable to the EA. 

Table 14 Noticeability scores for offenders (2010–2017, n=53)

Noticeability of offender Offender type No. of cases
0 (default) Regular 37
-1 Wayward, Lookalike, Invader 16
Total 53

5.6.2 Scoring the observability of food fraud
Section 5.4 contains an extensive discussion of routes to observing food fraud 
for outsiders. From this discussion, it follows that the proximity of observability 
is a relevant dimension of the observability. I distinguish three options. The 
default level of difficulty is when the food fraud or clues of the fraud can be 
overtly observed during a visit at the business location, but it is dependent on 
other factors, such as the timing of the inspection. 

Observation also depends on timing
In the case [Meat21], the food processor produced dim sum but also im-
ported dim sum from China that contained Chinese pork, which is illegal to 
use in Europe. The imported products also had an EU approval number on 
the packaging. This made it look as if the foodstuff was EU-produced. The 
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Food fraud that can be observed remotely is relatively more observable. For 
example, by consumers in end-products and analytically by buyers who test 
the products they bought, or where clues are found in databases that are pub-
licly or only for the EA accessible. Food fraud that cannot solely be observed 
but for which information from another party in the international supply chain 
is needed is relatively less observable. In sum, three levels of the observability 
of food fraud are defined, as summarized in Table 15. 

offender had the dim sum already packaged in these misleading packaging 
at the time of import, so it came into the Netherlands ready for sale. The 
inspector explained that this business imported irregularly, so the inspection 
would have had to be around the time when there had just been an import 
in order to observe it.

Table 15 Potential level of the observability of food fraud by the EA (2010–2017, n=53)

Level of observability Description short Explanation No. of cases
+1 Remote Sensory or analytical observation of clues of food 

fraud possible at remote locations
24

0 (default) Business level Sensorially, analytically, or administratively detecta-
ble at the offender’s business location by the food 
authority or other Dutch first-tier inspectorate

13

-1 Supply chain Not sensorially or analytically detectable in the 
food, only administratively including supply chain 
cross checks or while needing irregular information 
from the offender

11

Missing values 5
Total 53

5.6.3 Scoring the concealment of food fraud
I assessed the level of concealment for each case based on my overall impres-
sion of it. Table 12 and Table 13, which were introduced in section 5.5, form the 
basis for the way the data about the concealment of the fraud was structured. 
As a default position, I scored businesses that may have used some conceal-
ment and some hiding or administrative disguising techniques but were rel-
atively open to the inspector when he discovered part of the fraud, usually 
along with excuses for their choices. They were cooperative and provided the 
requested information without intrusive powers needed on the part of the EA. 
Offenders that used more sophistication in their concealment techniques clear-
ly anticipated what to show or do when the inspector might arrive and were not 
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co-operative; rather, they tried to influence the judgment and are scored -1. 
One step further are businesses that also anticipated they were the subject of 
a criminal investigation and used different phones or spoke in code language 
to frustrate wire taps. They may be experienced offenders. I scored these -2.

The results in Table 16 demonstrate that the large majority of food fraud is 
more than the default concealed by the offender anticipating inspection. Nota-
bly, I found two food fraud cases that were hardly concealed. These I scored +1.

Table 16 Level of concealment of food fraud (2010–2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”)

Level of concealment Explanation No. of cases
-2 Anticipating criminal investigation 2
-1 Anticipating inspection 32
0 No intrusive powers; cooperating offender 7
1 No concealment 2

Missing values 10
Total 53

5.6.4 Integrated measure for noticeability 
The noticeability of food fraud thus depends both on the extent a food fraud 
offender, or the food fraud itself can be observed, as well as the way it is are 
concealed. By combining the assessment of the observability and conceal-
ment of a food fraud with those of the offender, I develop an instrument to 
measure the net overall noticeability of food fraud. Table 17 summarizes the 
criteria defined in this section and shows the scoring method to measure the 
net noticeability. The lowest score a case can theoretically earn according to 
this scheme is -4, and the highest is +2.

Table 17 Criteria for scoring noticeability

Object of 
noticeability

Aspect -2 -1 0 (default) +1

Offender Observability and 
concealment x Invader, Way-

ward, Lookalike Regulars x

Food fraud

Observability x Observable in 
context supply 

chain

Observable 
during visit 

(business level)

Remotely  
observable

Concealment
Anticipating 

criminal investi-
gation

Anticipating 
inspection

No intrusive 
powers; coop-

erating offender

No  
concealment

Sum of all scores: minimum -4 to maximum +2
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The results as presented in Figure 6 show that the cases range from an overall 
score of +2 through to -3, with slightly more frauds that are relatively less 
noticeable. The line in the graph looks like a normal curve and shows no par-
ticular emphasis on more or less noticeable frauds. Ten cases have a score that 
is calculated with one or two missing values; these are excluded in the graph. 
Appendix F contains the full tables for each individual and overall score.

35 This system of CN codes, the ‘combined nomenclature’, is used for calculating the applicable import duties 
and keeping statistics. https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/business/calculation-customs-duties/what-
is-common-customs-tariff/combined-nomenclature_en

Noticeability score No. of cases
-3 3

-2 6

-1 16

0 13

1 4

2 1

Total 43

Scores with  
missing values

10 0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2

Noticeability scores

An example of a score
The case [Meat12] concerns a man and his daughter. They were aware of 
the demand in the market for particular illegal Asian foods and had fam-
ily in China, and they set up a food business to import and process these 
products. They rented a location that once had an approval of the EA from 
a previous owner but did not apply for a new approval for the location. 
The offender imported the illegal foodstuffs containing meat from China 
but used codes for customs declarations that pretended it concerned plant-
based foodstuffs.35 This prevented the NVWA from being alerted because 
they focus on inspecting veterinary or other high-risk goods from a food 
safety perspective, which did not include these plant-based processed food 
products. The main concealment strategy of the offender was thus to avoid 
the notice of EA altogether. I see this offender as a Wayward offender (-1) for 
not using a façade of legitimacy but using legal structures of the food indus-

Figure 6 Division of scores on overall noticeability.
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5.7 Conclusion on the nature of the crime
This chapter first provides insight into the food fraud cases that form the em-
pirical basis of this research. Of the 61 case studies, 53 concern alleged food 
frauds. The offenders vary in size and cover the full supply chain, though the 
emphasis lies on the processing stage. Meat is in over 60% of the cases the 
food product concerned. Second, the chapter captures three perspectives on 
the noticeability of food fraud, an important element of the nature of the 
crime in relation to detection by the EA. These three perspectives concern the 
noticeability of the offender and the food fraud itself; the latter is separated 
into the observability of food fraud on the one hand and the concealment of 
food fraud on the other. Together, these are used to develop a measure of the 
overall noticeability of a food fraud relative to a default level of 0. The follow-
ing conclusions can be made from the findings.

First, by analyzing the nature of this diverse set of food frauds, I developed 
a new definition of food fraud: it occurs when illegal food is laundered into 
the food chain and/or when the value of food is fraudulently enhanced, and it 
includes illegal acts that facilitate either of these outcomes.

try and operating as a food business in the shadow, which is why it scored 
low on opportunism. An inspector once came close to detection because 
he tracked down the offender through a visit of another irregular location in 
his area. However, he did not find the location that the offender had in use 
but did speak to the offenders at their house. The offenders did not inform 
the inspector about their food production location, which prevented that 
inspector from visiting it. Had a supervising authority been at the location, 
the food fraud was presumably observable; a policeman noted a smell in an 
earlier report because of poultry meat waste (0), but because of the various 
concealment tactics attempting to mislead the inspectorate (-1), the offend-
ers managed to stay hidden for some time. Their overall noticeability score 
is thus -2.

Food fraud is committed by any actor who is intentionally involved in 
illegal acts for economic advantage, thus causing or facilitating illegal 
food to be laundered into the food chain or for food to be fraudulently 
value-enhanced.
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This definition explicitly includes facilitative food fraud committed by busi-
nesses that enable others to launder food or fraudulently enhance the value of 
their food. Food fraud is separate from food-adjacent crimes, which are other 
crimes concerning food or are committed by food businesses, such as tax 
fraud, drug smuggling, and theft, that do not impact the food. Nevertheless, 
adjacent crimes can cause food fraud and are thus a relevant area to consider. 
All types of food fraud are associated with more or less severe food safety 
threats, ranging from dishonesty about the food that corrupts food safety 
procedures to immediate food safety problems, which happened in a few in-
stances. In at least one-third of the food frauds in this dataset, however, the 
food was suitable to eat. Food fraud offenders take into account the noticea-
bility of the food fraud, and causing illness is one such example. 

Second, though most offenders are regular businesses in the food industry, 
around 30% are not. Their noticeability is lower either because they stay out 
of sight of the EA by not registering and operating from irregular locations, or 
by using their legitimacy almost solely as a sophisticated façade. I thus distin-
guish four offender types: Regular, Lookalike, Wayward, and Invader offenders.

Third, observing food fraud in the food is unlikely, especially for consumers; 
however, analytical detection has limitations: for example, food fraud con-
cerning meat from illegal slaughter or fish from unregistered catches as well 
as false statements about production may not (yet) be possible to analytical-
ly observe. Observing traces of the fraud or actually see it being committed 
are more likely. Food fraud that is not analytically or sensorially possible to 
observe but that merely involves dishonest documentation is challenging to 
detect, as it may require inspections at multiple businesses throughout the 
global supply chain in order to observe it.
 
Fourth, 75% of the food frauds are concealed in such a way that the offender 
anticipates an inspection, not only by a government inspector, but also by pri-
vate auditors and buyers. Another 5% even anticipates covert observation; this 
leaves 20% relatively less (15%) or even unconcealed (5%) frauds. The conceal-
ment may aim to disable observation or influence judgment in interaction with 
someone who is close to observing the food fraud, such as the government 
inspector. Concealment in interaction is achieved with a range of manipula-
tive, distracting tactics and excuses. The empirical material offers a wealth of 
techniques offenders use to try to accomplish concealment.

Overall, this leads to a picture of the noticeability of the food fraud in this da-
taset on a scale of -3 to +2 that resembles a normal curve: around half of the 
frauds is less noticeable than the default level of 0; the other, slightly smaller 
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half, is more noticeable. This thus does not show an over-emphasis on less or 
more noticeable frauds. 

Collectively, the findings of this chapter first and foremost show diversity in 
types of food fraud, in supply chain involvement, in offender types, and in 
noticeability. The clearest finding is a consistent level of concealment and the 
dominance of meat frauds. The lack of pattern in these insights raises the 
question of whether the detection is haphazard or whether consistent links are 
to be found with the detection methods.

Table 18 summarizes the key concepts and findings that have been described 
and categorized in this chapter.
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Table 18 Summary of concepts and findings on the nature of food fraud 

Aspect of food 
fraud

Categories Measure Findings

Types of food 
fraud 

• Food laundering 
• Fraudulent food val-

ue-enhancement
• Facilitative food fraud 

N/A
New definition; two primary 
food frauds and a facilita-
tive type

Offender posi-
tion in supply 
chain

Primary (inputs or pro-
duction)
Processing (slaughter/
cutting or plant)
Trade
Retail
Logistics 
Import

N/A Food fraud takes place 
throughout supply chain; 
businesses are often in-
volved in more parts. 

Emphasis is on food pro-
cessors. 

Types of food Meat & meat products
Fish & fish products
Eggs
Oils & fats
Nuts & seeds
Fruit & vegetables
Food supplements
Cereal & grain
Alcoholic beverages
Dairy
Baby nutrition

N/A 62% meat, fish (8%) is 
second biggest group.

Sales channels from ba-
zaars, ethnic shops, online, 
and high-end retail

Offender 
typology

Invader
Wayward
Lookalike
Regular (default)

Noticeability offender:
Default (0) or -1

70% Regular offenders
30% other types

Observability 
of food fraud

Proximity to the offender
Potential observation
Extent of observation
Position in supply chain
Dynamic in nature

Observability of food fraud:
Relatively more or less 
compared to default 
(-1, 0, +1)

Mostly not in the food
Few by consumers
Administratively complex
Analytical observation 
limited in possibility

Fraud tech-
niques & 
concealment

Disable observation: ad-
ministrative or physical, 
hide and disguise

Influencing tactics in 
interaction with observer

Concealment food fraud:
Depending on what 
offender anticipates, 
relatively low or high(er) 
compared to default 
(-2, -1, 0, +1)

75% concealed at -1
Some anticipates covert 
observation (5%), some 
were unconcealed (5%)

Range of techniques very 
broad, not exhaustive

Overall notice-
ability of food 
fraud

Sum of offender and 
food fraud observability 
and concealment 

Overall noticeability: sum 
of the above;
Maximum range from +2 
to -4

Scores -3 to -1: n=29 
Scores 0 to 2: n=24
No dominance of either 
more or less noticeable 
food fraud 
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6 The detection process and detection methods 
This chapter discusses the detection process and methods that the agency 
used to first detect the fraud (sub-question 1.2: What elements of the detec-
tion methods explain the ability of the enforcement agency [EA] to detect food 
fraud?). The central concern of this chapter is information, as gathering infor-
mation is fundamental for an EA to be able to detect. The aim of this chapter is 
first to develop an understanding of how the detection process of the agency 
functions in practice and second to understand the accuracy of the informa-
tion that the various methods produce. In particular, it seeks to explain and 
understand the conditions under which detection methods produce accurate 
information. 

In section 6.1, I first describe and define the key concepts in the detection 
process of the EA under study, which have become clear after analyzing the 
empirical material. The three most important actors in detection are the EA 
itself, other government agencies, and private third parties. The remaining 
sections provide a systematic analysis of the accuracy of the information that 
the detection methods attached to each of these central actors retrieved. To 
this end, the cases of food fraud for which they have and have not delivered 
accurate information are compared and contrasted. This analysis offers a basis 
to further understand the most important conditions that are relevant for the 
agency ability to detect food fraud. 

The result of this chapter is that it describes the characteristics of detection 
methods that are associated with correct information, and it identifies explan-
atory conditions under which a detection method provides correct informa-
tion. The findings of this chapter further demonstrate that merely having ac-
curate information is not sufficient for the agency to be able to detect. The 
information also needs to be recognized as such and used with appropriate 
methods by the EA. 

6.1 Introduction: Detection process and methods
This section further explains the process of detection: the phases it consists of, 
the detection methods, and the different roles that the information produced 
by the detection methods can play within this process. I first explain the detec-
tion process and timeline in sections 6.1.1 and 6.1.2. I then proceed to defining 
six categories of detection methods of the EA in section 6.1.3. Finally, I explain 
what roles the information in a detection process can play in section 6.1.4. This 
section lays the groundwork for the comparative analysis in Chapter 6. 
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t1 t2 t3 t4

IGNORANCE PHASE DISCOVERY PHASE EVIDENCE PHASE

first information 
signal at agency 

start of 
evidence gathering

end of 
evidence gathering

6.1.1 Food fraud detection process
From the perspective of the enforcement agency, the detection process con-
sists of three different phases defined by four key moments (t1 to t4). This 
process is visualized in Figure 7. 

T1 is the moment that the fraud probably started; t2 is when the first informa-
tion signal about the fraud arrives or develops anywhere at the agency. At this 
stage, the information may be unclear; it may concern an alleged offender, an 
illegal act, or both. T3 is what I define as the start of evidence-gathering. At 
this point, the agency has a fairly reliable idea of both the potential offend-
er(s) and the illegal act(s), as well as, at least in these criminal cases, about 
the intentional nature of these. The agency then proceeds to collect evidence 
to substantiate the committing of food fraud by a specific offender. To be 
clear, this moment does not reflect legal definitions of, for example, a criminal 
suspicion; rather, it reflects the moment in the detection process when the 
agency concentrates its evidence-gathering on a specific offender and fraud. 
The fourth moment, t4, is the end of the evidence-gathering. At this point, the 
agency has collected enough information about the offender(s) and illegal 
act(s) to proceed to the next phase in regulatory enforcement: the interven-
tion or response. As the case selection in this study only includes criminal 
investigations, this is always the moment that the final criminal report is trans-
ferred to the Public Prosecution Service to begin prosecution. 

The three phases in a detection process are thus as follows: 
1. Ignorance phase, in which the fraud started but was not yet on the radar 

of the agency
2. Discovery phase, during which information was gathered about an al-

leged food fraud

Figure 7 Food fraud detection timeline.
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3. Evidence phase, in which the agency gathered evidence about this partic-
ular food fraud in order to bring it to the phase of intervention. 

The detection process ends when the information is sufficient for intervention.

For each detected case of food fraud in the dataset for this study (n=33), the 
four moments were identified. There are four incomplete timelines where the 
criminal investigation file did not contain enough information on when the 
fraud started (n=29). The information on the terminated cases was too limited 
to reconstruct the timeline. Appendix G details how the moments are opera-
tionalized and shows the full list of timelines of the fully detected food fraud 
cases.

6.1.2 The duration of detection
The reconstructions of the food fraud detection timelines show that a food 
fraud generally came to the attention of the EA a little over a year after it 
began. Two years later, the detection process, in those cases where a crimi-
nal investigation is started, was finished. The complete detection timeline had 
an average duration of 3.5 years, consisting of ignorance, discovery, and evi-
dence-gathering. However, the spread is large and skewed to the right, which 
means most cases are detected faster, within three years; the median value is 
33 months. Where appropriate in this study, the length of the different phases 
in the timeline is used to assist the search for explanations for the detection. 
The following section addresses this point in more detail.

The ignorance phase: a little over a year
Figure 8 demonstrates that the time that a fraud was not on the radar of the 
EA generally ranges from 0 to 40 months, with two outliers of 85 months 
[Meat21] and 231.4 months [Meat32], which is over 19 years. However, the data 
is skewed to the right, which is why the average is not the most appropriate 
statistic to describe the data. The median observation is 13.2 months, whereas 
the average (without one outlier) is 18 months. The modus, on the other hand 
the most frequently occurring observation, is under eight months. The major-
ity of the frauds came to the attention of the agency within 16 months (n=16, 
first two bars) rather than after 16 months (n=13, last four bars).

I use this graph to separate the longer-hidden frauds from the frauds hidden 
for a shorter period in further comparative analysis throughout this study. To 
this end, I depict the cases in the two classes farthest to the right (n=6) as the 
longest-hidden frauds. At the other end of the spectrum, the six cases that 
were discovered most quickly were all discovered in fewer than three months.
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The discovery phase: three months
Figure 9 demonstrates that the duration of the discovery phase ranges from 0 
months (five cases) to 42.8 months (FruitVeg2) with an average of 5.9 months. 
Most often, the discovery phase lasts fewer than three months with a median 
value of 3.3. The agency thus needs around three months to substantiate a 
first information signal about a potential food fraud to proceed to collecting 
evidence.

36 Excluding four missing values

Average: 
Median: 
Modus: 

18
13.2
<8

Average: 
Median: 
Modus: 

5.9
3.3
<3

Figure 8 Spread of ignorance phase (2010–2017, n=29, y1 outcome = “detected”).36

Figure 9 Spread of discovery phase (2010–2017, n=33, y1 outcome = “detected”).
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The evidence phase: under a year and a half
The length of the evidence phase again differs highly, as Figure 10 shows. 
It ranges from 2.7 months (Meat10) to 56.3 months (Fish1) with an average 
of 19.1 months, which is a little over a year and a half. The median is 16.5, 
and most cases were ready to proceed to intervention at between 10 and 20 
months. 

6.1.3 Five categories of detection methods
I define any activity that produces information about a potential food fraud, 
with regards to both (f)acts and offenders as a food fraud detection method. 
EA detection methods are thus activities performed by the EA that yield in-
formation about potential or actual food fraud and its offenders; for example, 
providing reporting channels is a method to leverage information from private 
third parties. Table 19 shows five categories of detection methods that have 
been important for the discovery of the food frauds in this study based on the 
collected data. They are connected to three different actors: the EA, another 
government agency, or a private third party. The offender is missing in this 
table. Though the literature identified the offender turning himself in as a po-
tential detection method (self-reporting), which perhaps could be envisaged if 
there would be leniency arrangements, this did not happen in any of the cases. 

The first four categories are in fact all government methods. Though the first 
three are internal to the EA and the fourth type refers to agency external 
sources, they also originate from a government agency. 

The government agencies include both international and national government 
agencies. The scope is limited to a reconstruction of the incoming information 

Figure 10 Spread of evidence phase (2010–2017, n=33, y1 outcome = “detected”).
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Table 19 Five categories of detection methods, three actors

No. Detection actor Detection method 
category

Description

1 Enforcement agency Regulatory Methods connected to inspections
2 Investigatory Criminal investigation methods
3 Targeted Information/data analysis methods
4 Government agency Government Information transfers to the EA by (semi-)government 

agencies
5 Private third party Third party Reports to the EA by non-governmental third parties 

in the Netherlands, using the first information that reaches the NVWA or the 
relevant first line inspection agency under their responsibility as a starting 
point. Outgoing information to other agencies is thus excluded. Third-party 
discoveries are made by non-governmental sources, which are private entities, 
either an individual or an organization, without any formal supervisory task 
that have reported information about the food fraud to the EA. Appendix H 
contains additional detail on how these categories are operationalized.

In sum, the five categories of detection methods are further aggregated into 
three main actors that are connected to that method of detection. Sections 
6.2 to 6.7 discuss the findings on each category of detection method in more 
detail and further specify their characteristics and accuracy. 

6.1.4 Discovery information dynamics: three defining roles
Focusing on the discovery phase, it soon became clear that it was often not 
possible to choose one detection method that was key for providing the in-
formation the EA needed to discover the food fraud. Often, multiple meth-
ods contributed, and the process did not always neatly move chronologically 
from a first information signal to further substantiating and onto evidence 
collecting. I therefore instead examined the function of the information that 
the methods had produced. I found that this information could either fulfill 
a defining or a supporting role. More specifically, I identified three defining 
roles the detection methods, or rather the information they produce, can play: 

 y Prompt (P): First, information that prompted (P) the discovery phase of 
the EA. 

 y Signal (S): Second, information that was the first available signal (S) about 
the fraud. 

 y Evidence (E): Third, information that was decisive in moving from the dis-
covery to evidence (E) gathering, i.e., the information that resulted in a 
fairly reliable picture about both the alleged offender and illegal act.
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Notably, this does not mean there is a maximum of three information pieces 
available in any one case; several cases have more, which I considered as sup-
porting information rather than defining.
 
The following explains this further. By reconstructing the timelines, it became 
clear that the first signal of the fraud was not always the information that in-
duced the detection process. I therefore distinguish the role of the Prompt (P). 
This is the piece of information that attracted the attention of the EA to the 
food fraud and triggered the detection process until the point of intervention. 
The discovery phase is thus not always a straightforward, linear process but 
has several forms. 

The simplest form is when the first signal is actually the information that in-
duces the detection process, and P and S are therefore the same. A combi-
nation that often occurs (n=27) is that an incoming report from a third party, 
government or private, leads to an inspection. The information that prompted  

37 Traceability means the ‘ability to trace and follow food, feed, and ingredients through all stages of pro-
duction, processing and distribution’, according to the General Food Law. (European Commission. Food 
Law General Requirements. https://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/general_food_law/general_requirements_en 
(retrieved 24-10-2018). Each business in the supply chain is responsible for providing information about its 
suppliers and its buyers. This is referred to as the one step forward, and one step back principle.

An example of a case where P and S are different
Information from a confidential third party about an alleged food fraud, 
substituting beef with horse, arrived at the NVWA-IOD. This triggered the 
investigators to collect further information around the alleged food fraud 
offender in order to substantiate the information from the confidential in-
former. They then found an extensive inspection report. The inspection was 
aimed at inspecting administratively whether this business could have mixed 
horse into beef. It was a discretionary inspection performed because of the 
horsemeat affair. The report identified a number of serious problems in the 
offenders’ administration that impeded traceability of the food37 and, as a 
result, it could not be ruled out that horsemeat was used. However, the 
inspection findings did not lead to enforcement actions, and that detection 
process had stalled some months before the information from the third-par-
ty report came in. The first signal (S) was therefore the traceability report, but 
the information that prompted (P) the discovery leading up to the detection 
of the [Meat14] offender was a third-party report. S and E are the same in 
this case because the inspection report contained substantial support of the 
third-party report [Meat14].
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the detection process was then the incoming report and also the first sig-
nal at the agency, but the inspection was needed to obtain a substantiated 
picture of the illegal act and offender and thus be able to start targeted ev-
idence-gathering about the food fraud (t3). In this example, P and S are the 
same, but E is different. The same information can fulfill all of these roles 
(P=S=E), but it could also be different pieces of information (P+S+E). The-
oretically, five combinations are possible, and these were all found. Table 20 
presents these combinations.

Distinguishing the different information roles (P, S, and E) helps to understand 
the information process. In the first place, it makes clear that discovery in many 
cases is not based on a single method or source, but by a combination (40 of 
61 – i.e., all except where P=S=E). It further shows that information signals about 
alleged food fraud are not necessarily recognized or immediately used for fur-
ther investigation. Finally, it underlines that detection is a process of discovery 
that builds up to the eventual detection of a food fraud offender. The different 
information roles are used for observations and analysis throughout this study.

6.1.5 Conclusion on information and detection methods
A case of food fraud comes to the attention of the EA for the most part within 
16 months after it begins. If the fraud is subjected to a criminal investigation, 
the complete detection process generally takes a little less than three years. 
Three phases can be distinguished within this process: the ignorance phase, 
the discovery phase, and the evidence-gathering phase.

One of four actors in theory provides the information for the initial discovery 
of a food fraud, that is, provides the first information signal about the fraud. 
This is the EA, another government agency, a private third party, or the offend-
er himself. In the empirical material, however, no discovery could be attributed 
to the offender. The information generated by the detection methods can play 
three different defining roles in the discovery phase of the detection process: 

Table 20 Combinations of defining information roles

Defining information roles In writing No. of cases
P=S, S≠E P equals S, but E is different 27
P=S=E P, S, and E are all the same 21
P≠S, S=E P and S are different, but S and E are the same 2
P≠S≠E P, S, and E all differ 6
P≠S, P=E P equals E, but S is different 5
Total 61
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it can function as a prompt to the detection process (P), as a first signal to 
a potential food fraud (S), or as substantiating information (E). This shows 
that discovery is not a linear process, and that detection is often based on 
information from more than one detection method. Some information plays a 
supporting rather than a defining role. Understanding these information roles 
offers a basis to further research how information relates to other conditions 
in explaining detection. Table 21 summarizes these key concepts and catego-
ries, which are used throughout this study.

Table 21 Summary of detection process concepts

Aspect of detection process Description Description 2
Food fraud detection method An activity that produces information  

about a (potential) food fraud 
Food fraud detection timeline Four moments, three phases: 

t1: beginning of food fraud
t2: first information signal at EA
t3: start of evidence-gathering
t4: end of evidence-gathering

t1 – t2: Ignorance
t2 – t3: Discovery
t3 – t4: Evidence

Categories of detection methods EA detection methods
• Regulatory 
• Investigatory
• Targeted 
Government detection methods
Third-party detection methods
Offender detection methods

Information roles Defining role:
• Prompt (P) – induces process
• Signal (S) – first signal
• Evidence (E) – substantiating role
Supporting role

6.2 Accuracy of detection methods
One of the lessons from the first section is that having accurate information is 
not sufficient for the ability to detect. Some information, even though it proves 
to be accurate, does not induce the detection process but stalls somewhere at 
the agency. Even so, against this background, it is important to understand to 
what extent and under what circumstances detection methods generate ac-
curate information about a food fraud. This assists in explaining agency ability 
to detect. The remainder of this chapter thus concentrates on the accuracy of 
the information that the detection methods have produced. The focus in this 
chapter is the discovery phase, thus highlighting the detection methods that 
have produced the initial information that led the agency to believe a food 
fraud was occurring.
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6.2.1 Analysis
In order to identify the circumstances in which a detection method produces 
accurate or inaccurate information, I compare and contrast cases that vary 
both on y (food fraud and not food fraud) and on x (type of detection meth-
od). 

First, for this analysis, the outcome on food fraud (y2) is again used. This allows 
the distinction between accurate results and inaccurate results in the discovery 
phase. Second, I select diverse cases, bearing in mind two types of situations: 
a detection method can find a food fraud when in reality it is not (false discov-
ery), or it does not identify a food fraud when in reality there was one (false 
non-discovery) (Powers, 2011). These two types of errors (red) are visualized 
in Table 22. 

Table 22 Two types of discovery errors by detection methods (reprint of Table 4) 

Real food fraud
(y2 = food fraud)

Not real food fraud
(y2= not food fraud)

Detection method identified it True discovery
(TD)

False discovery
(FD)

Detection method did not identify it False non-discovery
(FN)

True non-discovery
(TN)

The most interesting categories to explore are thus the false non-discoveries 
and false discoveries in comparison with true discoveries. Though the total oc-
currence of food fraud is by definition unknown, within this dataset it is possi-
ble to compare the results of each category of detection methods: regulatory, 
government reports and third-party reports. For example, food fraud that was 
discovered based on a report from a private third party may be committed by 
a regular business that received routine inspections. From the perspective of 
inspections as a detection method, this is a false non-discovery: the inspection 
did not identify it. Similarly, cases that were not reported but were discovered 
through an inspection are false non-discoveries from the perspective of re-
porting. 

This approach offers a systematic basis to search for explanations in the em-
pirical case material concerning under what circumstances a detection meth-
od selects actual food frauds. This allows conclusions to be drawn about the 
effectiveness of detection methods and to make inferences about the food 
fraud that might not be discovered using these methods.
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This approach is qualitative in nature. Defining when, for example, an inspec-
tion is a “false non-discovery,” i.e., when an inspection did not identify the 
food fraud, is not black and white. Quantifying this number would therefore 
not result in a reliable figure that predicts the relevant contribution of a de-
tection method. The case material shows situations where food fraud was on-
going for years that was not found during routine audits and inspections; 
would that count as one false non-discovery or many more? Similarly, some 
cases were previously undiscovered by an inspection but were found later by 
a different inspection. Precisely these differences allow a qualitative analysis of 
various conditions that help explain the ability to discover.

First, each detection method of the EA – inspections and criminal investiga-
tions – other government agencies, and private third parties, respectively, is 
discussed with respect to true and false discoveries and negatives. The role of 
analytical detection methods is discussed in section 6.7. 

6.3 The ability of inspections to discover food fraud 
The EA is the central actor in this study. Three categories of detection methods 
are associated with the EA: regulatory (inspections), targeted (targeted inspec-
tions) and investigatory (criminal investigations) methods. As the central de-
tection method of a food authority is inspections, this section discusses which 
types of inspections (regulatory and targeted) have contributed to detection 
of food fraud and in what way. The investigatory methods are excluded here; 
they are discussed separately in the next section. I start by detailing a number 
of subtypes of inspections, and I then discuss the conditions I identified that 
explain the ability of inspections to detect.

6.3.1 Types of inspections
The EA conducts different types of inspections that differ regarding their fre-
quency, purpose, and (by consequence) method. Distinguishing these types 
assists with further analysis into which types are more or less important in the 
food fraud detection process. I developed the categorization in Table 23 to 
distinguish the types of inspection.

First, food businesses are audited or inspected on a regular basis, sometimes 
based on mandatory inspection frequencies and sometimes at an infrequent 
pace. Re-inspections may follow if there were compliance issues. These are 
routine inspections: food safety audits and inspections at the businesses in 
the EA’s database that are subject to regular supervision. In addition, the EA 

154

Chapter 6



6conducts analytical monitoring programs using sampling and analytical de-
tection methods. Positive analytical results then lead to a follow-up inspection. 
Though this is also a routine approach, it is distinguished from routine inspec-
tions in order to research the role of analytical detection. A discretionary in-
spection is not mandatory but is performed when the EA has a specific reason 
to do so. For example, when horsemeat was found in beef, the EA inspected 
several businesses at its own discretion to judge whether they were part of the 
scandal [Meat14]. Finally, the EA may specifically target a specific business or 
group of businesses to visit based on information analysis. I call this a targeted 
inspection, and though they are also discretionary, the growing attention for 
targeting in the literature justified separating these in the data collection.

The EA further conducts inspections aimed at a type of good. For example, 
food businesses often require certification of a food export consignment, such 
as fish or meat, aimed at certifying the health or safety of the goods [e.g., 
Fish1]. Veterinary inspections of livestock and meat during the slaughter pro-
cess are another example of goods inspections [e.g., Meat13]. This type of 
inspection happens frequently and routinely; in large slaughterhouses, veter-
inary inspections take place on a permanent basis. Finally, inspections can be 
instigated by a report, for example by a food business, another government 
agency, or a private third party. The report could come from a food business 
due to reporting obligations: food businesses are required by the General 

Table 23 Types of inspections

Detection method 
category

Type of inspection Description

Regulatory Routine inspection Regular supervisory tasks, audits, (re-) inspections, approval 
maintenance 

Discretionary in-
spection

Inspection at EA’s own discretion (i.e., not mandatory), for a 
specific reason

Analytical moni-
toring 

Monitoring of food ingredients or foodstuffs using analytical 
detection methods 

Goods inspection Inspections requested by the inspected business. Generally 
goods inspections such as (mandatory) meat inspections at 
slaughterhouses or veterinary certification of consignments 
of food/live animals 

Targeted Targeted inspection Targeted inspection based on information analysis 
Government 
or third party

Reports-based 
inspection

Inspections instigated by a report of a private third party, 
another government agency, or a self-report of the (offend-
ing) business. The first signal of the food fraud thus arrived 
through these reporting entities

n/a Expert judgment Not an inspection, but expert judgments from inspector(s) 
about the potential offender and/or fraud, using, e.g., the 
offender’s (historic) profile, trade patterns, and trade partners 
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Food Law to notify food safety incidents to the EA in order to allow supervision 
on the measures taken to mitigate the food safety risk. These are RASSF noti-
fications.38 Reports-based inspections differ from routine inspections, as their 
goal is to verify or further examine specifically what was reported. 

A separate type of contribution by inspectors found in the empirical cases 
is expert judgment. These are different from the other types because they 
do not involve findings from a specific inspection but concern more general 
knowledge of inspectors about a certain potential offender [Meat6, Meat5]. 
This is relatively “soft” information, which respondents refer to, for example, 
as a “compliance picture” of the potential offender [Meat5].

6.3.2 Overview of the contribution of inspections to food fraud discoveries
In this section, I introduce three tables that provide three different perspec-
tives on the contribution of inspections to food fraud detection. This concerns 
their information role, the accuracy of information, and a list of cases in which 
inspections were the first to discover the food fraud. These tables are used to 
select diverse cases and to identify conditions that impact the ability to dis-
cover food fraud by an inspection. 

First, the contribution of inspections to discovery differs significantly with 
respect to their information role. Inspections do not often provide the first 
signal of a food fraud but play an important role in substantiating other in-
formation (role E). This is shown in Table 24. The empirical material contains 
10 cases where inspections have resulted in a first information signal about a 
food fraud. The role of inspections in the evidence role is larger, and overall, 
inspections are used in 73% of the food fraud cases, ranging from expert judg-
ments to focused inspections based on an external report. In 14 cases of food 
fraud (26%), inspections are not used in any form in the detection process, for 
example when it concerned an irregular offender.

Next, Table 25 breaks down which types of inspections contributed to the 
detection and shows which are connected to false discoveries. Note that false 
discoveries are only part of the dataset from 2014 onward, which prevents 
drawing certain statistical conclusions from this table. 

38 European Commision (2018) RASFF - Food and Feed Safety Alerts https://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/rasff_en 
(retrieved 17-10-2018)
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6Table 25 first shows that the EA is connected to most of the false discoveries. 
The EA contributed information to six cases of food fraud that turned out to 
be a false discovery out of eight false discoveries overall in the dataset (2014-
2017). The routine inspections supported information coming from third par-
ty and government reports, whereas the targeted inspection and analytical 
monitoring originated at the EA. In these cases, the EA thus produced the first 
signal of the alleged food fraud. The weakest method based on this table is 
analytical monitoring. It is rarely used as a detection method for food fraud 
(once), and it also produced a false discovery (see section 6.7). Goods inspec-
tions are also rarely used for food fraud detection. Targeted inspections that 
are based on an information analysis are used slightly more often, but they 
have also falsely identified food fraud. This is an interesting finding that is 
further explored in this dissertation, as expectations of information analysis 
for detection are high according to the respondents in the interviews as part 
of the first empirical study. Second, the reports-based inspections are, as ex-
pected, most important for food fraud detection when looking at absolute 
numbers, and they are not connected to a false discovery. 

Third, to understand the ability of inspections to find food fraud, I studied 
cases where food fraud was not discovered during inspections prior to a later 
discovery. I contrasted these with cases where inspections did discover a food 
fraud, both stand-alone (see Table 26) and when based on a report. 

Table 24 Contribution of inspections as a detection method (2010–2017, n=53) 

Role of inspections No. of cases Percentage
No contribution 14 26%
Supportive contribution 7 13%
Defining contribution (P, S, or E) 32 60%
Of which first signal (S) 10 19%

53 100%

Table 25 True and False discoveries specified per type of inspection (2010–2017, n=45, y2 outcome crime)

Inspection method of detection Food fraud Not food fraud n
Inspection - report based 16 16
Inspection - routine 9 3 12
Inspection - discretionary 5 5
Supportive expert knowledge / historic findings 5 5
Targeted inspection 2 2 4
Inspection - goods 1 1
Analytical monitoring 1 1 2
Total 39 6 45
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Table 26 shows that four of 10 cases where an inspection was able to discover 
food fraud without an additional source of information were routine inspec-
tions. An additional one was a veterinary goods inspection at a slaughter-
house. These five inspections share the characteristic that they had a routine 
orientation; they were not specifically looking for food fraud. The other five 
cases were discovered using a method other than routine: discretionary, tar-
geted, or information analysis. 

The analyses on ability identified five main conditions for an inspection to 
be able to discover a food fraud. These are discussed further in the following 
sections. The first is the orientation of the inspection. It matters a great deal 
whether an inspector consciously looks for food fraud. Second, concealment 
is sometimes effective in causing an inability to discover even when there is 
specific information available about a food fraud. It requires the use of the 
appropriate tactics and techniques, and it often depends on the specific in-
spector whether these are used. Fourth, it is relevant whether findings from an 
inspection are interpreted as being related to food fraud. Finally, serendipity 
is important.

Section 6.3.8 reflects on these findings by comparing them with findings from 
the interviews held as part of the first empirical study, which support the con-
clusions. 

6.3.3 Orientation of the inspection
An important condition that explains why an inspection does not discover 
food fraud is because the inspector is not looking for it. For example, this 
is often due to the fact that the activities that the food fraud entails are not 
part of the routine orientation of supervision, particularly not of food safety 
supervision. Food safety inspections concentrate on a business’s processes to 
safeguard food safety; inspectors and auditors, for example, judge whether 
the business has identified and documented critical points in this process that 

Table 26 Discoveries by an inspection without extra information (2010–2017, n=10, y2 outcome crime 
= “food fraud”) 

Category of detection method Detection method n Cases
Regulatory Inspection - discretionary 2 Fish4, Meat14

Inspection - goods 1 Meat13
Inspection - routine 4 Meat35, OilFat1, Egg3, Fish1

Targeted Information analysis 3 Egg1, FruitVeg3, Meat19
Total 10
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could cause a food safety risk and what measures the business takes to miti-
gate these risks (HACCP analysis). They may observe the health and safety of 
the food (sensorially or analytically) and the level of hygiene during produc-
tion. Another reason inspections may not able to discover is that the offender 
is not a business that receives regular supervision by the EA. Some businesses, 
though they are regular businesses, are not part of the normal mandate of the 
EA, such as a laboratory or a logistics servicing company. In sum, these are 
cases where the EA does not specifically look for food fraud.

Not looking for food fraud during routine inspections
One of the businesses in the horsemeat affair was a regular cutting plant. 
The focus of the inspection was the health of the carcasses and the state of 
the premises, not the truthful sales of the correct species. When the inves-
tigation team later investigated the administration, it turned out there was 
no mention of horses, not in purchasing or sales. The absence of horses is 
thus potentially observable by an inspector in the business administration, 
but this was not part of routine inspections. A report and relevant inspec-
tion finding elsewhere in the supply chain were important for this discovery 
[Meat7].

In contrast, cases where the inspector was in fact looking for food fraud show 
that he is then able to discover. An obvious example is when an inspection is 
based on a report; this often enables the inspector to discover. Another option 
is that the inspection is following up on several positive analytical results in 
the routine analytical monitoring of bovines. This creates an awareness of the 
potential occurrence of food fraud and brings focus to the inquiry. As a result, 
suitable methods are used [see box]. 

Focused inquiry, administrative checks, and an investigative approach
[Meat35] was instigated by three routine inspections. Two were inspections 
at farms that had delivered a bovine animal to the slaughterhouse in which a 
positive analytical result on antibiotics was found. This analytical result thus 
prompted the detection process and brought focus to the inquiry at the 
farms. An examination of the administration at the farms raised the thought 
among the inspectors that antibiotics were being delivered, though they 
were administered as regular feed supplements. The clue was the usage of 
the lower VAT tariff, which is not allowed for feed supplements but is ap-
plicable for antibiotics. They also suspected a veterinarian was responsible 
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The necessity of looking for food fraud is further demonstrated by a case that 
was discovered some time ago (2004-2005) that did happen during routine 
inspections [see box]. At that time, there was less resource scarcity, and “dis-
honesty” was actually part of the routine orientation of the inspectors. This re-
sulted in a more frequent presence at businesses than in the period after 2006, 
which allowed them to glean rumors of illegal practices. This in turn developed 
an awareness that caused them to identify the food fraud. Hence, the agency 
would be better able to discover food fraud during routine inspections if this 
was (again) part of the priorities. 

for providing the antibiotics to the business that delivered the “innocent” 
supplements. A follow-up inspection was scheduled at the delivering busi-
ness and approached in an investigative manner by a combination of an 
inspector and a detective. They discovered duplicate invoices and relatively 
high sales of regular feed supplements for too high an amount relative to 
the benchmark. This supported their hypothesis, and a criminal investigation 
began a few months later. Though it confirmed that the illegal distribution of 
antibiotics had taken place in the past, it also made clear that the suspects 
had since stopped.

Sensitivity to the potential occurrence of food fraud
A large case of fraudulent food enhancement that was discovered during 
routine food safety inspections was the case [Fish1], in which several busi-
nesses used a cheap Asian alternative for plaice. The discovery was before 
2006; the fishery inspectors had a regular presence at the fishing industry. 
Shortly after this discovery, dishonesty around food became a lesser priority 
due to budget cuts. The inspectors certified export products and audited 
and inspected food safety standards. At some point, they heard on rum-
ors that cheap alternatives for plaice were being imported and used in the 
breaded fish products. Apparently, they heard, it was beginning to become 
a normal practice in the industry, and several businesses engaged in this 
fraud. The fraud was visible to inspectors: they noticed that, on some box-
es, an abbreviation was written in black letters that indicated which boxes 
contained the cheaper alternative. When the inspector opened one of those 
boxes, he could organoleptically tell it contained another fish species. This 
case demonstrates that awareness of this type of fraud allows inspectors to 
observe visible indications.
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In contrast to routine inspections, discretionary inspections depart from a hy-
pothesis of what may be wrong. In other words, they are already oriented to-
wards the possibility of a certain food fraud occurring. As a result, the methods 
are different from usual and are better suited to verifying their hypothesis on 
the particular food fraud. This explains two cases where discretionary inspec-
tions contributed to the discovery of food fraud (see Table 26). 

Discretionary inspections that looked for food fraud
In [Fish4], inspectors covertly observed the landing of fish in order to judge 
whether all fish was brought to auction as was required. This was a method 
to learn what was happening if they were not present during the landing. It 
confirmed their thoughts about an illegal flow of fish, and the case was in-
vestigated. It found that 20%-25% of the offender’s catch was unregistered. 
[Fish4]

6.3.4 Concealment
Second, as was made clear in Chapter 5, inspections often face concealment 
of the food fraud by the offender. In a number of cases, this proved effective 
in shielding the illegal activities. The concealment could concern the offend-
er, such as a Wayward offender that did not register itself at the EA [e.g., 
Meat12, Meat19], or it could concern the food fraud activities, as in the case 
of a slaughterhouse that started its illegal activities after the inspector left the 
building [Meat3]. It could require other techniques and tactics to discover this, 
such as covert observation to see whether slaughtering activities take place, 
unexpected visits, or a higher frequency to monitor the quality of the meat 
in stock, for example. Another effective concealment method is when the of-
fender has an excuse ready for the inspector (Meat8, Dairy1).

Effective concealment to mislead inspector
An illustrative example of effective concealment to mislead inspectors is 
[Dairy1], the fraudulent altering of best-before dates of cheese and cheese 
products. When inspectors visited, rotten cheese was quickly put in the so-
called blockade area. Products in this area were blocked for further process-
ing, awaiting a decision about their destination (food or depreciation). This 
way, the offender could always say that a decision was pending and that the 
cheese would be depreciated. In addition, the alteration of the packaging 
was done in a secret room that was not visible for the regular inspectors.

161

The detection process and detection methods



The relevance of concealment is verified by cases where an inspection was 
capable of contributing to discovery, despite concealment, when it was based 
on information in a report and an investigative approach was taken that antic-
ipated concealment. It is thus the combination of having relevant information 
and adjusting the approach accordingly. 

Discovery with a report, despite concealment
A regular food processing business turned out to be adding the colorant 
sulfite to its minced meat products for a long time. Using sulfite in meat 
products is prohibited, as it masks decay and is an allergen. The inspection 
history showed that the business did not take many microbiological sam-
ples, for which they had received written warnings. Then, a report from a 
confidential source came in and claimed that the businesses used sulfite. 
The inspectors had doubt about whether this could be true, considering 
that sulfite had long been banned in meat products, and legal alternatives 
to brighten the color of meat were available. Still, an investigative inspection 
was planned and took a different approach than the usual audits and inspec-
tions. It started at an early hour with a mixed team of inspectors and investi-
gators. Two went directly to the production area, and two went to the office. 
Those who went to the production area caught the man in the act of adding 
the sulfite to the production machine from a large bag next to him, whereas 
the quality manager and the director denied the use of the additive. Recipe 
documentation did not mention it, either. The case led to a recall of 700 tons 
of minced meat to 49 buyers in six EU countries and the destruction of the 
30 tons still in storage [Meat32]. In addition, the inspectorate built on these 
findings and detected 13 other businesses, both artisanal butchers and some 
business-to-business (b2b) meat traders, that still used sulfite, resulting in a 
recall of 200 tons of meat (NVWA, 2018c).

6.3.5 Inspector knowledge and expertise
Third, though inspections that were based on a report are generally more ca-
pable of overcoming concealment, in some cases, there was previous non-dis-
covery despite a report. Studying these more closely shows differences in the 
inspector’s approach that prove to be more or less effective. The specific knowl-
edge and expertise of the inspector to either address concealment or be able 
to use a different method is thus an important condition for the ability to dis-
cover. One such case concerned a small supermarket chain that, according to 
an anonymous report, allegedly put chicken in its ground beef. The compliance 
history showed that inspectors had taken samples of the ground beef in the 
past based on consumer complaints, but these did not discover irregularities. 
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However, when an intelligence detective who had been a butcher himself ear-
lier in his career instructed inspectors how to take the sample with tips around 
timing and approach, the results came back positive on chicken in five out of 
six samples [Meat18]. This demonstrates how an inspector’s particular (tactical) 
knowledge about how to find the truth and address concealing behavior is nec-
essary in detection during an inspection. If an activity is not part of the routine 
orientation of an inspection, this is not evident (see also boxes). When the right 
knowledge and expertise was used, the information in the report was verified.

No discovery despite a report because of concealment
In the [Meat4] case, which concerned the forgery of horse passports, a re-
port by another EU government agency about a specific horse that was al-
legedly illegally slaughtered had led to an inspection at a Dutch slaughter-
house. The inspector who followed up on the report needed to learn where 
the horse had come from. The horse trader that brought the horse to the 
slaughterhouse and was one of the prime suspects in the later investiga-
tion shifted the blame to a German horse trader from whom he supposedly 
bought the horse. He claimed not to remember the name of the trader and 
said he had paid by cash and did not have any records of it. He promised to 
let the inspector know if he met that trader again in the future. The inspector 
eventually closed the case without further follow up. It was not until another 
inspector attended a meeting with the organization that registers the horse 
passports that the discovery process of the case [Meat4] was prompted. The 
inspector wanted to discuss an example of a non-compliant horse passport 
at the meeting, and it turned out that the registration agency had hundreds 
of similar examples. The inspector put them in a box in the backseat of his 
car, analyzed them all, and detected clear signs of fraud in a number of them. 
This then led to further investigation. [Meat4]

Inspector knowledge necessary for discovery 
The case [Meat26] concerned a food business allegedly selling regular pro-
duce as organic according to third-party reports. On two accounts, the first-
tier supervisor attempted to verify the allegations, including administrative 
inspection techniques. However, they focused on the organic part of the 
business, which appeared compliant to them. An inspector of the NVWA 
later conducted a broader administrative audit, incorporating mass balances 
and traceability. The results of this audit could support the finding that the 
business had in fact combined different types of produce, and the business 
lost it organic certification. [Meat26]
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The relevance of the particular knowledge and expertise of the inspector also 
emerges when studying cases where an inspector was in fact the first to dis-
cover a certain food fraud, even though he was not specifically looking for it. 
In two such cases, the inspection was being conducted by a different inspector 
than usual. The case [Egg3] concerned the sales of eggs beyond their use-by 
date. The inspector that discovered it was replacing a colleague. The new in-
spector had a personal interest in eggs and knew how their use-by date is set 
differently for different markets. He had written a thesis about the subject for 
a study. He explained that he visited the business and basically tripped over 
a tray of eggs. Out of his interest, he looked at the use-by dates and noticed 
they were set too long for the Dutch market. He contacted the criminal inves-
tigators of the NVWA-IOD, and they investigated the matter using non-intru-
sive methods. 

Inspector expertise 
In the case [OilFat1], the food safety audit was also done by a recently ap-
pointed auditor. This auditor noticed the food fraud: fat that was being col-
lected from the slaughtered bovines and was unsuitable for human con-
sumption was transported to a buyer as fit for human consumption. It was 
surprising for the regular supervising contact point for this business to learn 
about this food fraud. The new auditor further explained that, though he 
was new in his role as auditor, he had 20 years of experience in the meat 
industry, and this particular business had a bad reputation. Though he also 
said he would not let rumor prevail over facts, this case shows the inspector 
was aware there might be something wrong at this business.

The ability to discover in these cases is thus related to the other inspector 
bringing another perspective and other knowledge, which leads to them using 
appropriate methods to deal with concealment. 

6.3.6 Incomplete discoveries
As historic compliance records of businesses often provide information that 
substantiates information from another source – which is demonstrated by Ta-
ble 24 with inspections in role E – inspectors are often not unaware that some-
thing is wrong at an offender. Some offenders had even previously received 
warnings for related or similar facts [Fish3, Meat25, Meat32, Nuts1]. In other 
cases, inspectors had a more general idea that the business was acting incor-
rectly but could not find out how [Meat23, Meat8]. In these cases, the new 
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information that arrived, for example through a report, shed a different light 
on what was already known about the offender. The inspections were thus 
able to discover to a certain extent at that point in time, though the discovery 
was incomplete. The additional information proved helpful in these cases to 
shift the interpretation towards food fraud, which then led to a change in ap-
proach. In both Meat32 [see box above] and Meat3, an incoming report was 
the trigger for the EA to use different tactics and techniques for detection. 
These examples of inspections are perhaps better characterized as incomplete 
discoveries. The findings demonstrate the limitations of an inspection as a 
stand-alone method and the importance of other information to provide a 
different interpretation of facts.39 

6.3.7 Serendipity
Finally, a condition that presents itself in the case examples is serendipity. In 
the egg case [Egg3] described above, it was an accidental replacement of the 
inspector, and it happened to be someone with particular knowledge of egg 
regulation. In the [Meat20] case, also described in a box above, the inspector 
happened to inspect a batch of meat for which he could immediately tell the 
approval number in one of the documents was false. In some of the informa-
tion analyses that accurately found food fraud, serendipity played an impor-
tant role that also affected both the content of the information analysis and 
the nature of the concealment. 

39 Another observation and potential explanation is that the additional incoming information impacts prioriti-
zation of that offender and the food fraud. This is related to willingness rather than ability and discussed in 
chapters 7 and 8. 

Case example: discovery in conjunction
Meat20 concerned a routine food safety inspection at a cold store. The in-
spector saw a pallet of meat that was badly packaged. He asked for the 
documentation about this pallet and noticed it had travelled extensively. He 
also saw it was connected to another cold store, but the approval number 
that was used was wrong. He knew this number by heart because he had 
been there not long before. When he shared his findings with the criminal 
investigators of the NVWA-IOD, it matched a criminal case in the preparato-
ry phase about changing horsemeat into beef. That case was at an impasse 
due to a lack of reliable information about current storage locations, but the 
recent finding of the inspector enabled further detection. [Meat20]
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6.3.8 Reflection from the first empirical study 
The essential role of an orientation toward and awareness of the possibility 
that food fraud may be occurring is a finding that matches comments from 
several respondents of this agency in the interviews that were part of the first 
empirical study. A manager from the NVWA-IOD said the following: “You really 
have to look around, very active and really think from a negative connotation: 
what can be wrong here? Don’t think about what is good, but what could 
possibly be wrong here” (P1). An inspector in the primary sector added, “I 
come from the former AID. We were hired as detectives. […] We were selected 
because of our healthy distrust. That is just who I am, if I cannot use that an-
ymore, I will quit” (P9). Finally, a feed safety inspector noted, “It is knowledge, 
experience, wanting to know everything, also beforehand. If I don’t prepare 
like that, I don’t feel comfortable going there” (P12).

Serendipity in discovery
The discovery of the breeding farm supplying its clients with extra laying hens 
originated from a project aimed at checking whether the chicken populations 
were in keeping with the manure production rights in the poultry sector. The 
hypothesis was that there were much more chickens held at farms than the 
farmers had bought rights for. This hypothesis was researched because of 
a remark from an industry organization that was of a general nature, not 
specifying whether it concerned chicks for meat production or laying hens. 
The EA decided to cross-check the feed usage at the farms in data files in 
relation to the number of registered chickens at that farm. An unusually high 
feed consumption could then serve as an indication that more chickens were 
in fact present. The choice to focus on laying hens (i.e., producing eggs) was 
pragmatic: their feed consumption and conversion is more stable compared 
to meat-producing chickens, which would make the data analysis more re-
liable. The analysis resulted in a number of farms to visit. A coincidental 
event was that the offender had changed his concealment tactic earlier that 
year: they changed from double-invoicing to disguising extra hens on one 
invoice. Later in the investigation, it became clear the offending farms and 
the breeding company never thought of the manure production rights. They 
concealed some of their hens because of the classification of the eggs as 
free-range. Thus, the focus of the data analysis was to detect a different 
crime that coincidentally overlapped with the activities of the offenders for 
committing food fraud. The choice for egg-producing hens was somewhat 
coincidental, and the timing of the inspection coincided with a change in the 
concealment tactic on the part of the offender that was more visible to the 
inspectors than the previous one. [Egg1]
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This orientation is further confirmed by remarks from respondents who do not 
see themselves as looking for what is wrong. These respondents believe that it 
is coincidental if they find fraud, and they do not see it as part of their job: “It 
is not my scope to go look for fraud. If I see something that does not comply, 
I always assume it was a mistake, a matter of ‘oops’. I must say I now have 
encountered fraud a few times because of co-operation with the IOD. But it 
always surprised me” [Food safety auditor, Supplement3]. Another interviewee 
noted, “Our method of supervision, whether it is an inspection or an audit … 
it’s a coincidence if we would detect fraud” (food safety auditor, P10). These 
fragments also confirm how important the professional views and knowledge 
of the inspector are in determining whether they have this orientation. They 
further support the relevance of serendipity. 

6.3.9 Conclusion on the role of routine inspections
Inspections play a highly important role in the detection of food fraud, but 
they are often not the ones who produce the first signal of the fraud. Though 
inspectors may have suspicions, observation is frustrated by concealment and 
limitations in the inspection method and tactics. The most important limitation 
for discovery, however, is a lack of orientation toward food fraud, that is, if the 
inspector is not specifically looking for fraud or is not aware of its potential 
occurrence. When an inspection is looking for food fraud, for whatever reason, 
the consequence is that appropriate tactics and techniques are used that ena-
ble detection, for example because they are able to deal with concealment. This 
is demonstrated in cases where an inspection was capable of contribute to dis-
covery despite concealment when it was based on specific information, though 
only when the inspector had the right knowledge or expertise to verify it.

Often, a food fraud orientation is created by an external impetus such as a 
report by a third party, for example, information coming through from an-
other government. Reports may shift the interpretation of existing inspection 
findings. Efforts of the EA to discover food fraud themselves through targeting 
efforts based on information analysis have had intermittent successes. 

An orientation toward food fraud is not self-evident in routine inspections; these 
generally do not look for food fraud. Inspection types other than routine (such 
as report-based, discretionary, or targeted) that are oriented towards looking for 
food fraud are thus more important for the ability to discover. The level of food 
fraud awareness and knowledge of what kinds of food fraud may potentially occur 
are thus important for the ability to discover. Inspector comments underline how 
their professional views differ regarding their orientation to detect food fraud. 
Serendipity further assists with finding clues of food fraud during an inspection.
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6.4 The ability of criminal investigations to discover food fraud
In addition to inspections, the EA in this study also conducts criminal investi-
gations; this is evident because the case studies are predominantly based on 
criminal investigation records. A criminal investigation may consist of a very 
wide range of more or less intrusive criminal investigation techniques, tac-
tics, and powers: wire taps, covert observations, searching premises including 
houses, and fingerprint matching. Though these are used to gather evidence 
on the food fraud that has been discovered, by doing so, they sometimes also 
discover other instances of food fraud. This is called “surplus” or “bycatch” 
information by investigators. For example, it may uncover that a competitor 
of the food business under investigation does the same illegal action [Dairy1; 
Meat21], or it may identify a business that facilitates food fraud for various 
businesses [OilFat2]. 

Table 27 shows that, in total, criminal investigations produced information on 
11 cases of food fraud, three of which were connected to a false discovery. 
The information was mainly the first signal (n=7) but was sometimes used in 
support of another source of information (n=4). They are associated with three 
false discoveries. Mostly, this information results from criminal investigations 
conducted by the EA; in one case, it came from an investigation by the police.

Table 27 Contribution of criminal investigations to discovery (2010–2017, n=61) 

Contributions of criminal investigations Food fraud % Not food fraud % Total no. of cases
Defining contribution (P, S, or E) 8 15% 3 38% 11

Of which first signal (S) 6 11% 1 7
No contribution 45 85% 5 62% 50

53 100% 8 100% 61

I make two observations from these tables. First, when bearing in mind that 
criminal investigations are lengthy and limited in absolute numbers (n=32 in 
an eight-year period), the fact that they produced eight defining pieces of 
information in the discovery of food fraud (n=8 of n= 53, or 15%), leads the 
insight that this is actually a highly productive source. Inspections have pro-
duced similar levels of discoveries, but these take place thousands of times per 
year. Second, three false discoveries are notable. I would expect the informa-
tion that is retrieved during a criminal investigation to be accurate, consider-
ing that intrusive detection methods are used. One concerned a case in which 
the observed facts were correct but not illegal. Another example provided 
information from a witness statement taken in an investigation into environ-
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mental crime conducted by the police. The information supported the primary 
information, which was given by a confidential informer. Though the case was 
a false discovery, investigators questioned whether the case began with the 
right suspect. The information pointed in a slightly different direction and was 
not necessarily untrue. Finally, the third example only vaguely pointed toward 
the offender, not to the specifics of the food fraud, and it was not based on 
intercepted communications [Feed2, Plant1, Plant2]. The true discoveries were 
all based on one or multiple forms of intercepted communication (n=6) or on 
seized administrative documents (n=2). I thus conclude that the accuracy of 
“surplus” information from criminal investigations is generally high, though 
it may not be illegal or used appropriately. In particular, information gleaned 
from intercepted communications and “hard” data from administration are 
helpful in discovery. 

6.5 The ability of government reports to discover food fraud
Government reports have predominantly been important at the start of the 
discovery phase and serve as a first signal (S) or as a prompt (P) (n=14). An 
additional report resulted in a false discovery. 

Table 28 Contribution to discovery of government reports (2010–2017, n=61)

Contribution of government reports Food fraud % Not food fraud % Total no. of cases
Defining contribution (P, S, or E) 16 30% 1 13% 17

Of which first signal or prompt (P&S) 14 26% 1 15
No contribution 37 70% 7 87% 44

53 100% 8 100% 61

Government reports have thus provided accurate information that contribut-
ed to the discovery of 30% of the real food fraud in this dataset. The following 
sections discuss some qualitative findings on the characteristics of the report-
ing agencies, missing reporters and reports, and the content of the reports. 

6.5.1 Government reporting entities
To understand the role of government reporting further, and in order to be 
able to make inferences, I analyzed the details of the reporting entity in the 16 
true discoveries of food fraud. 
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Table 29 shows that, mostly, the information stems from another food authori-
ty or economic enforcement agency in the food area from another EU country. 
Customs and the tax agency are other important sources. One case was a non-
EU but still European country (Russian federation). In four cases, other foreign 
government agencies (customs [n=2] and food authorities [n=2]) had been 
involved before the first report was made to the Dutch authority.

Table 29 Type of reporting government agencies (on food fraud, 2010–2017, n=16) 

Type of reporting agency No. of cases Countries
EU (food/economic) enforcement agency 9 AU, BE, DK, FR, UK, IE
Tax agency 2 NL
Customs 2 NL
Non-EU government 1 RF
Permits agency 1 NL
Police 1 NL
Total 16

6.5.2 Missing government reporting entities
Studying characteristics both of the reporting agencies and of those instances 
of food fraud that another agency has not reported is relevant for theorizing 
about the food fraud that is not reported about. First, Table 29 demonstrates 
that no information was submitted from non-European government agencies. 
In addition, no information came via foreign police channels. This is note-
worthy because the food industry is a global industry, and this number could 
be expected to be higher. Second, in 37 of the actual food fraud cases, no 
information from other government agencies was involved in the discovery 
process, as can be seen in Table 28. Nonetheless, a number of these cases 
(n=13) concerned food fraud, and food-adjacent crimes were or had allegedly 
been committed. These are listed in Table 30. The majority of these frauds 
(n=9) were not reported to the EA by another agency, though in some, it has 
become clear that another agency did have relevant information. For example, 
in the case [Meat12], information from a confidential informer prompted the 
detection process. This revealed a highly relevant observation by the Dutch 
police in 2011. They noticed a very unpleasant smell in a barrack that turned 
out to be caused by chicken meat leftovers. However, the police concentrat-
ed on the smell and did not alert the NVWA to check this location. The case 
[Meat10] that started in 2014 by a suspicious import and discovered by Dutch 
customs revealed that a private third party had contacted the tax agency two 
years before about this food fraud, yet the agency did not report it to the EA.
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From these two observations, I conclude that government reports have infor-
mation potential if other government agencies find out about the crimes in 
their area. A precondition for this information to reach the EA is to ensure that 
the procedures for information exchanges are clear.

Table 30 Food fraud offenders who also committed adjacent crimes (2010–2017, n=13)

Type of adjacent crime Case Reported to EA Not reported to EA
Drugs FruitVeg2 1
Drugs Meat23 1
Common crimes Infantformula1 1
Tax, employment Meat25 1
Environment, employment Meat12 1
Tax/customs Supplement3 1
Tax/financial Meat21 1
Environment Feed2 1
Environment Fish4 1
Tax Meat8 1
Tax Meat15 1
Environment FruitVeg3 1
Lookalike: drugs Meat10 1
Total 4 9

Valuable co-operation agreement: drug or hormone smuggling?
In the [Meat10] case, the modus operandi was similar to drug/cocaine 
smuggling: an unusual, low quantity of white powder that, according to 
the description, was intended as industrial baking soda. The EA had made 
agreements in the past with the customs lab to have them include some 
substances for growth hormones in their drug testing activities. The customs 
lab had a list of contacts, including an employee of the EA, which enabled 
them to make the correct contact and share their finding. [Meat10]

6.5.3 Government reports with a routine orientation
The report of the other government agency does not necessarily concern food 
fraud. Four cases that were reported by government agencies had a routine 
orientation; the information did not concern food fraud. Three of these orig-
inated from a food safety incident reported by a food business to the food 
safety authority in another member state about contaminated foodstuffs that 
had been traded through the Netherlands. The NVWA was then alerted by a 
foreign food authority through the RASFF system to supervise the food re-
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call at the Dutch business(es) involved. The fourth was a joint inspection at a 
trader of animal byproducts that was requested by inspectors of the European 
Commission. It was not oriented towards food fraud, but towards showing the 
inspection method in the Netherlands in this regulatory area. Nevertheless, 
these visits led to the discovery of an instance of food fraud.

All other cases did concern specific information about a possible irregularity at 
or involving Dutch business(es). The information was thus specified to a par-
ticular business and particular activity or food product. For example, another 
Member State reported a mismatch between the microchip transponder in a 
horse and the horse passport or a delivery of category 3 animal byproducts to 
a Dutch food-producing business. 

In sum, even though government information leads to a report-based inspec-
tion, this does not necessarily change the orientation of the inspection, as not 
all reports concern food fraud. In other words, some inspections based on a 
government report depart from a routine orientation. 

6.5.4 Ability to discover in a routine orientation: serendipity and inspection method
As section 6.3 emphasized the essence of a food fraud orientation, it is inter-
esting to further explore the four cases that were discovered from a routine 
orientation following a government report. This allows verification of or ad-
dition to the conclusions from the section on inspections. Three cases con-
cerned a food safety incident. The regular activities of the EA during food 
safety incidents are to supervise whether food recall measures are appropri-
ately taken by the food business(es). The food causing the food safety risk 
needs to be documented and accounted for in order to ensure that it is taken 
off the market if necessary. This inspection method is in contrast with routine 
audits and inspections, where the trade of the foodstuffs is not supervised. 
The consequence is that some food fraud has in fact come to light by accident 
because it did not directly cause the food safety incident. In that respect, it was 
a lucky coincidence that the food inspector was examining documents of that 
specific consignment [Fish2, Nuts2, Nuts1]. 

The fourth case that led to discovery within a routine orientation was due to 
serendipity for an even more important part. The inspection was part of an 
inspection mission of the EU, who thus verifies the extent to which Member 
States inspect EU regulations. The inspection, which was performed by Dutch 
inspectors accompanied by EU inspectors, looked at the trade in grounded 
animal carcasses (processed animal protein, PAP). They inspected trade docu-
ments that seemed adequate until they noted the destination Penang, which 
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the inspectors thought was in China. This coincidental mistake – Penang is in 
Malaysia – made them examine the documents more closely because there was 
no bilateral agreement between Netherlands and China for this trade; it was a 
matter of non-compliance. Studying the trade documents more closely, they 
then noticed that it originated from a factory in another Member State, which 
one of the inspectors only produced PAPs with mixed species, i.e., containing 
materials from ruminant carcasses. This is illegal to export in relation to the 
risk of mad cow disease [Feed1]. To conclude, in both the food recall examples 
and the EU inspection mission, a change of inspection technique that involved 
inspecting trade documents led to the discovery of the first signal of the food 
fraud, and both these examples show they were assisted by serendipity.

6.5.5 Accuracy of government reports is high
One case that was based on a government report is a false discovery (see Ta-
ble 28). The false discovery originated from information from Belgian customs 
about a parcel that was investigated by the Belgian food authority. They sub-
sequently sent an RASFF notification about a food supplement with illegal sub-
stances. Though their finding was correct, the suspect had passed away, and 
the initial hypothesis was that his son had continued his illegal trade. However, 
the Dutch investigation did not find any evidence of that [Supplement2]. The 
original information, however, was correct; the false discovery developed at the 
EA. The empirical data further shows that the reports were mostly substantiat-
ed with information from other sources, except in four instances, before mov-
ing forward in the detection process; the false discovery was one of those four. 
This means that the accuracy of the government information used in these 
criminal investigations is high, which could also be related to the triangulation 
of the information before moving forward in the detection process.

Discovery during routine orientation of a food safety recall
The case [Nuts1], which involved pistachio nuts that were morphed from 
having Iranian to US origin because of customer specifications, concerned a 
business that inspectors knew was calculative and might not eschew com-
mitting fraud. The business had been in a more stringent inspection regime 
(i.e., higher frequency) when a recall request came in from Austria. The spe-
cifics of that consignment resulted in detecting the food fraud; the inspector 
asked and received the accompanying papers. The offender thus used a de-
fault level of concealment (0) - and could see that the client was defrauded. 
The analysis document, for example, falsely described the nuts as having a 
US origin. 
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6.5.6 Conclusion on the role of government reporting
In sum, the accuracy of the government is high in terms of producing infor-
mation related to actual food fraud. The information mostly comes through 
food authorities or otherwise specialized agencies, not through general police 
channels. An overlap, or seeming overlap, of a food fraud with a food-ad-
jacent crime could increase the chance that the food fraud is observed by 
another government agency, resulting in the chance they will report it to the 
EA. However, it has become clear that some of these agencies have relevant 
information that is not passed on. This suggests that an increase in discovery 
is possible when inter-agency cooperation and information exchange is im-
proved, even at a global level.

Second, the reports concern not only food fraud reports, but also routine re-
ports. The European RASSF system, which food authorities use to alert each 
other of food safety incidents, is an aspect of regular supervision that has 
nonetheless led to discovering an instance food fraud at the business(es) in-
volved because of the different inspection techniques and some serendipity. 
Report-based inspections are thus not by definition oriented towards a food 
fraud if they are based on a government report. 

6.6 The ability of private, third-party reporters to discover food fraud
Corporate crime is often seen as a type of criminality that needs proactive 
enforcement because reporting is generally expected to be low [see literature 
review]. In addition, the previous sections showed how important external re-
ports are in discovery, as they bring focus to inquiries by the EA. This section 
provides insights into both the reporting levels as well as the type of reporters 
and their motives insofar as the empirical material contained related informa-
tion. These insights are important to understand the level of food fraud that 
is reported and allow inferences to be made about food fraud that might not 
be reported. 

Third-party reports mostly serve as a prompt and/or first signal to the dis-
covery of a food fraud, as is shown in Table 31. In some other instances, the 
report substantiated other information (role E, included in top row) or it was 
supporting rather than defining in the discovery (n=5). These latter five are 
mostly involved in a broader information analysis, and it is difficult to say ret-
rospectively what their contribution was. In 19 cases that the EA worked on in 
an eight-year period (2010–2017), no report from private third parties came in 
at any point in the process. Two pieces of information turned out to be con-
nected to a false discovery. In other words, there are 29 cases that concerned 
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an actual instance of food fraud about which a private third party reported in 
an important manner (of 53 food fraud cases overall). This means that, in 55% 
of the food frauds, third parties provided correct information. I use these 29 
cases to further analyze the types of reporters, their relation to the offender, 
and the way the reporting took place. 

6.6.1 Three categories of reporting entities
Though literature about third-party reporting is dominated by research on 
whistleblowers (or, more recently, bell-ringers, as well), this term is not suita-
ble for this study. The main distinction with a whistleblower is the position to-
wards the wrongdoers: whistleblowers are considered insiders, while bell-ring-
ers are outsiders (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017: 790; Miceli et al., 2014; Van Erp 
& Loyens, 2018). However, there is no consensus on the exact definition of 
a whistleblower, nor of a bell-ringer. In one of the regularly used definitions, 
a whistleblower is a current or former member of the organization of the 
wrongdoer who discloses illegal, immoral, or illegitimate practices under the 
control of their employers to persons or organizations that may be able to do 
something about them (Near & Miceli 1985:4). There are three main problems 
with this term for my research. 

First, a whistleblower does not necessarily turn to the enforcement agency, but 
rather addresses anyone that may be able to address the issue. For example, 
many businesses have internal whistleblowing processes. Second, the whistle-
blower may be disclosing illegal, immoral, or illegitimate practices (“wrongdo-
ing”), whereas the work of an enforcement agency and criminal investigations 
is restricted to illegal behavior. Finally, it is ambiguous what constitutes an 
insider versus an outsider. For example, are contractors considered insiders 
or outsiders? Until what point after leaving a business is a former employee 
considered an insider? The distinction may be relevant for the motivation to 
report because of, for example, the division of power between the wrongdoer 
and the reporter, but for detection by an EA, the reliability and detail of infor-
mation are more relevant. 

Table 31 Contribution of third-party reports to discovery (2010–2017, n=61)

Contribution of third-party reports Food fraud % Not food fraud % Total no. of cases
Defining contribution (P, S, or E) 29 55% 2 13% 31

Of which first signal or prompt (P&S) 26 49% 2 28
Supportive contribution 5 9% 5
No contribution 19 36% 6 87% 25

53 100% 8 100% 61
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Therefore, I choose not to use the term “whistleblower” or “bell-ringer.” Rath-
er, I focused on researching what the actual relationship was between the 
reporters and the fraudster insofar as this was possible. I deemed this most 
important in order to examine the most valuable types for detection by the 
EA and to distinguish likely reporters. From this perspective, there are three 
types of reporting entities: those for which the relationship with the fraudster 
or the offence is known, those that are anonymous, and those whose identity 
is confidential and only known to a specialized and secluded unit.

Table 32 Types of private, third party reporters

Type of reporter Identity
Disclosed reporters Known
Anonymous reporters Unknown
Confidential reporters Confidential

First, some people report to the EA and do not have a problem with disclos-
ing their identity. For these reporters, their relationship with the fraudster is 
known. Second, some reporters do not disclose their identity and are thus 
anonymous sources. Though they are anonymous, the information they give 
might give an impression of their relationship, for example if they say, “My 
neighbor does x and y.” For the confidential reporters, finally, it is impossible 
to say what their relationship is with the possible wrongdoer.

The confidential reporters are in contact with a specialized unit, which is part 
of the NVWA-IOD. The goal of this unit is to protect the identity of the per-
son that reports in order to gather information about crimes (“criminal intel-
ligence”).40 They undertake a range of measures to this end. For example, the 
identifying data is highly secured, and contact with the informers is carefully 
organized. The information that this specialized team reports to other inves-
tigators is written in such a way that no clues are provided that could lead to 
the informer’s identity or position towards the offender. A person is eligible 
for identity protection if the information he wants to share concerns a “severe” 
(food) crime, and his personal safety would be at risk if the identity were dis-
closed. The informers either contact the agency themselves or by mediation 
of an inspector or investigator. Some informers are specifically targeted: the 
team identified them as potential sources with an interest in reporting. The 

40 The legal basis is found in article 12 of the Special Investigative Services Act, 2002 [Wet op de Bijzondere 
Opsporingsdiensten, 2002] 
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team is not allowed to task these informers with finding additional evidence 
and/or to engage in the food fraud. The coordinator of this unit was inter-
viewed to discuss which types of reporters come forward through his team.41 

Overall, in 29 food fraud cases, an incoming report by a third party was defin-
ing in the detection process. This concerns 55% of all food fraud cases (n=53). 
Figure 11 shows the breakdown per type of reporter. What stands out is the 
share of confidential and anonymous sources; adding these categories (10%, 
7%, and 38%), demonstrates that more than half of the reporters did not want 
to disclose their identity. Further, in some cases, there was information from 
more than one type of reporter (4% and 7%). In 38% of the reports, only con-
fidential reporters provided information. This latter group concerns 11 of 53 
food frauds overall (21%).

6.6.2 Reporting: from hints to citizen arrests
Reports by anonymous reporters and by disclosed reporters (41%, 4%, 10%, 
and 7%) add up to 34% of the 53 food frauds overall. These could be interpret-
ed as “spontaneous” reports for where the government needs to do relatively 
little, except to provide the channels they can use. However, reporting sounds 
more straightforward than it is in practice. It does not necessarily happen in 

41 Interview coordinator of TCI unit, 21 November 2018 

Figure 11 Type of reporters on food fraud (2010–2017, n=29, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”).
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the form of a phone call or a written report sent to the EA. The empirical ma-
terial instead shows how there are latent reporters that only become active in 
direct interaction with inspectors.

A first example is a quality manager that hinted at the inspectors that “some-
thing” was wrong during an audit. After the inspectors discovered the food 
fraud, the QA manager said he felt remorse about his employer selling the 
unsafe supplements for the past two years, which was why he had provided 
inspectors the hint [Supplement1]. Another example is a retailer that under 
inspection that received a fine for selling cheese past its best-before date. He 
felt unfairly treated because he considered himself a petty thief compared to 
the business that supplied the tampered cheese to him and to other retailers, 
and who offered a wide variety of cheese with a best-before date “made to 
order.” He therefore reported his supplier [Dairy1]. A third example is where 
businesses in contact with inspectors give directions about other businesses 
they should examine, probably for a variety of reasons. In one case, for exam-
ple, an inspector wrote in his report that he went to inspect a business because 
of “rumors in the meat sector” [Meat3]. In addition, at the start of the horse-
meat affair, various inspections took place to find the source(s) where the 
horsemeat was put into the beef. During one of those inspections, a business 
that was inspected but that had no relation with the food fraud suggested 
that the inspector visit another business that he had heard had a problem with 
horsemeat. This inspection was essential in tracking the prime suspect, as it 
turned out to be one of his buyers [Meat7].

At the other extreme is a citizen arrest by a buyer of illegal food. The reporter 
did not just report but actually made an arrest of two persons who tried to sell 
him infant formula with fake labels while attempting to make the formula look 
like a more expensive variety. He locked them up in his warehouse and called 
the police. Because the counterfeit cans caused a food safety issue, the police 
passed the issue on to the NVWA [Infantformula1]. 

In sum, the empirical material showed how “reporting” is a diffuse term that 
encompasses shades including non-explicit hinting, sharing rumors about 
other businesses, actually sending in a report, making a clear witness state-
ment, showing underlying documents, or even arresting the offenders. It fur-
ther shows there are latent reporters that only become active in direct interac-
tion with inspectors [Supplement1, Dairy1, Supplement3, Meat31]. This is thus 
a by-product of conducting inspections; the inspection not only judges the 
compliance situation at the business that under inspection, but also leverages 
relevant information in discussion with the employees or owner. This nuances 
the number of “spontaneous reports”: some of these reports actually require 
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that the agency is out inspecting in order to provide a channel for reporting 
or to induce reporting by actors who feel disadvantaged. Finally, nearly half 
of the reports are only provided under the condition of confidentiality, which 
also requires effort on the part of the EA. 

6.6.3 Who reports?
Second, insight into the reporters’ relation to the offender allows a fuller a 
picture of the people to whom food fraud becomes known, to likely and un-
likely reporters, and to the types of fraud that are reported. This is relevant in 
order to depict likely reporters and theorize about food fraud that might not 
be reported. Insight into reporters and the frauds they report on is useful for 
devising optimal EA detection strategies; for example, it facilitates targeted 
stimulating of reporting for those groups. 

It is only possible for the sources with a disclosed identity to identify their 
relationship with the offender. Additionally, one of the anonymous reports 
mentioned the information was from a buying business relation. The other 
cases where anonymous reports were important did not give a definitive an-
swer regarding the position of the reporter, though two of the reports were 
very detailed and suggested they come from well-informed sources. In a total 
of 15 cases, the reporter’s position towards the (alleged) offender could be 
pinpointed (of n=29 with third-party reports). As in two cases, there was more 
than one type of disclosed reporter, this leads to a total of 17 reporters spec-
ified in Table 33.

Table 33 Reporters’ relationship with alleged offender (2010–2017, n=17 from 15 cases, y2 outcome 
crime = “food fraud”)

Relation to the offender Specification reporter relation to alleged offender Occurrence in 15 cases
Disadvantaged actor Buyer (b2b) 5

Consumer (b2c) 1
Brand owner 2
Competitor 3
Ex-business partner 1
Unspecified “rumors in the sector” 1

Implicated/co-operating actor Quality manager 1
Volunteer 1
Buyer (b2b) 1

Interest groups Industry organization 1
17
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Three types of relations to the fraudster came forward, and these are speci-
fied further with nine types of reporters. This result shows that most of these 
reports (13 of 17, i.e., 76%) come from actors who are in a way disadvantaged 
by the food fraud, especially buyers (nearly 40% of the disclosed reporters) 
and various competitors, as well as victimized brand owners in two counterfeit 
cases. Because these reporters became aware of the food fraud, I conclude 
the fraud must have had some sort of noticeable victimizing effect on this 
category of reporters.

6.6.4 Absent reporters
A notable finding is the lack of a number of third parties that could be aware 
of the food fraud. First, there are virtually no employees or no ex-employees 
who report, apart from one report by a quality manager. A food quality man-
ager is in a likely position to become aware of potential frauds. However, they 
might not be likely reporters because they can be implicated in the fraud. The 
empirical material contains cases where this is true. In these cases, the QA 
manager cooperated on the fraud, at least according to the public prosecutor, 
who saw the QA manager as a suspect. 

Quality managers: (possibly) aware, but unlikely to report
In one case, the QA manager was part of the board of directors. The board 
construed their strategy of how to deal with the recall that needed to be 
done on some of their fisheries’ products, but they were afraid it would re-
veal their private label fraud – of which the QA manager was also aware 
[Fish2]. In another case, the QA manager had been working at the company 
for over a decade but claimed not to have noticed that the business con-
sistently used a forbidden colorant in their minced meat products [Meat32]. 

The table shows there is one case reported by a QA manager. The report-
ing took the form of hinting that “something” was wrong, though he did not 
explicitly say what. It still pushed the inspectors to ask further questions to 
the owner of the business, and they found out the business had been selling 
batches of supplements with overly high levels of heavy metals in them. The 
QA manager did not contact the agency in the two years before, though he 
did not agree with the situation.

[Supplement1] As this is the only example of a QA manager that has reported 
and it actually shows the reluctance of the QA manager to report, the data 
indicates that a QA manager is not a likely disclosed reporter, even though 
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they are in a good position to be aware of fraudulent activity. There are no 
employees from other types of businesses that do not have a food quality 
manager who came forward in a disclosed manner. Furthermore, the EA has 
not received reports from the Dutch whistleblowing point.42

Second, auditors or advisors in the food industry did not report, and these 
are people with some sort of guardian function within the industry. The food 
industry, including the primary sector, works according to many private quality 
assurance schemes or private labels, which are audited on a regular basis. The 
reporters do not contain any reports from such a scheme. Once, a report from 
a private scheme owner concerning a positive analytical result in a bovine 
animal indirectly contributed to the discovery of an instance of food fraud be-
cause it was used in proactive targeted enforcement [Meat19]. There are also 
no reports from servicing businesses such as logistics, cleaning companies, or 
laboratories; no investigative journalists; no academics in food fraud; and no 
food NGO’s.43 

In sum, it seems that, though there is a vast quantity of actors that could po-
tentially be aware of food frauds, only a limited set comes forward to report 
while disclosing their identity. It is of course possible that these in fact have 
reported either anonymously or as a confidential informer. 

6.6.5 Likelihood of reporting in relation to the observability of food fraud
Looking back to Table 31, there are 19 food fraud cases (of 53 food frauds be-
tween 2010–2017) in which no information from private third parties reached 
the EA at any point during the detection. I studied these with regards to their 
observability with a view to gain insight into the likelihood of reporting. Table 

42 Request to infodesk NVWA-IOD, april 2018
43 One of the cases that was removed from the case selection for this study at a later stage because the dis-

covery was still “ongoing”, was actually based on (competitor) reports received through an NGO.

Employees: aware, but unlikely to report
“We, and by “we” I mean XX1, XX2, and myself, have once casually mentioned 
to [BOSS/SUSPECT] that we did not very much agree with this method of 
working. But then he tells the story of how important customer retention is.” 
(Quote of employee witness statements, Egg1)
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34 contains the case numbers with respect to their level of observability (as 
defined in Chapter 5.4), combined with whether they were reported. There are 
five missing values from cases whose level of observability was not possible to 
judge, narrowing the set from 53 cases to 48.

First, this shows that most of the non-reported cases, except four, have low(er) ob-
servability levels (0 and -1) and therefore are not easily observed from a distance 
by people other than those close to the business. This matches the expectation 
of a lower likelihood of reporting associated with lower levels of observability. 
Inversely, those cases where a report did come in predominantly concerned cas-
es with a high level of potential observability; 75% of these were reported. Four 
cases that were not reported yet were observable (+1) and four cases that were 
difficult to observe (-1) but were reported are interesting to examine further.

Table 34 Likelihood of reporting in relation to observability (2010–2017, n=48, y2 outcome crime = 
“food fraud”) 

Level of observability Not reported Undefining report Reported % Reported No. of cases
Supply chain (-1) 6 1 4 36% 11

 Business level (0) 8 2 3 23% 13
 Remote (+1) 4 2 18 75% 24

Total 18 5 25 48

Note. Excluding five missing values on observability.

The four cases that were potentially remotely observable (+1) yet were not 
reported are [Fish4], [Feed1], [Meat11] and [Meat4]. Further analysis of these 
cases results in two findings. First, it might not be in the buyers’ interest to 
report, or the buyer may not feel victimized by it. It is illegal to export the pro-
cessed bone meal in [Feed1] if it contains DNA from ruminants. The buyers in 
Asia, however, are interested in the high-protein material and are not expected 
to feel victimized or actively look for ruminant DNA, which is an EU regulation 
[Feed1]. The rumors about horse DNA in meat consignments, on the other 
hand, did cause some buyers to start testing for it. Some made an anonymous 
report to the EA about it, but most did not. The suspect in the case [Meat11], 
for example, was not found because of a third-party report, though the sus-
pect in [Meat7], who had an equal level of observability, was. This is the second 
finding: the reports form the tip of an unknown iceberg. The empirical material 
shows that other businesses had heard about some businesses finding horse 
DNA, but this industry awareness does not necessarily lead to (full) reporting. 
Three of these four cases concern food fraud where the empirical material is 
clear that the industry knew about the fraudulent practice, thus contributing to 
the high observability score, yet no report had come in about these offenders.
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Next, I studied the four cases with a very low level of observability (-1) that 
were nonetheless reported [Plant4, Meat26, Meat24, Egg1]. Theoretically, I 
would expect this to be information coming from insiders. Competitors re-
ported two of these cases, and a confidential informer reported one. This leads 
to a tentative conclusion that competitors or other industry colleagues and 
business partners are in a good position to become aware of the fraudulent 
practices of their peers, even though they are not insiders of the offending 
business. The fourth was a general comment by an industry organization to 
the ministry that was passed on to the EA and prompted an information anal-
ysis; it was thus not a specific report. Though it eventually led to the discov-
ery of the egg fraud, this fraud had been going on for many years without a 
report, in spite of the fact that a significant part of the industry was aware or 
involved. This actually underlines the conclusion above; it demonstrates that 
the interests of the industry to report may be absent or low when they benefit 
from or are involved in the food fraud.

To summarize, reports tend to come in about frauds with a higher observa-
bility, but this is not sufficient, as a quarter of the cases with a high observ-
ability were not reported. Even food fraud known to a large part of industry 
might not be reported for a long time or only in general terms. This occurs in 
situations where the interests of the industry to report are low, for example 
because many are involved in or benefit from the fraud. The reporters that do 
come forward and can be identified are in a way disadvantaged or aggravated 
by the food fraud and do not suffer negative consequences by reporting it. 
Competitors and business partners are possibly well-informed sources.

6.6.6 Motives to report
Though the reporters have not been contacted or interviewed about their mo-
tive to report, the examples from the cases do provide some observations on 
this matter. These observations are relevant in order to understand who may 
be likely reporters and to identify possible ways to induce reporting. 

The empirical material shows two basic relevant dimensions: the strength of 
the personal motive for reporting in connection with personal consequences 
if reported. The reporter base mostly consists of reporters who feel disadvan-
taged for some reason (unfair play, being defrauded, being copied) and who 
also may benefit in some way by reporting it to the EA. The three reporters who 
cooperated in the food fraud (see Table 33) are remarkable in this respect. One 
felt unfairly treated. The buyer (this case is also described in section 6.6.2) was 
actually implicated in the fraudulent sales of cheese past its best-before date 
but considered himself a petty thief and provided the name of his supplier. The 
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other two co-operating actors seemed aggravated by the fraud. A QA manager 
covertly provided a hint during an inspection, which would led the blame for 
discovery to the inspectors rather than to the QA manager, who could thus 
avoid negative consequences. A second example concerned a volunteer who 
helped the offender distribute meat to poor people. When the volunteer saw the 
abominable quality of the meat, he contacted the EA. The case file shows there 
was no particular interest for the volunteer to maintain the relationship with the 
offender (as he was an unpaid volunteer, and there were merely indirect online 
contacts between them), which might explain why he had no problem reporting 
[Meat33]. In both cases, the reporters seemed aggravated by the food fraud 
that they had become aware of, but the example of the quality manager shows 
this was not enough to report it; this was not the case until an event happened 
that would shift the blame. Finally, a report came from an industry organization 
that was also unlikely to suffer negative consequences for reporting.

The coordinator of the unit that speaks with confidential reporters, the team 
criminal intelligence (TCI), was also interviewed about the types and motives 
of the reporters whose identity is protected. It is part of the standard proce-
dure of this unit to discuss the motives with the reporter. The motives that 
the TCI finds largely overlap with those identified above: the reporter is dis-
advantaged because of an unfair playing field or is intrinsically aggravated 
or disagrees with the fraud. An additional motive the TCI unit mentioned is 
vengeance, which sometimes originates from the private environment. Some 
reporters also think they will receive money for tipping off the EA; they some-
times do, but always after the information has proved valuable. As a motive 
to not report, the respondents recognized personal negative consequences as 
the main driver, such as fear of losing a job or customers, and also added fear 
for their children, for example of being bullied in school. Finally, all types of 
reporters that were identified in the disclosed reporters also appear at the TCI 
as confidential informers, as well, and more. The respondent mentioned ex-
amples of neighbors, friends, family, employees, bookkeepers, and ephemeral 
business contacts that overhear relevant information.44

In sum, a limited set of reporters comes forward among those identified. Their 
interest to report may be connected to them being disadvantaged in some 
way, or, to a lesser extent, aggravated by the food fraud. Other motives are 
vengeance and anticipating a financial reward. None of the reporters whose 
relation to the offender is known seemed to have a personal interest that was 
in conflict with reporting the information at that moment. 

44 Interview coordinator TCI unit, 21 November 2018
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6.6.7 Accuracy of third-party reports is high
Third-party reports are connected to two false discoveries, which is low rela-
tive to their total production: two of 21 in the period 2014–2017. One of these 
reports came from a competitor, and inspections confirmed the facts. The case 
was eventually a false discovery because it was not illegal; the facts were thus 
correct. In the other case, the reporter was a confidential informer. This case 
was an actual false discovery because the findings did not confirm the allega-
tions [Feed2, Meat30].
The empirical data further shows that the reports are mostly substantiated 
with information from other sources (n=20 of n=29) before moving forward 
in the detection process, except in nine instances. One of the false discoveries 
was part of that nine. This means that the accuracy of the information on food 
fraud reported by private third parties and used in these criminal investiga-
tions is high, but this could also be related to the triangulation of the informa-
tion before moving forward with the detection process.45

6.6.8 Conclusion on third-party reporting
Private third parties are important in providing information about food fraud 
that plays a defining role in detection. The production is high relative to other 
detection methods: over half of the food fraud cases were reported this way. 
This also reveals that a little less than half of the food fraud cases were not re-
ported by a private third party in a defining manner for discovery. In addition, 
the accuracy of these reports is high. 

The reports generally concern frauds with a higher potential observability, 
though a quarter of cases with a high observability were not reported in a 
defining manner. It is likely that reporters are those who are in a way disad-
vantaged or aggravated by the food fraud and/or suffer no personal conse-
quences by reporting it. Unlikely reporters, at least those without confidential-
ity agreements, are, for example, employees and private auditors. The interest 
in not reporting is also important: food fraud of which a large part of industry 
is aware can be concealed for a long time when many are involved in or ben-
efit from it.

Further, these findings show that many conditions are relevant in order for a 
report to the EA to take place. Half of the reporters only reported under the 
condition of confidentiality. Some reporters do not do more than hint, and 

45 As discussed in the Methods chapter, intelligence coming in through third parties or inspectors that are 
judged unreliable at a very early stage by the EA are not considered false discoveries in this study.
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others are latent reporters who only report in direct interaction with inspec-
tors; this changes their motive to report because, for example, they catch an 
implicated actor who starts to report on other fraudsters, or because an em-
ployee sees a chance to shift the blame. This nuances the term “reporting”; 
though it may suggest an easy strategy, it can require some significant effort 
on the part of the EA to induce the reporting. 

I thus conclude that the likelihood to report is connected to the observability 
of the fraud, the motive to report, and the conditions under which reporting 
to the EA can take place:

 y noticeable victimizing effect
 y aggravation/injustice
 y interest in non-reporting (being implicated or benefiting from the fraud)
 y negative personal consequences when reporting (disclosed)
 y direct interaction with inspector
 y identity protection

6.7 The ability of analytical detection to discover food fraud
Surprisingly, considering the vast amount of literature on new analytical food 
fraud detection, its role in discovery is small in this study. It has been helpful 
as a prompt (P) in two cases that concerned facilitative food fraud [Meat19, 
Meat35]. In both cases, it was a bottom-up approach: a product or animal was 
found to contain an illegal substance, which led to inspections at the farms 
where the feed and the animals originated in order to find the source of the 
contamination. This is a targeted rather than untargeted means of analytical 
detection: the EA first needed to decide what substances to try to identify. A 
third case where such a result was immediately subjected to a criminal investi-
gation (P=S=E) turned out to be a false discovery [Meat9, see also box].

Some food fraud that is potentially analytically detectable, leading to an ob-
servability of +1, was reported by third parties who had performed analytical 
testing, for example one of the horsemeat cases and a case concerning meat 
content. Therefore, I conclude that analytical detection is currently more rel-
evant to the EA in terms of the likelihood to report than because the EA uses 
these techniques itself to try to detect food fraud. Advances in analytical tests 
may alter this.
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Advances in analytical testing
Organic produce is difficult to distinguish from regular produce for a number 
of foods, including certain grains. An analytical method in development is 
isotope analysis, which might be useful to determine the geographical origin 
and therefore the plausibility of the organic status of the grains [Plant4]. For 
the use of illegal antibiotics, since 2016, the EA has been experimenting with 
a new test that analyzes the feathers to determine whether and approxi-
mately when antibiotics were used in poultry [Meat5, Meat35] (Schotman, 
2016).

Second, the empirical cases show a variety of weaknesses in the system of 
analytical detection. It is noteworthy that an accredited laboratory is among 
the suspects; the public prosecutor believes it fraudulently adjusted its certif-
icates of analysis to accommodate customer specification. Food businesses 
themselves have also been found to fraudulently alter certificates of analy-
sis, morphing into the specifications of their customer (Nuts1). Further, taking 
samples is specialized work and can lead to incorrect results if done the wrong 
way (see box). 

Unprotocolled sampling
One case started within 24 hours, i.e., without a preparatory phase, with 
the use of intrusive investigatory methods. It was following up on a positive 
analytical result on a B-agonist, a forbidden growth hormone, in a bovine 
animal. Though the agency was aware this substance was the active ingredi-
ent in some human medicines, they thought the chances of contamination 
through that route were low, and their hypothesis was that the owner of the 
cattle must have administered it. In the case [Meat9], it soon became clear 
that the presence of the illegal substance in the sample was actually the 
result of unhygienic and unprotocolled sample taking by someone who was 
not authorized and was using a medicine against asthma that contained the 
substance. Other samples from calves from the same farm came back nega-
tive, and so the case was closed [Meat9].

Case examples show how taking samples was or was intended to be manip-
ulated by offenders. Techniques are to provide the inspector with substitute 
materials that are “safe” to sample to steer the inspector in a certain direction. 
In addition, offenders may also add concealing substances to prevent posi-
tive samples, use substances that are not in regular monitoring programs, or 
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use cocktails of substances that do not lead to exceeding individual norms 
[Meat25, Meat5, Meat18]. Offenders may also try to re-work their consign-
ments with positive results on a contamination and test and retest until the 
norm is satisfactory. Though the way to safely do this is bound by regulation 
and should be reported to the EA in order to allow supervision, case examples 
show that this reporting is not always done [Plant1].

In sum, analytical detection has been helpful in the discovery of a case of food 
fraud but, to date, only in a targeted manner to verify hypotheses on what 
substances could be in the food or feed. This thus first requires information. 
Analytical testing potentially increases the likelihood of reporting if businesses 
use analytical tests on their foodstuffs. The empirical material further demon-
strates that possibilities of manipulating the system of analytical detection are 
abundant.

6.8 Conclusion on the detection process and detection methods
This chapter aimed to increase practical and theoretical understanding of the 
food fraud detection process at an enforcement agency. It concentrated on 
the accuracy of the information of the detection methods in the discovery 
phase of detection. The focus was thus on the information that the various 
methods produced and built on the basic premise that obtaining correct infor-
mation on a food fraud is the main condition that is necessary for the agency’s 
ability to detect. 

The analysis involved a diverse case selection strategy that allowed qualitative 
analysis of the circumstances under which the methods produced correct in-
formation and, thus, which conditions are relevant for the EA ability to discov-
er. This selection strategy took into account both cases of alleged food fraud 
that were unjustly selected (false discoveries) and those cases of actual food 
fraud that were not selected by a detection method (false non-discoveries). 
The results of this chapter are twofold.

First, Chapter 6 increases our understanding of the detection process at an EA. 
Food fraud has generally been ongoing for around a year before the EA initial-
ly discovers it in this study. After this “ignorance phase,” the EA engages in a 
“discovery phase,” during which information from one or more sources about 
an (alleged) incident of food fraud arrives at, or is generated by, the agency. 
This chapter identifies a number of conditions that are conducive to enabling 
a detection method to accurately identify food fraud. These are summarized 
in Table 35; some conclusions are highlighted here. 
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Table 35 Summary of concepts and findings related to detection methods and process

Detection method / process Subtypes/findings Findings
Detection phases • Ignorance (EA unaware of food 

fraud)
• Discovery (EA processing signals 

of food fraud and offender)
• Evidence (EA finding evidence on 

food fraud)

• Ignorance: >1 year
• Discovery: 3 months
• Evidence: >1.5 year [if subject to 

criminal investigation]

Timeline overall: slightly less than 
three years

Type of inspection Routine inspection
Discretionary inspection
Targeted inspection
Analytical monitoring 
Goods inspection
Reports-based inspection
Expert judgment

• Routine orientation vs. food fraud 
orientation

• Concealment
• Inspector views, knowledge, 

expertise
• Interpretation
• Serendipity

Government EU (food/economic) enforcement 
agency
Tax agency
Customs
Non-EU government
Permits agency
Police

Optimizing inter-agency co-opera-
tion and information exchange can 
contribute to likelihood of govern-
ment reporting

Reports are food fraud or food 
safety-oriented

Type of reporter Confidential reporter
Disclosed reporter
Anonymous reporter

Missing reporters

Likelihood of reporting Impacting motive to report:
• noticeable victimizing effect (+)
• aggravation/injustice (+)
• interest in non-reporting (-)
• negative (personal) consequences 

if disclosed report (-)

EA actions impacting motive to 
report:
• direct interaction with inspector 

(+)
• catching implicated actor (+)
• identity protection (+)

Analytical detection Connected to a higher likelihood of 
reporting (+1 observability)

Limited current use

System vulnerable to manipulation

In absolute sense, third-party reports have made the largest contribution in 
providing information about the set of food frauds in this dataset: this hap-
pens in a little more than half of the cases, which also means that half of the 
food frauds is not reported. In addition, though reporting may suggest an 
easy strategy, it can require significant effort on the part of the EA to enable 
reporting, such as by providing of identity protection. In relative sense, crim-
inal investigations stand out. Apart from investigating a single case of food 
fraud, they also discover other food frauds during the investigations. Their 
production is similar to that of inspections. This is noteworthy, as the number 
of criminal investigations conducted is typically only a fraction of the number 
of inspections undertaken. The ability to discover food fraud during an inspec-
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tion first depends on whether the inspector is oriented towards finding food 
fraud, which is helpful to overcome concealment. Reports are often effective 
to create such orientation, but when working from a routine orientation, it is 
highly dependent on the inspector, his professional views, and his knowledge 
of tactics and techniques. 

Second, the findings of this chapter show that it is not possible to explain the 
discovery only with the information that detection methods produce: in some 
situations, the discovery process continues, and in some cases, it stops. This 
demonstrates the equifinality of discovery and also shows that discovery is not 
a linear, chronological process. Because of the many variables and varieties in 
the cases, none of the conditions identified are sufficient to explain the ability 
to discover. Rather, multiple causal pathways emerge. In sum, the findings of 
this chapter allow for a more meaningful interpretation of the detection pro-
cess in order to explain the agency’s ability to discover. This is discussed in the 
next chapter, in which I formulate four pathways to discovery that I connect 
with the nature of the crime.
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7 The agency ability to detect
This chapter contributes to answering the first sub-question – What explains 
the ability of the EA to detect the crime? – by searching for patterns between 
the detection methods and the nature of the crime (sub-question 1.3).

I combine the findings on the EA detection methods and the discovery phase 
(Chapter 6) with those on the nature of the crime (Chapter 5) and elaborate 
on the conditions that are relevant for the ability to detect. To this end, I re-
capitulate the conditions that emerged in the previous chapter and summa-
rize them into four pathways to discovery. This allows a systematic search for 
patterns. I use three perspectives to look at the pathways: the perspective of 
the crime (offender type, levels of observability and concealment, length it has 
been hidden), the role of serendipity, and the outcome on agency ability to 
find evidence in order to investigate how these discovery trails continue in the 
evidence phase.

First, in section 7.1, I define four pathways to discovery based on the findings 
in Chapter 6 on the detection methods and strategy. I connect each individual 
case to a particular pathway in order to facilitate the comparative analysis. In 
sections 7.2, 7.3 and 7.4, I discuss the findings for the three perspectives. Next, 
in section 7.5, I integrate these findings by enriching the four pathways. 

The results of this chapter, which I conclude in section 7.6, reveal distinct pat-
terns between each of these perspectives. Generally, the more effort the agen-
cy puts into the detection, the more hidden crimes are discovered, though this 
also results in false discoveries and the inability to find evidence.

7.1 Introducing pathways to discovery
The analysis of the detection process and methods in Chapter 6 revealed that 
it is not always clear which detection method contributed to detection in what 
way. The focus of Chapter 6 was the discovery phase, and it highlighted that 
this phase differs significantly in terms of the information process. Some-
times, a detection method leads to discovery, while in other cases, it does not; 
sometimes it requires a certain combination, while a different combination 
is required in others. None of the conditions identified in Chapter 6 is suffi-
cient to explain the discovery. This underlines how discovery is equifinal, i.e., 
how different inputs can lead to the same outcome. Equifinality implies causal 
asymmetry: though the presence of information from a certain combination of 
detection methods may cause an outcome (such as the correct identification 
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of a food fraud), the absence of that particular combination does not mean 
that the same outcome is not reached. Detection methods are interconnected, 
as well: the actions of the EA are relevant for reporting, for example. 

In order to better grasp the complexities in the discovery phase, I formulate 
four types of causal pathways to food fraud discovery based on the discussion 
in Chapter 6. The leading condition that emerged is the EA’s level of effort in 
collecting information on food fraud, which goes hand-in-hand with varying 
information positions on food fraud that the EA has available. I distinguish 
four pathways, which represent clusters of similar detection processes that 
differ according to whether the EA actively seeks food frauds. As the research 
question seeks to explain food fraud detection by the EA, it makes sense to 
focus on the effort of the EA in this detection. 

Table 36 lists these pathways alongside both the effort and the information 
dimension. The pathways are introduced further below.

Table 36 Discovery pathways that vary in EA effort and information

Pathway EA effort in finding food fraud Information on food fraud
Routine Low Nihil
Reactive Receiving Specific
Induced Induced Specific
Proactive Retrieving Broad

Routine pathway
The effort of the EA in finding food fraud differs. Chapter 6 discussed how the 
orientation of the EA during inspections is a relevant condition that can assist 
discovery. Routine inspections do not often find food fraud, and one of the 
reasons is because the EA does not always actively seek food fraud. In con-
trast, in report-based inspections, they specifically check the content of a food 
fraud report. A routine orientation is present during various inspections and 
also in goods inspections and routine analytical monitoring activities. These 
are oriented towards supervising compliance with regulations and monitor-
ing food safety and hygienic practices. The EA might also act on an external 
report, for example, an RASSF report from another food authority during a 
food recall. Though these activities are not specifically oriented towards the 
discovery of food fraud, some food frauds have been discovered from such a 
routine orientation. This thus forms the first pathway to discovery: the Routine 
pathway.
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The effort of the EA in finding food fraud increases when an external report 
comes in about it. The EA is then specifically inspecting or investigating a food 
fraud premise. The extent to which the EA acts on information it has received 
rather than taking the initiative to collect information itself varies. I thus dis-
tinguish three levels of effort on a scale of receiving to retrieving information, 
thus identifying three more routes to developing a food fraud premise.

Reactive pathway
The second pathway is the Reactive pathway, in which the EA receives a report 
on food fraud, either by a private third party or by another government agency 
and reacts on it with, for example, an inspection. The incoming report brings 
focus to the inspection, which is helpful in the discovery if the right knowledge 
and methods are available, though Chapter 6 showed that a report is not a 
sufficient condition. The Reactive pathway to food fraud discovery reflects the 
cases that were discovered because the agency responded to information on 
food fraud that it had spontaneously received from an external party.

Induced pathway
Third, the effort of the EA is not limited to merely receiving; it has undertaken 
activities that leveraged information or a report. Two activities are important 
in particular. One is offering a confidential reporting program, which protects 
the identity of the reporter and thus ensures that certain risks for negative 
consequences for the reporter, such as job loss or bankruptcy, are mitigated. 
Second, inspections have induced reporting by food businesses in direct in-
teraction with employees, or by leveling fines against a petty thief who then 
reports on his supplier. A detection method that also fits in this pathway is 
discoveries based on surplus information, or “bycatches,” from the use of in-
trusive investigatory methods. This information is generated because of an 
activity of the EA and thus fits in the Induced pathway. In all varieties, there is 
a piece of concrete, food fraud-oriented information from an external source 
to steer the discovery, which is similar to the Reactive pathway. However, it has 
taken more effort on the part of the EA to obtain this information than in the 
Reactive pathway; hence, I call this an Induced pathway.

Proactive pathway
Finally, the EA uses some proactive methods with the aim of identifying food 
fraud. Their level of effort and initiative in retrieving food fraud information 
is highest here. In a Proactive pathway, at the outset, the agency does not 
act on a piece of information specifically directed at an alleged food fraud 
offender. It consists of information from various sources, including databas-
es, inspections, and external information, through information analysis and/or 
targeted inspections. It thus takes a broader starting point and departs from 
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more general hypotheses on the food fraud that are further analyzed before 
a specific food fraud, which includes an offender, is discovered. I call this a 
Proactive pathway.

In sum, this results in four pathways to discovery that depend on the extent to 
which the EA actively seeks food fraud. Table 37 summarizes the description 
of these four pathways. 

Table 37 Description of the four pathways to discovery

Orientation in pathway Description
Routine orientation Discoveries originating from routine inspections, goods 

inspections, food recall supervision
Food fraud orientation – reactive Discoveries originating from following up on spontaneous 

third-party reports and government reports concerning 
food fraud

Food fraud orientation – induced Discoveries originating from following up on confidential 
reports, inspection-induced reports, or information byprod-
ucts from intrusive method use concerning food fraud.

Food fraud orientation – proactive Discoveries originating from targeting/information analysis 
aimed at identifying food fraud.

7.1.1 Operationalization of the pathways 
In all cases where the agency discovered an alleged food fraud (n=61), it was 
possible to identify which of these pathways was applicable. This includes false 
discoveries and cases where the agency was not able to gather evidence or 
was not willing to dedicate resources to the investigation; they were discov-
ered at first, and it is generally clear from the case material through which 
route this occurred. The pathways thus emphasize the road to discovery: the 
second phase of the full detection process. 

The pathways are not merely operationalized by a specific detection method 
because, often, more methods are applied. Chapter 6 also made clear that the 
information that detection methods leverage plays different roles in the pro-
cess: it functions as a prompt, it was the first signal, it substantiated previous 
information, or it was all of these at the same time. This also means that, for 
example, information from a third-party report sometimes does not prompt 
the detection process or does not lead to discovery even though, in hindsight, 
it correctly identified a food fraud. In such a case, the discovery is not attribut-
ed to the third-party report. These diverse circumstances leading to discovery 
are better captured in the shape of these pathways than by merely comparing 
the outputs of detection methods. 
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For example, I consider a general comment of an industry organization that 
triggered a proactive information analysis and targeted inspections at the EA 
a Proactive pathway in which the EA acts on the signals obtained from the 
relevant network. However, an external report spontaneously submitted that 
pinpoints a specific crime and offender that an inspection verified is consid-
ered a reactive discovery. I further assigned the pathway that was connect-
ed to the eventual discovery. A few cases started through one pathway but 
stopped at some point: they were dead ends. The discovery subsequently 
happened through another pathway. In these cases, I chose the pathway that 
is associated with the explanation of the discovery. One case was discovered 
in equal measure through a routine path as well as an induced path, and each 
started independently. Neither could have led to discovery without the other 
[Meat20].

Which pathway?
In the case [Meat32], a routine inspection resulted in a clue that, at that 
point, was not interpreted as a clue of food fraud. It was not until a report 
from a confidential informer became available that the food fraud offender 
was examined more closely. Thus, even though the routine inspection pro-
vided the first information signal, the pathway to discovery is “induced,” as 
the EA protected the identity of the reporter in order to facilitate reporting.

The reverse happened in the case [Meat4]. An external report from anoth-
er food agency about irregularities with a specific horse passport, includ-
ing some information about fraudulent behavior, did not lead to discovery. 
The discovery developed during the routine activities of another inspector 
[Meat4].

Figure 12 shows the division of the cases over the pathways, excluding the 
case where two pathways in conjunction explained the discovery. This pro-
vides a general overview and confirms that the effort of the EA to discover 
food fraud is predominantly reactive (35%), though a second large part (32%) 
is induced by EA activities. This incorporates all alleged food frauds, thus in-
cluding inaccurate discoveries. The full list of cases in relation to the different 
pathways is in Appendix I.

The four pathways offer a basis to search for patterns by systematically com-
paring them with the different conditions that emerged in the previous two 
chapters. This allows the creation of a more complete, qualitative picture of 
these pathways, of the type of crimes they discover, and whether they even-
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tually lead to a completed detection. To this end, I first compare the path-
ways with a number of characteristics of the food fraud in order to determine 
whether there are patterns visible between the pathways and the shape of the 
crimes they discover. Second, I study the role of serendipity. Serendipity was 
shown in the previous chapter to be a relevant condition for discovery in some 
situations. Finally, I contrast the pathways with the outcome on agency ability 
in order to understand whether some pathways are more often associated 
with inability to gather evidence or with false discoveries, and whether this is 
connected to the nature of the crime or the detection methods of the EA.

7.2 Patterns in relation to the crime
In order to analyze the relationship between the EA detection methods and 
the characteristics of the food fraud, I compare the pathways with five ele-
ments that describe the fraud. First, I connect them to the type of food fraud 
the pathway discovered. Then, I analyze the three aspects of the noticeability 
of the food fraud (observability, concealment level, and type of offender). Fi-
nally, I analyze crimes that have been under the radar of the EA for a signif-
icant period of time and search for patterns in connection with the different 
pathways. 

7.2.1 Type of food fraud
As Table 38 shows, the four pathways are each connected to the discovery of 
all three varieties of food fraud, except the Proactive pathway; this pathway 
has not discovered crimes of the type “fraudulent food enhancement.” Fur-
ther, in the Proactive pathway, the food fraud type “facilitative food fraud” is 
represented more compared to the other pathways. In addition, the Routine 

Figure 12 Pathways to discovery (2010–2017, n=60).
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pathway has more often discovered food frauds of the type “food laundering.” 
This could be related to the fact that food laundering is more in line with the 
routine activities than fraudulent food enhancement, for which a more reac-
tive strategy is often used. 

Table 38 Pathways connected to food fraud types (2010–2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”)

Pathway to discovery Type of food fraud No. of cases %
Routine Facilitative food fraud 2 20%

Food laundering 6 60%
 Fraudulent food enhancement 2 20%
Subtotal Routine  10

Routine AND Induced
Fraudulent food enhancement 1

Subtotal Routine AND Induced  1

Reactive
Facilitative food fraud 2 11%

Food laundering 8 42%
 Fraudulent food enhancement 9 47%
Subtotal Reactive  19

Induced
Facilitative food fraud 5 26%

Food laundering 7 37%
Fraudulent food enhancement 7 37%

Subtotal Induced  19

Proactive
Facilitative food fraud 3 75%

 Food laundering 1 25%
Subtotal Proactive  4
Total  53

7.2.2 Observability of food fraud
In Table 39, the pathways are connected to the observability of the food fraud 
they discovered. For each pathway, the table lists the discoveries for the three 
levels of observability (-1, 0, and 0) as defined in Chapter 5.4. Both the abso-
lute numbers of discoveries as well as what this number means relative to its 
total number of discoveries are included in order to compare the emphases of 
the different pathways. Table 39 shows that the Reactive pathway is relatively 
more often connected with food fraud that is observable from a distance than 
the other pathways. This makes sense, as this pathway is partly populated 
by third-party reports, which Chapter 6 established more often concern food 
fraud with a relatively higher observability. The use of databases, which is a re-
mote observation point, might explain why the Proactive pathway also discov-
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ers crimes of a higher observability level. Still, relative to their total production, 
the Routine and Proactive pathways leverage less observable crimes for the 
majority (70% and 50% respectively, adding up levels -1 and 0) in contrast to 
the Induced and Reactive pathways, which leverage a minority (32% and 48%, 
adding up levels -1 and 0) of the lower observability levels. 

Table 39 Pathways in connection with observability (2010–2017, n=52, y2 outcome crime =  “food 
fraud”)

Pathway Supply chain 
observability

(-1)

Business level 
observability

(0)

Remote observ-
ability
(+1)

Unknown 
observability

No. of cases

Routine 3 4 3 10
% of its total production 30% 40% 30%
Reactive 4 5 10 19
% of its total production 21% 26% 53%
Induced 3 3 8 5 19
% of its total production 16% 16% 42% 26%
Proactive 1 1 2 4
% of its total production 25% 25% 50%
Total 11 13 23 5 52

Note. Excluding one case with combined pathways

7.2.3 Concealment of food fraud
The same analysis is conducted in relation to concealment of the food fraud. As 
section 5.6.3 established, most food frauds (n=32 of 53, i.e., 60%) are concealed 
at the -1 level, which means 60% of the food fraud offenders conceal their crimes 
in order to avoid their discovery during an inspection or by another visitor. Only 
two food frauds are concealed at the -2 level, which means the offenders antic-
ipate that they might be subjected to intrusive powers such as observation and 
wiretapping. The other food frauds are barely or unconcealed (0 and -1). 

Table 40 combines the various levels of concealment with the pathways, again 
in both absolute and relative terms. The rows thus represent the pattern of 
concealment in the food fraud cases that each pathway discovers, which al-
lows comparisons between the pathways. The table demonstrates that the 
most concealed crimes (-2 and -1) are discovered more frequently through 
the Reactive and Proactive pathways (73% and 75%, respectively, adding up 
levels -2 and -1). The Induced pathway has some missing values because the 
agency was not able to gather evidence in those cases, and a reliable judg-
ment of the concealment level could not be made. As section 7.4.2 discusses, 
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this is in some cases related to a high level of concealment. Therefore, the 
three food-crime oriented pathways presumably result in a similar level of 
relatively more concealed crimes. This is in contrast to the Routine pathway, 
which discovers relatively less or unconcealed crimes, that is, 30% adding up 
levels 0 and +1, compared to 5%-25% in the other pathways.

Table 40 Pathways in connection with concealment (2010–2017, n=52, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”)

Concealment level
Pathway -2 -1 0 1 Unknown No. of cases
Routine 0 6 2 1 1 10
% of its total production 0% 60% 20% 10% 10%
Reactive 1 13 3 0 2 19
% of its total production 5% 68% 16% 0% 11%
Induced 1 10 0 1 7 19
% of its total production 5% 53% 0% 5% 37%
Proactive 0 3 1 0 0 4

% of its total production 0% 75% 25% 0% 0%
Total 2 32 6 2 10 52

Note. Excluding one case with combined pathways

7.2.4 Food fraud offender type
The offender types that are associated with each pathway show that the rou-
tine path exclusively yields offenders of the type “Regular.” This makes sense 
as routine inspections are only conducted at regular businesses that are sub-
ject to regular supervision. This also means that 30% of the offenders who are 
not “Regulars” cannot be found by routine inspections. The other offender 
types are predominantly discovered through the Reactive and Induced path-
ways, though the Proactive pathway has leveraged one offender outside the 
Regulars. Invaders have only come to the attention of the EA through reports.

Table 41 Pathways in connection with offender type (2010–2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”)

Offender type
Pathway Invader Lookalike Regular Wayward No. of cases
Routine 10 10
Routine & Induced 1 1
Reactive 2 5 10 2 19
Induced 4 13 2 19
Proactive 3 1 4
Total 2 9 37 5 53
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7.2.5 Hidden crimes: fast and slow discoveries 
The length of the time a crime has remained undiscovered is interesting to 
examine in relation to the pathway. Crimes with long ignorance phases raise 
the question as to how these offenders have managed to stay under the radar 
of the EA for so long. I distinguished three lengths based on the analysis in 
Chapter 6 (section 6.1.2): long (>32 months), short (<3 months), and all others 
have an intermediate duration of the ignorance phase. Both the cases with 
long and short ignorance phases have n=6, and the intermediate category has 
n=21. The intermediate category includes four cases for which the beginning 
of the fraud was not possible to determine. The total is n=33, which are the 
detected cases only. The timeline could not be reconstructed for terminated 
cases. Table 42 shows the results. 

Table 42 Pathways in relation to ignorance phase (2010–2017, n=33, y1 outcome detection = “detected”)

 Length ignorance phase
Pathway Short Intermediate Long No. of cases
Routine 1 4 5
Routine & Induced 1 1
Reactive 3 10 13
Induced 1 5 4 10
Proactive 2 2 4
Total 6 21 6 33

As the table shows, there is a slight divide: in the Routine and Reactive 
pathways, the discovery is faster; the Induced and Proactive pathways find 
longer-hidden crimes. The longest hidden crimes were discovered twice by 
using surplus information from other criminal investigations, twice through 
confidential informants, and twice through targeting and information analysis. 
This is remarkable: though information analysis is also connected to false dis-
coveries, it is at the same time a method that finds long-hidden crimes. 

The surplus information from another criminal investigation discovered cases 
that would not easily have been found otherwise. An example is the case of an 
accredited laboratory [see box]. It was a business essentially without govern-
ment supervision and a simple but effective means of concealment. Both the 
laboratory and its clients benefited from the fraud [OilFat2]. 
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7.3 Patterns in relation to serendipity
Serendipity emerged as an explanatory condition for the ability to discover in 
the previous chapter. This justifies looking into the role of serendipity more 
closely. Coincidental events have played an important role in eight discover-
ies, as is shown in Table 43. The serendipity event interfered with whom, what, 
when, and how the EA searched. An example of this is when a food safety 
incident occurred with the specific food product that was used to commit 
food fraud. As was explained earlier, this causes a food recall and tracing the 
foodstuff through the supply chain. Because of the accidental event of the 
food safety incident affecting only that specific batch or consignment, the EA 
examined the trade documents more closely and thus caused the discovery 
of a food fraud. 

A long-hidden crime
Though an accredited laboratory is a Regular business, the truthfulness of 
their certificates of analysis is not supervised by any government agency. The 
accreditation body supervises the various accredited methods of analysis 
specifically and assesses the (theoretical) reliability and robustness of the 
laboratory’s capabilities to perform these. Because the laboratory concealed 
when it had made alterations on its certificates, and the crime was hardly 
noticeable to an outsider, the nature of the crime hindered the ability to dis-
cover. The crime was discovered through intercepted communications be-
tween the laboratory and a customer, who was a suspect in another criminal 
investigation. This is an Induced pathway. [OilFat2]

Coincidental food safety incident
The Irish mussels that were sold as MSC from Denmark needed to be re-
called due to a virus. It was coincidental that this concerned precisely a batch 
that was fraudulently enhanced as MSC: the investigation later showed that, 
though the fraud had happened more often throughout the year, many 
times it also was honest. In the cases [Nuts2] and [Nuts1], where nuts needed 
to be recalled, it is also accidental that the buyer monitored the batch of nuts 
because they had a lower-risk profile as they had a US origin, though this 
was not their real origin. As these two cases were not investigated further, it 
is unknown to what extent this defrauding took place. [Fish2, Nuts2, Nuts1]
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7Coincidence goes hand-in-hand with particular knowledge of the supervising 
person(s). For example, it required knowing the factories that produce animal 
by-products in Europe in order to suspect that ruminant material would be 
present in the exported product [Feed1]. In [Meat20], the discovery was pos-
sible because of readily available knowledge from the inspector about which 
approval numbers belonged to which businesses in order to see this mismatch 
on the documents [Meat20]. Knowledge of processing benchmarks about 
shellfish allowed unusual gaps to be observed in the mass balance of the con-
signment to be recalled, indicating that the business was perhaps dishonest 
in providing a list of all its buyers [Fish2]. These accidental events thus needed 
to be combined with particular knowledge, which confirms the definition of 
serendipity as a combination of chance and wisdom.

Table 43 The impact of serendipity in detection 

Case Serendipity event Consequence
Meat19 Use of unrelated findings for information 

analysis/targeting; timing
Selection of the business, selection of the 
analytical method, visit at the right time

Egg1 Pragmatic choice of type of poultry 
businesses; changes in concealment tactic 
offender, unanticipated overlap with adja-
cent crime; timing

Selection businesses, focus on invoices, 
visit at the right time

Nuts1 Food safety incident with the fraudulent 
consignment

Inspecting the tracing of this consignment 
in the supply chain

Nuts2 Food safety incident with the fraudulent 
consignment

Inspecting the tracing of this consignment 
in the supply chain

Fish2 Food safety incident with the fraudulent 
consignment

Inspecting the tracing of this consignment 
in the supply chain

Egg3 Replacement of regular inspector by 
inspector with personal expertise and 
interest in eggs

Noticing the eggs and their fraudulent 
use-by date

Feed1 Misunderstanding the country of desti-
nation

Selecting a fraudulent consignment for 
administrative check

Meat20 *An inspector coming across the specific 
batch about which a confidential report 
had come in 
*Recent visit at a cold store, which is why 
approval number was on the inspector’s 
mind

*Noticing mismatch between approval 
number and cold store on documents of a 
fraudulent consignment 
*Connecting information together with 
report and conducting targeted sampling 
of the batch

Serendipity in targeting
The discovery of the case [Meat19], where feed with an illegal antibiotic end-
ed up in calves, resulted from a targeted inspection at a buyer of that feed. 
However, this buying farm was included in the selection for a reason that 
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In all of the cases with serendipity, the EA was investigating something spe-
cific; even if they were looking for the wrong reasons, or for another reason, 
the result was that certain businesses or consignments were inspected for a 
specific reason. Second, it demonstrates that a consequence of serendipity is 
often the use of a different detection method than usual, such as a different 
analytical method package, administrative checks on trade flows, or targeting 
efforts. The coincidental discoveries finally show how trying something dif-
ferent can catch offenders by surprise. This is important because most of the 
offenders anticipate some angle of inspection and adjust their concealment 
accordingly; they might overlook an inspection from another angle (see also 
box). 

Long-hidden crime discovered through targeted inspections – and many other 
conditions
The breeding farm supplying his clients with extra laying hens is in the top 
three of the longest-hidden crimes: over three years, at least. Still, this crime 
was eventually discovered by the EA due to targeted inspections and with-
out inside information. Many conditions were present in the discovery. A 
remark by an industry organization prompted the information analysis; a 
new approach was used to select businesses; the choice for laying hens was 
somewhat coincidental because it was pragmatic. The inspectors went to the 
farms focused on clues that more hens were present or delivered and asked 
for invoices. An important coincidental event was that the timing was just 
right: the offender had changed his concealment tactic earlier that year from 
double invoicing to disguising extra hens on one invoice, which was less 
effective than the previous tactic. The EA surprised the offenders with their 
visit; they had not thought of the manure production rights and focused 
their concealment on the control body that supervises the production classi-
fication of the eggs (e.g., free range). Thus, the focus of the data analysis was 
to detect an environmental crime that overlapped with the activities of the 
offenders for committing food fraud. [Egg1]

turned out to have no relation with this crime, and the substance of the 
illegal antibiotic was coincidentally part of the sampling package; it was not 
routinely analytically tested for. The choice for this package was inspired by 
a finding in a previous year that was, however, unrelated. Finally, the timing 
was coincidentally just right: on an earlier or later visit, the feed with the 
illegal substance in it would have been used up.
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Table 44 shows when serendipity was present in the pathways. It is notable 
that it occurs especially in the Routine and to a lesser extent the Proactive 
pathway; in both, serendipity contributed to half of the food fraud discoveries. 
This indicates that if there is no specific information guiding the inquiry, some 
luck is sometimes needed to discover food fraud. Information analysis also 
often starts with little information and may be based on the wrong hypothe-
ses. On occasion, when this led to discovery, serendipity interfered [see boxes 
above]. Still, serendipity is unnecessary in both the Proactive and the Routine 
pathways, as both are connected to discoveries without serendipity present. 

Table 44 Serendipity in discovery pathways (2010–2017, n=53, y2 outcome crime = “food fraud”)

Pathway No serendipity Serendipity Total no. of cases
Routine 5 5 10
Routine & Induced 1 1
Reactive 19 19
Induced 19 19
Proactive 2 2 4
Total 45 8 53

Serendipitous routine inspection creates ability in Induced pathway
The first information signal in [Meat20] came from a confidential report-
er. The information stated that offender x was morphing horse into beef at 
location y. During the preparations of the case, however, new information 
came through the same route that said that the alleged offender had quit 
his activities at that location. The case was about to be closed, though the 
public prosecutor found it important to keep an eye out for additional infor-
mation about this (known) offender. Then, an inspector came across a batch 
of beef that looked damaged during a routine inspection at a cold store 
and found some irregularities in the identifying documents. He contacted 
the NVWA-IOD, and the same offender was involved. Their information was 
connected, and the agency decided to sample the batch and found that it 
contained horsemeat. After the investigation was finished and the admin-
istrative trail was reconstructed, it turned out the food fraud concerned a 
specific batch of meat that had been moving around a number of locations 
in the EU in order to morph it from horse into beef, including location y in 
the initial information. It was highly coincidental that the inspector had come 
across exactly the remaining 10 pallets of that particular batch at another 
location and saw something remarkable about it. Though two pathways are 
equally important here, as neither would have led to discovery on its own, 
the coincidence happened in the Routine pathway. [Meat20]
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In sum, serendipity increases the observability of a food fraud, as it leads to 
selecting the right entity or aspect to examine; the use of another, better-suit-
ed method or person; or an observation at the right time. Serendipity makes 
it less necessary to be focused on discovering food fraud, or on the right food 
fraud. This could explain why it is particularly present in the Routine and in the 
Proactive pathways.

7.4 Patterns in relation to ability 
Next, I study the relation between the discovery pathways and the agency abil-
ity. I use the outcome on agency ability (y3) for this analysis. This outcome first 
reflects whether the agency was able to find evidence to support their discov-
ery. In this study, the method to find evidence is always a criminal investigation, 
which is a consequence of the case selection strategy. Despite this, the detec-
tion of some food fraud cases fails in the evidence phase. There are two types of 
actual inability. First, the offender sometimes quit offending when the detection 
process reached the evidence phase (n=4), and this impeded evidence gath-
ering. Second, in some cases (n=4), the agency was also unable to gather evi-
dence but still believed actual food fraud was involved. These are presumably 
difficult cases to detect. A third option is that the discovery was false. The agen-
cy realized this at some point during the investigation, which is why it would 
not be entirely correct to say the agency was not able to detect. Therefore, this 
is a separate category, but it is still relevant to involve in an analysis of agency 
ability, as there were apparently problems earlier in the detection process. 

Table 45 demonstrates the extent to which each pathway is associated with 
a false discovery or with agency (in)ability to find evidence. For this analysis, 
I exclude the cases where the agency was not willing to detect (n=12). I thus 
only use the cases where the agency was demonstrably able or not able to 
gather evidence. Because I also compare these in a relative sense, I only use 
the cases from 2014 onwards, when both detected and terminated cases are 
included in the data set (n=37). 

A first observation from Table 45 that I highlight is that the Reactive pathway 
is most often connected with agency ability to detect; this was true in nine of 
12 cases (75%) as opposed to under 55% in the other pathways (excluding the 
one with combined pathways). The cases that were discovered through this 
pathway are based both on government and “spontaneous” third-party reports 
of disclosed or anonymous sources. This is in line with the finding in Chapter 6 
(section 6.6) that the accuracy of these reports is high, though substantiating 
the information in the report is important to prevent false discoveries. 
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I further introduce three other observations that I elaborate on in the fol-
lowing sections. First, the Routine and Proactive pathways have the lowest 
success rate in terms of agency ability to find evidence. Second, the Induced 
and Proactive pathways lead to the most cases with problems in the detection 
process related to the ability of the agency in an absolute sense (five each). 
The Induced pathway seems connected to actual food frauds that are difficult 
to gather evidence for (“difficult”). The Proactive pathway, on the other hand, 
resulted in false discoveries, and thus not actual food frauds. The following 
section discusses these observations in more depth.

7.4.1 Routine pathway: deterrence rather than detection
The low success rate in the Routine pathway can be explained in two of the 
three cases where there was agency inability to find evidence because the 
offender stopped offending. In both cases, the offenders were deterred by 
more stringent inspections and subsequently quit. According to intercepted 
phone calls, an offender replied to a request for (illegal) antibiotics that he 
had stopped because it had become “too complex.” In the other, stringent 
controls following the horsemeat affair caused the offender to improve his 
behavior [Meat13, Meat35].46 This shows an effect of regular supervision that 
is counterproductive for detection but positive for tackling food fraud: com-
pliant behavior because of deterrence. 

However, Routine inspections have not only a deterrent effect, which emerges 
in the other pathways. Sometimes, inspections lead to temporarily adjusted 
behavior. One offender, for example, also responded with better compliance 

46 In both these cases, the agency and public prosecutor judged it would not be possible to gather evidence 
on historic behavior.

Table 45
The relation between discovery pathways and agency ability (2014–2017, n=37)

Pathway Agency inability Able No. of cases Success rate
False discovery Offender quit Difficult

Routine 1 2 2 5 40%
Routine & Induced 1 1 100%
Reactive 2 1 9 12 75%
Induced 2 3 6 11 55%
Proactive 5 3 8 38%
Total 8 4 4 21 37 57%

209

The agency ability to detect



behavior due to more stringent inspections around meat temperature during 
transport. This also caused inability to detect during the investigation. Howev-
er, the offender only temporarily adjusted his behavior and resumed offending 
after some time [Reactive pathway - Meat8]. A final variety is when an offend-
er improves his concealment [Egg1]. In sum, routine inspections can cause a 
number of changes in the offender’s behavior that can prevent detection by 
the EA, both in a positive sense (deterrence) and in a negative sense (improved 
concealment), even though, sometimes, this improved concealment is not ef-
fective from the perspective of the offender.

7.4.2 Induced pathway connected to most difficult cases
The Induced pathway most often leads to “difficult” cases that, according to 
the agency, do concern food fraud and so are not a false discovery, but for 
which the agency was unable to gather evidence (n=3 of 4). In addition, this 
pathway discovered two of four cases where the offender had quit when the 
evidence phase started. Studying these more closely reveals that these dis-
coveries are all connected to information from confidential informants, not 
to inspections that induced reporting or surplus information from criminal 
investigations that are also part of this pathway. The inability is first related to 
timing and second to various forms of concealment. 

First, in two cases, the offender stopped offending, but empirical evidence 
indicates this was on his own account rather than because of deterrence, as 
happened in the Routine pathway. One had come of age and wanted to take 
a step back, and the other had a fast-growing business that was profession-
alized and now had a trustworthy image that he found important to preserve 
[Meat27, Supplement3]. The timing of the report thus appears to be off. 

Second, there was genuine inability to complete the detection process in the 
other three cases, and respondents reflected on what made it difficult to gath-
er the evidence, which includes various ways of concealment. One example of 
this is a case where the food fraud was embedded in legal activities according 
to a pattern that is difficult to predict [Fish3]. Another difficulty is when food 
fraud happens in an organized structure between, rather than at, entities that 
are inspected. Sometimes this involves persons, not businesses. An example 
is an illicit trade in growth hormones that does not use the legal structures of 
a business, or cases where the product is changed between the entities in the 
supply chain [Meat24, see also Feed2]. A final example is concealment in the 
form of temporary adjusted behavior. The offender somehow learned about 
the investigation and adjusted his behavior [Meat22]. Overall, concealment 
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through organized structures, unpredictable crime patterns, and strategic be-
havior by the offender have hindered the agency’s ability to find evidence and 
thus to complete the detection.

However, I identify such means not only in the four cases where the EA was 
unable to gather evidence, but also in cases where they were able to suc-
cessfully complete the detection. This raises the question what explained the 
ability in these cases. I therefore studied all cases in the Induced pathway 
where information from confidential informers was used for the discovery, as 
in those discussed above, in order to compare cases with similar information 
and of similar concealment that had and had not produced related evidence. 
There are five such cases and a sixth where the discovery happened in con-
junction with a routine inspection [Meat20]. See Table 46.

Table 46 Cases predominantly based on information from confidential reporters (2010–2017, n=11, y3 
outcome “ability”) 

Concealment Case No evidence Able
0 Meat20 1
-1 Meat12 1

Meat27 1
Meat14 1
Meat3 1
Meat32 1

-2 Meat5 1
unknown Meat24 1

Fish3 1
Meat22 1

Supplement3 1
Total  5 6

The successful cases with high concealment (-1, -2) were both resolved using 
many intrusive methods relative to other cases [Meat12, Meat5]. Some of the 
unsuccessful cases also used intrusive methods. Studying these more closely 
reveals in one case too few resources to properly use the intrusive method; 
this is similar to a second case that was also given very few resources [Meat24, 
Fish3]. This is instead related to agency unwillingness, which caused a flawed 
detection approach. In another case, the investigators also used intrusive 
methods, but the offender strategically changed his behavior to disable ob-
servations by the EA [Meat22]. The conclusion, therefore, is that the Induced 
pathway, particularly stemming from confidential reporters, yields some food 
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frauds that are difficult to find evidence of (“no evidence”) and effectively con-
cealed cases (-1, -2). When these were successfully detected, the EA used a 
balanced strategy with the appropriate methods and necessary resources.

In sum, cases discovered by the Induced pathway, in particular those in which 
information from confidential informers was involved, are connected to an 
inability to gather evidence for two main reasons. One is that the report ar-
rives too late because the offender had since stopped offending; the second is 
because the pathway discovered food fraud by offenders who put much effort 
into concealment, and some anticipated they might be covertly observed. The 
failure to find evidence then seems due to a flawed detection approach in 
terms of appropriate methods (and resources). 

7.4.3 Proactive pathway leads to false discoveries
The third observation from Table 45 is that, every time the Proactive pathway 
resulted in inability, it was because it was a false discovery. This calls the effec-
tiveness of the Proactive pathway into question as a discovery route, as they 
apparently did not discover actual food frauds. An analysis of the cases in-
volved reveals that all of them are connected to a form of information analysis, 
even though in two, this was not the main source of the information. Four are 
connected to a tactical analysis, and one was a data analysis of imports data. 

Improper data in the database 
In the case [FruitVeg1], an analysis was triggered because an overly high a 
level of pesticide residue on eggplants and spicy peppers was found during 
routine analytical monitoring of import consignments. The EA marked the 
importing business as a non-complier after this finding, and a further analy-
sis was performed. One finding was that the business did not pre-announce 
many of its imports to the EA, which the EA hypothesized was done deliber-
ately in order to avoid analytical monitoring. However, the analysis marked 
too many consignments as if they were not pre-announced due to a status 
field in the database that was not changed to the right one. The selection 
now included consignments with an indefinite status, though these in fact 
had already been checked and cleared by the EA. Had the status field been 
filled correctly, the conclusion of the analysis would have been different. The 
quality of the data in the database thus hindered a proper analysis and led 
to a wrong hypothesis on food fraud. [FruitVeg1]
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Despite four false discoveries connected to a tactical analysis, the methodolo-
gy of the tactical analysis was successful in one case [FruitVeg3]. A difference 
in the empirical material is that the information analysis in FruitVeg3 had a 
solid finding from an analysis of import data, whereas three other cases, each 
related to the same tactical analysis, lack (current) substantiating information 
according to the end-reports. Information analysis thus needs to be under-
pinned by sufficient and actual current findings, particularly as it is plagued by 
low database quality. 

In the fifth false discovery case, the offender who was investigated was found 
to be unconnected to the alleged food fraud. However, the investigator who 
led the case said the food fraud might happen further down the supply chain. 
The information on which the case was built, which stemmed from a confi-
dential informer as well as surplus information from another criminal investi-
gation, indeed suggested this. It thus seems the EA chose the wrong potential 
offender for the case, and the information was not actually incorrect [Feed2]. 
This is again a case with a flawed strategy in connection with information 
from a confidential informant where the EA was unable to find evidence. An 
important aspect here is the proactivity and a tactical analysis that prompted 
targeted information gathering.

Accurate targeting: validation and expert judgments
The topic of the tactical analysis that included [FruitVeg3] was counterfeit 
pesticides. A strategic report of the NVWA-IOD in 2008 on crimes involving 
pesticides defined counterfeit as a potential food fraud risk. In 2012, an ana-
lyst was tasked with gathering all relevant information about this food fraud 
risk and creating a priority list of potential offenders. Her analysis showed 
that the alleged offender in [FruitVeg3] was of the largest scale. The underly-
ing information was substantial: various complaints and reports had come in 
about this offender, including some from prominent EU pesticide producers. 
Import data supported the hypothesis on the scale and whereabouts of the 
pesticides. Risk profiling in this import data resulted in a targeted inspec-
tion that again supported the hypothesis. Lessons from this example are, 
first, that even if the EA initiates the analysis, this does not mean that only 
EA-internal information is used; here, external reports were also involved. In 
addition, validation was conducted, and expert judgments were involved. 
[FruitVeg3]
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7.4.4 Conclusion on patterns in relation to ability 
The (in)ability of the agency to gather evidence of food fraud is explained both 
by the quality of the detection strategy and by the nature of the crime, such 
as the actions of the offender. Cases that are most difficult to prove are well 
concealed, for example by adaptive offenders, unpredictable activities, and or-
ganized structures within the supply chain. Successful detection of such cases 
has sometimes required the careful use of intrusive methods on the part of the 
EA that are tailored to the specific nature of the food fraud. The difficult cases 
predominantly occur in the Induced pathway and are connected to informa-
tion provided by confidential informers. In addition to discovering concealed 
crimes, the timing has also been off in a few cases and information was de-
livered about offenders who had since ceased. The Proactive pathway suffers 
from the lowest-quality discovery information. The empirical analysis further 
shows how inspections could have a negative effect on detection, as offenders 
improve their concealment and temporarily become compliant, though, posi-
tively, some are actually deterred and stop offending altogether. 

7.5 Integrating findings on patterns of the four pathways 
By systematically analyzing the information that various detection methods have 
produced, four pathways to discovery emerged. This chapter discussed findings 
in connection with those pathways, in particular by analyzing patterns in relation 
to the nature of the crime, to serendipity, and to the ability to gather evidence of 
the food fraud. This analysis showed some distinct patterns that are connected 
to different pathways. This allows enriched descriptions of the pathways.

7.5.1 Routine pathway
Discovery via a routine orientation occurs in 18% of the food fraud discov-
eries, which is one of the smaller contributions. There is no prior information 
available on food fraud, contrary to the other pathways, which depart from a 
specific food fraud premise. The ability to discover is often aided by coinci-
dental events that increase the noticeability of the crime or increase the ob-
servatory power of the inspector, such as particular knowledge or method use. 
This pathway only discovers Regular business offenders that receive regular 
supervision. It generally concerns unconcealed or barely concealed crimes of 
the crime type food laundering. It is one of the fastest ways to discovery. With-
in this pathway, the EA is largely dependent on the awareness, knowledge, 
and experiences of its inspectors, as well as on serendipity. Detection may fail 
eventually because the offender was deterred by the inspection and stopped 
offending, which prevented evidence-gathering.
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7.5.2 Reactive pathway
The Reactive pathway results in the most discoveries and is responsible for 
35% of all food fraud discoveries. Food frauds associated with this pathway 
are relatively quickly discovered and spontaneously reported by other govern-
ments or by anonymous or disclosed private third parties. This pathway also 
has the highest success rate in terms of agency ability to complete the detec-
tion through the evidence phase despite concealment. Information asymme-
try is low in this pathway, as the report is focused on a specific food fraud and 
offender. The accuracy of the information is high relative to other pathways. 
It is thus fast and efficient and requires little effort of the EA. It generally con-
cerns the somewhat more observable crimes that are noticeable by victims 
or others. The offenders are diverse, and it does not only concern Regulars. 
Fraudulent food enhancement is most often discovered through this pathway. 

7.5.3 Induced pathway
In this pathway, the EA expended significant effort to induce the reporting that 
turned out to be essential to the discovery, either through conducting inspec-
tions or investigations, or through protecting the identity of the reporter. It is 
the second largest contributor to discovery at 32%. Notably, this pathway is 
connected to the majority of the cases where the agency was unable to com-
plete the detection in the evidence phase. It leverages food frauds that are 
difficult to find evidence of, particularly those discovered through confidential 
reporters. Such crimes are unpredictable, organized, and adaptive to the ac-
tions of the EA. Sometimes, the EA is too late, and the offender has already 
stopped. Inversely, this pathway can discover long-hidden and highly con-
cealed crimes, as well, when using the appropriate (intrusive) methods. There 
is a slight emphasis on food laundering and facilitative food fraud. 

7.5.4 Proactive pathway
The Proactive pathway is the most unreliable pathway in terms of accuracy 
and creates more false discoveries than it produces information about ac-
tual food frauds. However, this pathway is connected to discovering some 
long-hidden crimes. It is responsible for 15% of the food fraud discoveries, 
a share comparable to that of the Routine pathway, which mostly concern 
Regular offenders that commit facilitative food fraud or food laundering. Tar-
geting efforts through information analysis are the basis of most of them. 
However, the demands of information are high in order to be able to complete 
detection; current and reliable findings are needed as evidence. In particular, 
successful targeting has been assisted by serendipity, causing the agency to 
look at the right item, at the right time, or in the right way. 
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7.6 Conclusion on the agency ability to detect 
This chapter aimed to find an answer to the first sub-question of this study: 
What explains the agency ability to detect food fraud? To this end, results from 
both Chapter 5 on the nature of food fraud and Chapter 6 on the detection 
methods have been integrated and systematically analyzed in search of mean-
ingful patterns. 

The answer to the question is that the agency’s ability to detect is best ex-
plained and described by four different pathways to discovery rather than by 
individual detection methods. These pathways reflect the extent to which the 
EA actively looks for food fraud. The information on food fraud differs in each 
pathway. In an ascending level of initiative (or effort) to finding food fraud, 
the pathways that are distinguished are the Routine, Reactive, Induced, and 
Proactive pathways. The Routine pathway departs from a routine orientation 
without information available on a possible food fraud; the Reactive and In-
duced pathway work with information that is specific about a food fraud and 
offender; and the Proactive pathway starts with broad information.

Each pathway is connected to distinct patterns in terms of crime and offender 
types with varying levels of observability and concealment, difficulty in detec-
tion, and the influence of serendipity. Lower levels of concealment require less 
intrusive detection methods, irregular offenders are (currently) not discovered 
with routine inspections, and serendipity occurs particularly in routine and 
Proactive pathways. In addition, the more effort the agency puts into the de-
tection, the more hidden crimes are discovered, though this also results in 
false discoveries and an inability to find evidence.

These findings further show that no one pathway is sufficient for the ability to 
detect the full range of food fraud. It is thus the extent to which the detection 
strategy is calibrated to the diverse nature of the crimes that eventually ex-
plains EA ability to detect. 

In sum, food authorities are not by default able to discover all sorts of food 
fraud. Merely conducting routine inspections would yield generally less con-
cealed or unconcealed food fraud at regular food businesses, about which 
inspectors are more aware or that they encounter by coincidence. Reactive 
strategies are efficient and necessary to also discover irregular offenders that, 
in this dataset, comprise 30% of the food fraud offenders. Too much depend-
ence on a reactive strategy, however, skews the food fraud that is discovered 
to those varieties whose victimizing effects are noticeable to someone. More 
proactivity on the part of the EA, in other words, more effort in looking for 
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food fraud, is connected to the discovery of less noticeable yet not victimless, 
food fraud. The road to discovery is rocky, but assisted by serendipity, it yields 
hidden crimes that have been ongoing for a long time. In order to success-
fully complete detection to the point of intervention, the EA’s approach to 
evidence gathering needs to be carefully tailored to the food fraud and the 
offender behavior. 
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8 The agency willingness to detect
The previous chapters discussed the results in relation to the agency’s ability 
to detect food fraud, looking both at the nature of the crime (Chapter 5) and 
the EA’s detection methods (Chapter 6) in order to explain the agency ability 
to detect (Chapter 7). This chapter goes into more detail about the second 
sub-question: What explains the willingness of the EA to detect food fraud? By 
the term “willingness,” I mean the extent to which is the agency gives priority 
– and thus, resources  – to the detection of food fraud or, more precisely, to 
the further investigation of initial food fraud discoveries. As has become clear 
from the broader empirical study into the detection of corporate crime (Chap-
ter 3), inspectors and criminal investigators consider this one of the largest 
barriers to detection. They are not short on ideas on how to detect but find 
themselves in a constant struggle to obtain the resource capacity they need. 
This chapter aims to identify necessary and sufficient conditions that cause the 
agency to dedicate resource capacity to the further detection and investiga-
tion of an allegedly identified case of food fraud.

8.1 Analysis
To answer the sub-question, several steps were taken. The key source for 
analysis in this chapter is the decision-making process around each alleged 
case of food fraud in the dataset. This decision-making process was carefully 
reconstructed and explained for each case (see also Chapter 4). Further, to 
understand the agency’s policy on decision-making on food fraud, agency 
guidelines and protocols were studied, and a text analysis was conducted of 
the minutes of the Selection Meeting in order to capture the general discourse 
on resource capacity within the agency.

The analysis follows a three-step strategy. First, through thorough study of all 
within-case explanatory analyses, I identify four types of motivations (x) that 
were either present or absent in the agency motivation to investigate. Sec-
ond, I further specify the outcome on agency willingness (y4). This outcome 
is separate from the outcome on “detection”: even if the agency is willing to 
investigate, the detection process may still be terminated; the discovery could 
be false, or it is difficult to find evidence for the case. I distinguished three pos-
sible outcomes on “agency willingness”: willing, non-willing, and reluctance. 
This allowed comparison among cases with various priorities. Third, I conduct-
ed a cross-case analysis by pattern matching using the four main motivations 
(variation on x) and the three possible outcomes on agency willingness (varia-
tion on y). This analytical strategy allowed the comparison of different config-
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urations of conditions and outcomes and identify deviant cases. The analysis 
resulted in an understanding of how the different motivations relate to each 
other and which configurations cause agency willingness to investigate the 
food fraud using empirical evidence from the cases to analyze and interpret 
the findings.

After this chapter was drafted, a background interview was held with the co-
ordinating public prosecutor, who is the chairman of the Selection Meeting. 
In this interview, the key topics to which the findings related were discussed. 
The aim was to determine whether this would reveal unexpected insights that 
could point to unreliability in the conclusions; it did not. This interview under-
pinned the findings in this chapter.

8.1.1 Structure of chapter
This chapter is structured as follows. First, it outlines the agency decision-mak-
ing process on food fraud based on policy documents and the agency dis-
course on resource constraints (section 8.2). Second, it introduces the main 
motivations that are relevant for agency willingness to investigate (section 
8.3), presenting case material to support this argument (section 8.4). Third, 
the various combinations of motivations are systematically researched and 
enriched with qualitative comments and empirical examples (section 8.5). The 
chapter ends with a conclusion. 

8.2 Setting the scene: the agency decision-making process on food fraud
Before going into detail about the decision-making process of individual (al-
leged) cases of food fraud, it is useful to understand the context within which 
this decision-making takes place. First, this context is formed by guidelines 
and annual plans that intend to impact priority setting and intervention de-
cisions (section 8.2.1). Second, the role of the Selection Meeting, which is the 
central decision-making body within the NVWA-IOD, is explained further (sec-
tion 8.2.2). Finally, the agency discourse on resource capacity is described in 
order to establish the background for the remainder of the chapter (section 
8.2.3). 

8.2.1 Intervention decisions and priority setting
The agency adopted policies and plans that aim to guide its enforcement 
practices, particularly with regards to, first, its intervention decisions and sec-
ond, the setting of priorities. The documents that describe these policies and 
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plans are important for deriving potential agency motivations, which I also 
expected to retrieve when highlighting individual cases.

Intervention policy
The intervention policy of the NVWA establishes what instrument an inspector 
or criminal investigator should use when he has discovered an offence. The 
guideline does not describe how to inspect, how to select businesses to visit, 
or what sources to use. It is, as its title expresses, focused on intervention, 
not detection. Still, it impacts detection because it provides guidance on what 
offences are considered food fraud, and for which offences criminal law instru-
ments can be used to find evidence about the alleged food fraud. 
The intervention policy prescribes four general criteria the agency should take 
into account when deciding which intervention to use (NVWA, 2016:2 [my 
translation]):

 y The severity, scale, and nature of the non-compliance
 y The facts and circumstances relevant to the non-compliance
 y The compliance history of the subject of the intervention (the offender)
 y The subsidiary and proportionality principles, i.e., the intervention should 

be in keeping with the interest that the agency is trying to serve (pro-
portional) and it should be the lightest possible to accomplish the goals 
(subsidiary)

Furthermore, it contains guidelines about when the NVWA should use admin-
istrative law instruments and when it should use criminal law instruments. The 
basic rule is that this decision depends on whether the specific regulations 
that are applicable prescribe which type of law to use. If they do not, there is 
an additional set of guidelines to use [see box].

Guidelines in intervention policy
The following eight guidelines are part of the NVWA’s intervention policy 
that should help judge whether to use criminal law (NVWA, 2016, p.3, literally 
quoted, my translation):
1. The offence has severe or irreversible consequences for wildlife, the en-

vironment, and/or the safety of humans; and/or the health of humans, 
animals or plants; and/or for the animal welfare.

2. The offence is enduring and can cause a risk for victims, mislead consum-
ers, or cause commotion in society.

3. The offence can severely disturb the supply chain, the system of supervi-
sion, or the authority of the NVWA.

4. The financial gain is large and may cause administrative penalties to be 
ineffective.
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Priority setting
The Enforcement Plan is a tripartite agreement between the two principal min-
istries, the NVWA and the Public Prosecution Service. The Enforcement Plan 
is not a public document. It contains priority topics for enforcement using 
criminal law and is negotiated between both parties. It thus includes topics 
that either party brings to the table from their respective perspectives: policy, 
enforcement, and prosecution. According to the agency’s intervention policy, 
if an offence occurs within one of these priorities, this could be a motivation to 
use criminal law (NVWA, 2016, p2). Some priority topics are valid over multiple 
years, and some are set annually. 

The intelligence investigators are tasked with gathering information about 
these topics in particular; the priorities thus not only impact intervention but 
also detection. Two examples of a multi-annual priority are the recovery and 
confiscation of criminal proceeds and the integrity of (supervisory) systems 
(Opstelten, 2011:2-3). 

Concluding remarks 
First, the various criteria and guidelines can be summarized into three char-
acteristics of an alleged food fraud that are relevant to decide whether it is 
eligible to investigate using criminal law instruments: 

 y Offender (intention, history, stature)
 y Offence (circumstances, characteristics, consequences, gain, priority)
 y Expected effect on offender by using criminal law

The subsidiary and proportionality principles function as a general constraint 
to using a relatively severe instrument, such as criminal law. 

5. The consequences of the offence limit the control thereof or make these 
impossible.

6. The intention of the offender is focused toward non-compliance. It in-
volves opportunistic, calculating, and/or conscious risk-taking behavior. 

7. Criminal law enforcement is likely to have more effect on the offender 
given the nature of the offender (e.g., his/her power or role model status) 
or the nature of the offence, and/or will have norm-confirming effects 
towards the industry or the public domain.

8. The offender has a criminal record with regards to similar offences and/
or is a repeat offender. 

Finally, regardless of these guidelines, the public prosecutor could still de-
cide to start prosecution in special situations.
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Second, the guidelines seem to offer a large set of potential motivations for 
using criminal law for detection and intervention. They are non-limitative and 
take into account that there may be other, special circumstances under which 
the public prosecutor decides to prosecute, contrary to standing policies. 
Moreover, the criteria are broadly formulated and normative rather than de-
scriptive. For example, it needs to involve “severe” consequences or a “large” 
amount of gain. This indicates that the agency and the Public Prosecution 
Service have significant discretion in decision-making on food fraud. 

A third concluding observation is that the intervention policy describes what 
to do when an inspector or criminal investigator has discovered an offence. 
However, the guidelines require ample knowledge about the offender and 
the offence, as well as about the expected effect of an intervention. It seems 
questionable whether the agency actually has all this knowledge, particularly 
when dealing with a cunning food criminal. Overall, this supports the need to 
analyze decision-making processes in individual cases to identify actual agen-
cy motivations.

Next, the implementation of the policy guidelines with regards to the deci-
sion-making process of individual, alleged cases of food fraud, is described.

8.2.2 Deciding on a food fraud: Selection Meeting is central
Central to the decision-making process of alleged food fraud are “decision 
documents” that are submitted to the Selection Meeting. This meeting con-
sists of the heads of the departments of Intelligence and of Operations to-
gether with a public prosecutor. They meet approximately every six weeks to 
decide which criminal investigations to start and finish. Urgent criminal cases 
are discussed as needed by phone. The Selection Meeting is thus the central 
decision-making body about criminal investigations conducted by the NVWA.

The decision document is not intended to be a legal report to describe the 
grounds for a legal suspicion, and as such, it is not part of the criminal pros-
ecution file. The decision document is a management document and aims to 
provide the information that is relevant to enable decision-making and assign 
resources. The document establishes the basic information about the alleged 
fraud and the offender and lists the sources that produced the information. It 
also contains a preliminary estimate of the illegal profits that may have been 
gained and any other relevant characteristics of the offender or the alleged 
fraud. Finally, it provides meta-information about whether the topic is an an-
nual or multi-annual priority according to the Enforcement Plan. 
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Over the years, the agency has regularly scrutinized the decision process. The 
format of the decision document and therefore the specific contents have 
changed several times. Internal documents during the period 2010-2017 show 
how the agency struggles with determining how to dedicate its resource ca-
pacity to the most important cases. Two developments are particularly rele-
vant to briefly discuss here, as these have an impact on decision-making. 

First, in March 2015, the agency introduced a graph in which it visually plotted 
all the criminal cases in its portfolio. The main issue that this exercise aimed to 
address was to find a tool to manage the situation when all resource capacity 
was in use, yet new important or urgent cases were submitted to the Selection 
Meeting. Since March 2015, the graph is occasionally added to the agenda of 
the Selection Meeting to aid the discussion about which alleged frauds should 
receive priority. This is reflected in the minutes of the meeting. It should be 
noted again that the NVWA-IOD deals not only with food fraud but also with 
crimes in other areas, such as product safety, animal welfare, manure trans-
port, and wildlife. These are all plotted in the graph.

A second issue the agency struggles with is how to weigh the priority of al-
leged crimes from different areas. In addition to the use of the graph, the 
agency introduces thematic Selection Meetings. This means that some Se-
lection Meetings are exclusively dedicated to one specific theme. At such a 
meeting, decision documents about alleged criminal cases around this theme 
are discussed together and accompanied by an introduction to the topic from 
an analyst. According to the minutes, these thematic sessions are intended to 
compare “apples with apples” and choose the most important cases. The first 
thematic Selection Meeting was in February 2016. These thematic meetings 
also function as a way of managing information gathering, as the intelligence 
investigators are tasked with finding alleged frauds relevant to that specific 
theme. 

8.2.3 Resource capacity
The agency is inherently bound by its resource capacity. In the minutes of the 
Selection Meeting and by respondents, resource constraints are often men-
tioned as the reason for not giving priority to the investigation of a food fraud. 
This resonates with the results from the interviews that were part of the first 
empirical study: respondents indicated resource constraints as the most im-
portant barrier to detection. The aim of this part of the research on agency 
willingness is to examine underlying motivations not to dedicate resources. In 
particular, when resources are scarce, it is interesting to see which choices the 
agency makes on investigation. In the following sections, this is used in the 
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analysis of the relationship between different motivations. Here, some contex-
tual information about resource capacity is presented.

Generally, resource issues have become a more dominant constraint over the 
years at the criminal investigation unit. Text analysis of the minutes of the 
Selection Meeting (2010–2017) shows that resource shortages have become 
increasingly pressing. In the period 2010–2012, the agency did not experience 
urgent resource issues; the minutes mention resources, but in a relaxed man-
ner. The following appears in an introduction about the role of the Selection 
Meeting because of a change in its members: “the Public Prosecution Service 
wants to do good investigations, preferably on diverse themes. This is dis-
cussed in the Selection Meeting, and the available resource capacity will also 
be taken into consideration” (January 2011). The lack of resource pressures is 
reflected in case-specific decisions in this period. Often, there is no particu-
lar comment on the resource capacity. If there is, it is the other way around: 
not a constraint, but a driver. For example, because resources are available, 
investigators urge the Selection Meeting to approve a case in an emergency 
procedure: “Team West is waiting for the case” [Meat2 - 2011]. 

In later years, roughly starting at the end of 2012, the resource capacity con-
straints manifest more. Several cases have to wait before they can be picked 
up to continue detection [Dairy1], and cases are accepted but under the con-
dition they are scoped in order to limit resource use [Meat21]. The capacity 
constraints worsen and are documented in a memo at the end of 2014. This 
led to the development of the graph early in 2015. In November 2015, the 
supply of cases was again mapped in a separate memo to show how the re-
source capacity was fully in use. In 2016, many Selection Meetings discussed 
the resource constraints and the growing trend in the number of cases: “Con-
cerns about capacity are structural and they are broadly recognized” (Octo-
ber 2016). The resource scarcity also triggered an active search for alternative 
instruments to the use of criminal law for food fraud detection. During 2016, 
additional resources were underway, as 16 new investigators were trained in 
sets of two and were mentored by an experienced investigator. However, this 
added to the resource scarcity that year. 

Starting in January 2017, the decision process and the format of the decision 
document changed again.47 The change meant less emphasis on the content 
and characteristics of the case and increased focus on managing resource 
capacity. The criteria that were meant to indicate the importance of the case 

47 Personal communication
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were removed from the format of the decision document. The top section 
then indicated the amount of resources that the investigation would require. 
Some investigations were less complex, and the intrusiveness of the powers to 
be used in the investigation was relatively mild. These are less labor-intensive 
than complex investigations that use special investigative powers. For exam-
ple, executing requests for legal aid from other countries is generally not very 
complex or time consuming. These “smaller” investigations are an item the 
agency has had difficulty with in terms of how thorough the decision-making 
should be. Over the years, various options have been used to address the 
smaller cases. For example, there was a period where the Selection Meeting 
did not decide on the smaller cases, but rather left intelligence officers to 
decide to pass the case on to an executive team of criminal investigators im-
mediately (e.g., [Meat3], 2011). Because of the need to manage the resource 
capacity, this has been changed, and all cases, large, small, or in cooperation 
with inspectors are sent to the Selection Meeting for a formal acceptance 
decision.

In sum, the resource discourse has changed over the years to have an increas-
ing emphasis on the constraints of the limited resource capacity. This means 
that decisions are forced to focus on the highest priority cases, which gives a 
better insight into which motives truly prevail in such a situation. 

8.3 A typology of motivation
“I prefer cases that cause a rush through my investigation veins. Things that are 
unfair, when citizens are defrauded. It is actually a matter of intuition, but we 
always try to rationalize it.” – Member of Selection Meeting

A closer look at the intra-agency and external stimuli that have been docu-
mented in the case studies revealed two types: those that are directly related 
to characteristics of the fraud and those that are not. Both these perspectives 
can be seen as two axes of a matrix: the agency-internal versus agency-exter-
nal motivations on the one hand, and the crime-intrinsic versus crime-extrinsic 
motivations on the other. The following discusses this further.

Crime-intrinsic and crime-extrinsic
Within the agency motivation to investigate, I see a distinction between mo-
tives that are intrinsically attached to the fraud and those that are not (vertical 
axis in Figure 13). Crime-intrinsic motives relate to the nature of the food 
fraud: the offense, the offender(s), and the means to address it. Most often, 
elements of the offence were documented as a motive to work on the food 
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fraud, for example, its seriousness and consequences and the gain. In a few 
cases, the characteristics of the offender were particularly important, for ex-
ample when it was a known offender or where the offender had a significant 
position in the food industry, such as a test laboratory. In connection with the 
nature of the crime were motives that concentrated on whether tackling the 
food fraud required the use of investigative powers or criminal law. For exam-
ple, some offenders were businesses or persons unknown to the inspectorate 
who were not subject to regular supervision. This triggered the IOD to work 
on the fraud rather than the inspectorate. In another case, an underground 
trade network was suspected that the agency wanted to detect using special 
investigative powers. In addition, the reason to use criminal law could be the 
desire for more severe sanctioning, to confiscate illegal profits, or to attach the 
moral load of criminal law to an offense when offenders intentionally treated 
food safety as having secondary importance, for example. These considera-
tions thus included both reasons of detection and intervention. 

However, I also found stimuli that are not directly attached to the characteris-
tics of the crime. Some frauds that the agency found relatively less important 
or eligible for criminal law were selected because it was in the self-interest of 
the agency. Examples of this include training needs for new criminal inves-
tigators or a fraud that concerned a policy area of a new ministerial princi-
pal48 they were trying to service. Two items I considered both a crime-intrinsic 
and crime-extrinsic reason are the expected amount of criminal proceeds and 
whether the topic matched the theme of a thematic Selection Meeting. These 
both concern a characteristic of the crime that is a motive to use criminal law, 
but the empirical material shows some evidence they are also both considered 
particularly important for performance and management reasons.

Agency-internal and agency-external motivations
The second axis (horizontal axis in Figure 13) applies to agency-internal or 
agency-external motivations. The difference is whether the motive stems from 
within the NVWA or is connected to an external influence. This can be any agen-
cy or body outside the NVWA: the ministry, the Public Prosecution Service, or 
the European Commission. Media are also a relevant external influence, as are 
commitments to external agencies the agency considers it important to follow 
up on. Agency-internal motivations, on the other hand, are those that are not 
connected to or impacted by an external influence. The Public Prosecution 

48 Because of a merger of three inspection agencies that started in 2010 and established the NVWA in 2012, 
the criminal investigation department – which was part of only one of those agencies - broadened its work-
ing area to topics that are financed by the Ministry of Health. Until then, they had worked predominantly for 
the Ministry of Agriculture.
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Service is closely involved in the information-gathering and decision-making 
process, and a prosecutor is chairman of the Selection Meeting. Thus, to an 
extent, there is always an external influence present. However, these are only 
considered an actual external influence when the empirical material showed 
that their opinion diverged from that of the agency. Performance goals were 
designated as an internal motivation because no evidence was found of ex-
ternal actors pressing for results or agency concerns about not being able to 
reach a certain goal. 
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As is shown in Figure 13, the two axes create a matrix with four types of mo-
tivations that represent a vast array of underlying motivations that can cause 
the agency to spend resources on the investigation of alleged food fraud. 
I term these four types of motivations Essential, Worrisome, Strategic, and 
Reputational motivations. Notably, multiple motivations can be applicable to 
a single case. For example, a case of food fraud can be both an intrinsically 
serious crime, as judged by the agency, and at the same time, its investigation 
is important for reputational reasons. The number of times that a motivation 
is present in the cases is shown in Table 47. Most often, Essential motivations 
were present and to a lesser extent Strategic motivations. External motiva-
tions, both Worrisome and Reputational, occur least frequently. In addition, 
in nine cases of the full dataset of n=61, no motivations were present at all. 

Figure 13 Agency motivations to investigate food fraud.
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8.4 Analysis of motivations
The motivation matrix introduced in the previous section in fact represents the 
following four propositions about the agency’s willingness to investigate. Again, 
various combinations of these motivations can be applicable to a single case.
1. Essential: the agency dedicates resources to the investigation of food 

fraud it perceives as intrinsically serious, i.e., criteria relating to offender 
and offence in combination with the use of criminal law. 

2. Worrisome: the agency dedicates resources to the investigation of food 
fraud when external actors express concerns about the intrinsic seriousness 
of the food fraud.

3. Strategic: the agency dedicates resources to the investigation of food 
fraud if it has a strategic interest to do so, even if the food fraud is not 
intrinsically serious.

4. Reputational: the agency dedicates resources to the investigation of food 
fraud when it experiences reputational concerns, even if the food fraud is 
not intrinsically serious.

In this section, these four types of motivations are studied more closely and 
discussed in depth in order to identify and explain their underlying reasons 
(sections 8.4.1 to 8.4.4). The next section (8.5) investigates which motivations 
or combinations of motivations are sufficient or necessary to explain agency 
willingness to investigate. 

I see the presence or absence of these four types of motivations as conditions 
or, in other words, as independent variables (x) that, in combination, repre-
sent the overall agency motivation to dedicate resources to the investigation. 
To create the conditions, for each case, I noted whether and which of the 
four motivations were present in the agency motivation to dedicate resources. 
These conditions are combined with the outcome on agency willingness (y4). 
This facilitated pattern matching of cases against combinations of conditions 
and cross-validating results by searching for similar and deviant cases.

Table 47 Frequency of presence of motivation conditions (2010–2017, n=61)

Condition Type of motivations No. of times present in a case
Essential Crime-intrinsic/agency-internal 37
Worrisome Crime-intrinsic/agency-external 7
Strategic Crime-extrinsic/agency-internal 19
Reputational Crime-extrinsic/agency-external 8 
No. of cases without a motivation present 9
Total 80
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The agency willingness is calibrated to three outcomes. The first is “willing” 
and applies if the agency was immediately willing to pursue detection, and 
resources did not seem to be a particular constraint. The second, “reluctant,” 
was appropriate if there were motivational problems at the agency in the pro-
cess, such as an initial decline to dedicate resources, postponing cases in favor 
of others, or skimping on resources given to a case. Finally, a case is classified 
as “not willing” if the agency at some point decided to end the detection. This 
means that, though there may have been willingness at the start, motivations 
for terminating the investigation later emerged. This leads to the divide shown 
in Table 48. This table demonstrates that, eventually, the agency was willing to 
investigate in 49 cases (n=35 and n=14) and not willing in 12 cases over the 
period 2010–2017.

Table 48 Outcomes on agency willingness (y4) (two time periods, n=61 and n=49)

Outcome willingness (y4) No. of cases 2010–2017 No. of cases 2014–2017
Willing 35 26
Reluctant 14 11
Not willing 12 12
Total 61 49

We need to bear in mind that the total of 61 cases for the complete period of 
data collection (2010–2017) cannot be used to draw certain statistical conclu-
sions because the outcome “not willing” is only included from 2014 onwards. 
For analyzing patterns, this should not cause problems in the analysis to use 
the full dataset.49 When I do draw statistical conclusions, I use the limited da-
taset. 

8.4.1 Crime-intrinsic. agency-internal: “the essentials” 
At the core of the work of the EA are food frauds that the agency considers 
to be of a serious nature based on their assessment of the offender, the of-
fence, and the need to use criminal law for detection or intervention. In the 
motivation matrix in Figure 13, these are called Essential motivations. In a total 
of 37 cases out of 61, Essential motivations were present. A general observa-
tion is that agency-internal, crime-intrinsic motivations to investigate alleged 
food fraud are highly diverse, and also highly specific to individual cases. This 
means that cases that at first sight seem similar because they both concern the 

49 If anything, the analysis is more recent for agency motivation not to pursue detection.
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same topic, for example, are prioritized differently because of other crime-in-
trinsic characteristics. Therefore, the cases have been studied more closely to 
better understand when the agency considers a case Essential by comparing 
similar cases with different outcomes on the agency willingness (outcome y4). 

Food safety, illegal gain, priorities
The risk for food safety is often mentioned as one of the reasons to investi-
gate the alleged food fraud [e.g., Meat8, Meat5, Meat12, Meat19, Meat10, 
Meat1], and, if the food safety risk is particularly high, it provides a reason for 
an emergency procedure in the decision-making process. This means the de-
cision is made at a teleconference rather than at a regular Selection Meeting. 
One such example is a food fraud in which a Wayward offender, unknown to 
the inspectorate, allegedly sold rotten meat through social media. “Summary 
case: […] Potentially a large-scale case with public health danger. […] Why 
is it an emergency: To be able to act quickly (this Saturday or the next). To 
secure food safety and prevent further illegal actions” [Meat33; record of the 
emergency decision, emphasis in original]. Some other recurring motivations 
to accept an alleged food fraud for criminal investigation were when the food 
fraud undermined the integrity of the system of food safety or the authority of 
the inspector [Fish2, OilFat2], or when illegal profits were estimated to be high 
[Meat1, FruitVeg2, Meat30, Fish1]. These motivations to investigate alleged 
food fraud are generally in line with the priorities that have been set, which 
are a reflection of what the agency considers important issues to address with 
criminal law. 

New food fraud topics
Nevertheless, some cases concerning food frauds similar to those that were 
considered essential in terms of the food fraud it concerned were given fewer 
resources or were initially rejected.
One additional crime-intrinsic motivation that was retrieved from this research 
strategy is the agency’s preference for food fraud topics that are new to the 
agency as opposed to familiar food fraud. The Public Prosecution Service has 
an interest in conducting investigations on various topics, which became ap-
parent in an earlier quote, as well. Empirical evidence from various cases sup-
ports this. [Meat21], a similar investigation and a follow up to [Meat12], was 
ordered to “keep small,” i.e., to scope the investigation as much as possible 
to limit resource capacity. Indeed, it had a long throughput time which shows 
that it has been postponed in favor of more pressing cases. Dairy1 also had 
quite a long timeline. In previous years, a similar investigation ran on a known 
offender’s sales of rotten cheese. Concerning [Dairy1], a member of the Se-
lection Meeting said, “Not very exciting” [Dairy1]. The same happened with 
another horse-passport case. As one respondent put it, “We were beginning 
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to become fed up again with horse passport cases” [Meat16, criminal investi-
gator]. This shows that, if a certain variety of food fraud is known, the agency 
loses interest. In other words, agency motivation for food fraud cases that 
uncover new food fraud topics is higher than that for known frauds. 

Differing and fluctuating views on the risk of food fraud for food safety
Though the risk for food safety is important to judge the seriousness of a 
food fraud, perceptions on the food safety risk of certain instances of food 
fraud differ throughout the agency and have changed over time. A landmark 
event in that respect was the horsemeat affair in 2013: “I always say, there is a 
time before, and a time after horsegate” (Interview preparatory investigator). 
Before the horsemeat affair, there were few criminal investigations that were 
not considered very serious within the NVWA. One of these even concerned 
the mixing of horsemeat into beef. The criminal investigations department 
had taken it on because of the size of the fraud, the financial gain, and the 
risk for food safety, as they had information about a batch of 50 tons of sal-
monella contaminated hamburger. Similarly, a case where fish was substituted 
for a cheaper alternative was addressed by criminal law because of the scale 
of the food fraud and the unfair competition as a result, as well as potential 
food safety issues, such as loss of traceability and, potentially, the bleaching 
of fish. However, such cases were not a high priority from the viewpoint of the 
food safety inspectorate counterparts: the inspectorate called them “merely 
misleading” and gave them no priority [Meat1, Fish1]. This decision not to 
prioritize dishonesty and misleading statements about food was made within 
the NVWA around 2006 in light of budget cuts by the Ministry of Health (p7). 
It has affected later decisions within the NVWA-IOD; in the next horsemeat 
case, they initially did not think of it as Essential [Meat7]. This is in line with 
the observation above that food fraud cases on new topics are connected to 
stronger agency motivation to assign resources for investigation. 

Low priority in the inspectorate for dishonesty 
This decision to set a low priority for dishonesty in the food chain is reflect-
ed, for example, in the case [Fish1]: substitution of Dutch plaice for a cheap 
Asian alternative white fish. A group of fishery inspectors, one in particular, 
had addressed the issue of how the market was being disrupted by these 
substitution practices within the inspectorate. During 2005, he wrote a re-
port about the problem and the key players involved in the malicious prac-
tice. It was shared and discussed with several managers within the NVWA. 
Though he pointed out the link with food safety in the report – the loss of 
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A case that exemplifies the shifting priorities was an investigation about horse 
passport fraud: “This was another one of those cases that nobody cared about, 
at least not before horsegate” [Member of Selection Meeting, Meat4]. The pri-
ority and attention concerning the correctness of the horse passports was low 
within the veterinarian inspection at the time; there was no protocol for the 
veterinarians then about how to check the veracity of the horse passport. The 
criminal investigation uncovered the fraud scheme, but the issue only became 
an agenda priority in the inspectorate during 2013, when the horsemeat affair 
developed and the link with food safety became more visible. If the veterinary 
inspection of the horse was manipulated with false horse passports, the risk 
was that horses not fit for human consumption may end up in the food chain. 

traceability – no resources were assigned to tackle the problem: “They told 
me to go to the consumer association.” During the interview, the inspector 
recalled his frustration when the horsemeat affair developed and the agency 
did prioritize the issue, pointing out the loss of traceability as an argument 
why it was important to do something about it. He felt it was no different in 
its core that the fraudulent substituting of fish. [Fish1]

Differing views on seriousness 
In the case [Meat4], the agency had received a general warning as well as 
a specific report from two other EU Member states in 2012 about potential 
horse passport fraud. However, it had not paid much attention to the mat-
ter, and the inspector that dealt with the report was unable to discover. The 
veterinarian inspection focused on the health of the horses, not on the horse 
passports. The inspector that discovered the fraud had a different view and 
emphasized the risk for food safety. This shows how both the ability and the 
motivations to detect differ among actors. Similar to how external actors are 
able to shift the agency’s perspective on the seriousness of a crime, this hap-
pens within the agency, too, because of another department or employee.

Even though perceptions on the risks for food safety of food fraud cases have 
changed and caused increased attention to the risks of food fraud, this does 
not mean that all food fraud since then has been investigated. The relative risk 
for food safety remains an important motivation and is sometimes used in ar-
gumentation to avoid dedicating resources to investigation. In particular, cas-
es of the type Fraudulent Food Enhancement, where the fraud is not expected 

234

Chapter 8



8

to have an impact on the food grade, are sometimes considered non-essen-
tial. This is exemplified by cases where there was no willingness (outcome y4= 
“not willing”) concerning organic fraud, water in meat, and meat origin fraud 
[Meat26, Meat25, Meat23, Meat28, Meat29]. In addition, several cases of food 
fraud where the food safety risk did not affect the Dutch market have been 
prioritized less (outcome y4= “reluctant”). Though not officially recorded, it 
emerged in interviews that, for some cases, the reason for initial rejection was 
that it was seen as a remote problem – though both were addressed and de-
tected later on [FruitVeg2, Feed1].

To summarize, for the agency to find a crime intrinsically serious (i.e., “Essen-
tial”), it uses a wide range of crime-intrinsic motivations that are specific to a 
case and related to the offender, the offense, and the merits of using criminal 
law for intervention or detection. The risk for food safety is an important ele-
ment of a food fraud for the agency to judge its seriousness, though the per-
ception of this risk may differ within the agency and has changed over time. 
In particular, the horsemeat affair highlighted the risks of food fraud for food 
traceability and the safety of horsemeat. Still, food fraud that is judged to have 
less serious food safety risks is considered less important. In addition, agency 
motivation for food fraud cases that uncover new food fraud topics is higher 
than it is for known frauds.

8.4.2 Crime-intrinsic, agency-external: “the worrisome”
In seven cases, external stimuli were explicitly found to be related to the 
crime-intrinsic motivation in the empirical evidence. For example, most cases 
concerning illegal antibiotics or their illegal use are considered highly impor-
tant and are given many resources for investigation. In the first large case 
within the data collection period, [Meat5], an external stimulant played an im-
portant role in this. The investigation leader remembers that it was just around 
that time that, in the Netherlands, a person died because of an antibiotic-re-
sistant bacteria (an ESBL bacteria). The person was probably infected because 
he consumed chicken meat. Because this showed the risk of the illegal use of 
antibiotics in poultry, the team and the public prosecutor were all well aware 
of the seriousness of the crime under investigation: “We were given a lot of 
freedom to investigate creatively. Anything was possible” [investigation lead-
er, Meat5]. Similarly, the use of illegal growth hormones is a politically charged 
problem, or at least is often mentioned in minutes or other documents and 
by respondents [e.g., Meat5, Meat10]. Because of these agency-external con-
cerns, the inspectorate is proactive in monitoring bovine animals and is ea-
ger to follow up on positive results, i.e., when they find an illegal substance 
[Meat9, Meat19]. Another variety of external concerns is when there was a 
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strong lobby from industry to gain attention for and explain the seriousness 
of a food fraud topic [FruitVeg2]. 

The horsemeat affair was the largest media and political affair, as it was a 
European-wide issue. Several cases were influenced by this affair: it aided in 
decision-making because the perception of the seriousness had grown, and it 
stimulated intelligence gathering and proactive inspections [Meat7, Meat14]. 
At the start of the affair, the end of January and the beginning of February 
2013, two businesses emerged as suspects for a criminal investigation. The 
first was the offender in the case [Meat7]. As the affair was starting to develop, 
the decision-making discourse was initially based on how it had been seen 
until then: as a matter of mislabeling, not very serious, with no consequences 
for food safety. [Meat7] was thus not considered intrinsically important in the 
agency, and the Essential motivation is therefore absent. The external con-
cerns activated pro-activeness at the agency. When Ireland, where the first 
horsemeat was found in beef, requested information from the Netherlands, 
an internal message of a manager read: “Even though this is not an incident 
concerning health risks, it concerns misleading, it is taken very seriously. In 
England and Ireland, it is the talk of the day and now that they are pointing 
the finger at the Netherlands. All alarm bells are ringing at the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs too, because of the export position. No doubt questions in 
Parliament will follow. Therefore, deal with this proactively” [Meat7]. The quote 
shows how all of the concerns of various actors and countries activated the 
agency. At the NVWA-IOD, investigators followed the news and started col-
lecting information parallel to the activities of the inspectors. When combined 
with information that came from an inspector, this resulted in a strong suspi-
cion towards a business about the intentional substitution of beef with horse. 
In an emergency procedure, the Selection Meeting then decided to start the 
criminal investigation. One of the decision-makers said the international di-
mension added to the importance of the case [Meat7], and an investigator 
said that the external attention on the case definitely aided the decision-mak-
ing. The variety of concerns in society, from consumers, industry, politicians, 
and ministerial officials, created the agency willingness.

Reluctance to investigate a worrisome food fraud due to internal friction
A case on illegal antibiotics that featured strongly in the media was [Meat19]. 
An illegal antibiotic ended up in calves because of contaminated animal feed; 
over 6,400 calves were culled. In this case, external pressures were high on the 
ministry and therefore on the agency, as well. After the feed business that was 
the source of the contamination was discovered, the inspectorate was able to 
trace the farmers to whom the feed was (eventually) delivered. This caused 
much media attention, as the consequences for both farmers and animals 
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were significant: many calves needed to be culled. It also led to questions in 
Parliament: “It was a crisis comparable with the MPA50 affair,” a respondent 
investigator said [Meat19]. He remembers the pressure on the decision-mak-
ing to urge the NVWA-IOD to lead the investigation: “It was on a day we had 
planned to play a friendly tennis match with a group of colleagues. I remem-
ber vividly that [Member of Selection Meeting] came up to me and said the 
Selection Meeting had agreed to take up the case.” 

What is striking, however, in the decision-making is that, despite these pres-
sures, this is the one case about illegal antibiotics to which the NVWA-IOD 
was reluctant to dedicate resources (outcome y4= “reluctant”). The empiri-
cal material shows this was related to internal friction about the division of 
responsibilities; the inspectorate had already started a criminal investigation 
with a public prosecutor. Several respondents felt this stood in the way of 
learning the truth about how the antibiotic entered the feed, as inspectors 
are less experienced with conducting criminal investigations [Meat19]. This 
case demonstrates that, in the end, cases of food fraud that are surrounded 
by such pressures and are connected to serious concerns and consequences 
will inevitably be investigated. It further shows that, if this is not recognized in 
an early stage, it has negative consequences for the agency’s ability to detect. 
Finally, it shows the strength of internal friction, which can initially overrule the 
seriousness of the crime. 

To conclude, a number of cases were impacted because of external actors’ 
concerns about the food fraud. External distress created the agency willing-
ness to investigate or added to it. It is not necessary for it to be a media case: 
the external influences range from a lobby by industry to encourage govern-
ment to address a certain fraud type, to a European-wide media affair about 
finding horsemeat in beef. The first horsemeat case shifted perceptions within 
the agency on the seriousness of subsequent food frauds.

8.4.3 Crime-extrinsic, agency internal: “the strategic”
Frauds that do not have enough “weight” based on their intrinsic character-
istics may still be detected because it is in the agency’s interest to do so. 
The cases [Plant4], [Egg3], and [Meat34] were each uncomplicated cases of 
relatively low seriousness. They had few to no consequences for food safe-

50 Abbreviation refers to medroxy progesterone acetate. In 2002, over 50.000 pigs were culled because they 
were contaminated with this hormone, which happened through the use of pharmaceutical waste water in 
animal feed.
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ty and could be resolved without the use of intrusive investigative powers. 
They involved fraud with organic materials, eggs with best-before dates that 
were too long and meat origin fraud to circumvent the Russian boycott of EU 
meat. These three cases were selected for investigation regardless for train-
ing goals because new investigators were hired who needed small cases to 
practice. Other strategic motivations that were observed include the desire to 
service a new principal ministry51 and to meet management and performance 
goals (thematic Selection Meetings and confiscating illegal gain). In total, the 
strategic motivation was found in 19 cases. Four observations on strategic 
motivations are discussed here in more depth: the double function of illegal 
gain and priority topics, resource availability, the chance of success, and the 
appropriate use of instruments. 

Illegal gain and priority topic: both an essential and strategic motivation
Two of the characteristics of food fraud that the agency uses to judge its se-
riousness are the illegal gain and whether the topic was an agreed priority in 
the annual plan. The empirical material, however, also shows evidence that 
the agency’s output on this is measured, and that this probably adds to the 
weight: “The Selection Meeting also needs insight into the current level of re-
alization of the amount of criminal proceeds to be confiscated. The Selection 
Meeting has to test investigation proposals and decision documents against 
their potential of seizing illegal profits” (Minutes Selection Meeting, January 
2012). This is exemplified by cases in which multiple reasons apply: “[Meat30] 
(fraud with mechanically recovered poultry meat): The Selection Meeting sees 
this case as a big case with high impact. High risk, serious consequences for 
public health. The high chance to confiscate illegal proceeds is a big plus” (Min-
utes SM, June 2016, emphasis in original). Further, priorities set in the annual 
plan are important topics for the agency. The thematic Selection Meetings 
are usually organized around one of these priorities. However, in addition to 
this motivation being connected to the intrinsic seriousness of the food fraud, 
the scheduled thematic meetings also put pressure on the information col-
lection. There is a danger that the goal of filling the agenda of that meeting 
with alleged food frauds is a purpose in itself. Respondents mentioned this a 
few times [Plant2, Plant3, Plant1]. Therefore, the illegal gain and whether it is 
a priority topic are not only part of the essential motivation, but also part of a 
strategic motivation.

51 See note 45
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Resource availability is a strategic motivation
Though resources mostly function as a constraint, several times, the opposite 
was true. When resources were available, this contributed to the motivation 
of the agency to investigate the food fraud with criminal law instruments. This 
became apparent in the journals around the [Meat2] case [2011] (“Team West 
is waiting for the case”). In addition, one case was enlarged rather than scoped 
[Egg2, 2012] because of available resources. The case [FruitVeg2] (2016) was 
proposed to the Selection Meeting earlier (2009) but was rejected. A respond-
ent explained that it was not considered important, and “we already had 
enough cases.” Though resources were not available, this characterizes the 
way of thinking in that period: the agency needed enough cases to keep itself 
busy. It also implies that if they had not had enough cases, this one might have 
been given resources for investigation sooner. In sum, even though resources 
are the dominant fundamental constraint within which decisions need to be 
made, at times, when resources were available, it contributed as a strategic 
motivation to the agency willingness to investigate a food fraud.

Impact of a high chance of success 
According to one of the members of the Selection Meeting, the chance of 
success is a keyword in his mind that is used as a basis for decisions. The agen-
cy sees the chance of success as the likelihood that the case can be proven, 
taking into account the reliability of the information, the availability of the 
right expertise, the complexity of the case, and experiences with similar cases 
in the past. While discussing why a case was selected, other respondents also 
regularly noted the feasibility of a successful investigation as a positive point. 
This raises the question of the extent to which the chance of success is used 
strategically, that is, whether this means the agency cherry picks relatively easy 
detectable cases and investigates cases because it can rather than investigat-
ing cases that are intrinsically most important, even if they are more difficult 
in terms of gathering evidence. These need not be opposites; important cases 
that are feasible to investigate are frequent. For example, the [Meat5] case 
was seen as a fraud with a high chance of success, though it started with little 
information. The suspicion was clear: a certain offender was thought to run 
an illegal antibiotics distribution network. Notably, when a food fraud is con-
sidered feasible to investigate, it does not mean it consumes little time. Using 
investigative powers, the detection of the food fraud could be completed, but 
it was a labor-intensive job [Meat5]. 

The impact of the chance of success becomes clear when comparing cases 
that share characteristics but have different outcomes on willingness (varia-
tion on y). In particular, three growth hormone cases that received different re-
sources and priority demonstrate this: [Meat10], [Meat31], and [Meat24]. The 
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fastest case in the complete dataset, which was investigated in under three 
months, was [Meat10] (2013). It was accepted for investigation in an emergen-
cy procedure. Dutch customs had come across a suspicious package of some 
white powder that could have been the raw material for baking powder, but in 
an unusually low quantity. When sampling revealed it was a growth hormone, 
the decision of whether to track the package needed to be made quickly. In 
a later Selection Meeting, when the emergency decisions of the past period 
were put on the agenda, a further explanation was given by both of the heads 
of department: “the Head of Development and Intelligence adds that political 
interest is currently very high for the use of antibiotics and growth hormones 
in the bovine sector” (minutes SM, January 2014). Despite the fact that it was 
not a major media case, such as [Meat19] the year after or the horsemeat affair 
earlier that year, this quote supports the thought that concerns from external 
actors aided the positive decision-making. Nevertheless, two other cases re-
lated to the same issue were given fewer resources and priority. The difference 
between these cases is that, around [Meat31] and [Meat24], there was much 
debate within the agency and between the agency and the Public Prosecution 
Service about their chance of success. [Meat31] and [Meat24] were largely 
information-based, i.e., based on information from informer(s) about certain 
people alleged to be involved in the distribution of growth hormones, rather 
than fact-based, as in [Meat10], a concrete, reliable finding in which anoth-
er government agency found a package containing growth hormones. With 
[Meat10], the agency saw an opportunity to learn which farmers were the in-
tended recipients of the growth hormones. Though the [Meat10] investigation 
did not reveal where the package was meant to be delivered, the offender was 
convicted to 18 months’ imprisonment. This analysis supports the proposition 
that a high chance of success positively impacts agency motivation, but it also 
shows that this motivation is intertwined with crime-intrinsic arguments. 

To further understand the impact of the chance of success, I compared cas-
es where there was explicit mention of a low chance of success or a high 
complexity in documents or interviews. In two of seven cases that emerged 
through this search strategy, a low chance of success was part of the explana-
tion for agency unwillingness [Meat24, see above; Nuts2]. [Nuts2] was rejected 
because of its complexity: it concerned a potentially complex fraud scheme 
and required an international investigation with Middle Eastern countries with 
which no previous cooperation had taken place. On the other hand, five cases 
that were also considered to have a low chance of success were still given 
resources for investigation.
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Moreover, though a high chance of success seems important, it does not 
prevent cases from failing. This is demonstrated by the fact that detection is 
terminated in a number of cases despite agency willingness. Of those where 
there was agency motivation to investigate (n=37, see Table 49, 2014–2017), 
over 40% (n=16 of 37) did not proceed until prosecution; they were false dis-
coveries, or it was too difficult to find evidence, or the offender had stopped 
offending. This raises the question of how important the feasibility judgment 
really is, or how well the agency can estimate this. It at least rules out the 
possibility that the agency exclusively cherry picks the easy cases; instead, 
resources are also assigned to difficult ones. 

Too complex and too little certainty
The case [Nuts2] concerned trade in pistachio nuts with high levels of afla-
toxin whose origin was falsely changed, causing the nuts to be laundered 
into the food chain. The agency first planned to assign resources for further 
detection, but under the condition it was done quickly [Nuts2]. When inves-
tigators studied the alleged food fraud further, it turned out that the case 
could not be scoped. They had a tentative hypothesis that the food laun-
dering involved a carefully constructed organized fraud scheme involving 
with foreign businesses. This construction made the origin change that was 
discovered appear to be a one-off mistake that was not the responsibility 
of the Dutch business (which would make the case a false discovery). This 
hypothesis was somewhat plausible because the alleged offender was an ex-
perienced food business, and it would be odd for it to make a mistake of this 
kind. However, investigating the truth of the hypothesis would have required 
investigations in Iraq, Iran, Jordan, and Dubai. It would thus become an on-
going matter if it was successful at all, and it was definitely unable to meet 
the “keep it small” condition of the Selection Meeting. The complexity and 
therefore low chance of success thus contributed to agency unwillingness, 
though in combination with the  low certainty of the information. [Nuts2]

Table 49 Agency willingness in relation to ability (2014–2017, n=37)

Ability to detect Detection terminated (n=16) Total
False discovery Difficult Quit

Number of cases 21 8 4 4 37
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To conclude, a high chance of success positively influences decision-making, 
whereas complexity has the reverse effect. However, this argument is strongly 
connected to crime-intrinsic elements; there is no empirical evidence that this 
leads to the strategic cherry picking of relatively easy cases because, in 40% 
of the cases where there was agency willingness, the agency was unable to 
gather evidence.

Appropriate use of criminal law: proportionality and subsidiarity
A ground principle in law enforcement is the test for proportionality and sub-
sidiarity. Law enforcers should question whether the instrument is in keeping 
with the interest that the government serves (proportional) and whether the 
instrument is the lightest possible to accomplish its goals (subsidiary); these 
criteria are also included in the intervention policy of the NVWA (see section 
8.2.1). These principles should thus be closely attached to the intrinsic charac-
teristics of the crime. What I observed, however, is that this is not necessarily 
done. This is demonstrated, for example, because limited resources make the 
agency more active in finding alternatives to the use of criminal law. A case that 
was accepted previously, on organic fraud with meat [Meat26], was sent back 
to the control agency when resources became scarce. The minutes show that 
several cases were discussed and actively considered to see whether lighter 
instruments were possible. However, the case had been accepted previously 
nevertheless. It was only returned to the organic control agency when time was 
lacking to continue detection on this case: “The basic rule is that for each deci-
sion document it is sorted out whether it can be dealt with by the inspectorate. 
For [Meat26] it is a little different: this case has been accepted previously by 
the Selection Meeting. However, due to resource scarcity, the investigation has 
not yet been attended to. Since then, there has been an audit at this business 
by the inspectorate. The results of this administrative audit can be used by 
[the control authority] to withdraw the organic certification. If this has insuffi-
cient effect, the case could return for criminal investigation” (Minutes SM, April 
2017). The administrative audit had occurred at the discretionary initiative of 
the inspectorate, not because the NVWA-IOD had advised them to do so. It 
thus seems this case was accepted when there were lighter means available. 

Another scenario is that alternatives were quickly accepted, perhaps without 
consideration of whether they were the best solution for the case and whether 
follow-up action was required: “I just thought, good, someone is working on it, 
let’s get it off the list and get on to the next one” (Member of Selection Meet-
ing, [Meat23]). Other examples are the cases [Meat18], [Meat25], [Meat32], 
[Plant2], and [Plant4]: these were transferred to the inspectorate for follow-up. 
For example, the case [Meat32] (2017) was discussed in the Selection Meeting 
in June 2016, when resources were scarce: “Meat32 (Illegal additions and pro-
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cessing of rotten meat in meat products for human consumption): The Selection 
Meeting recognizes the value and seriousness of the case, but assesses that it 
can be dealt with by the inspectorate independently” (minutes SM, June 2016, 
emphasis in original). However, this only led to a follow-up when investiga-
tors actively pursued one, and the NVWA-IOD assigned resources to co-op-
erate with and coach the inspectors; this happened in the cases [Meat32] and 
[Plant2], but not in [Meat18], [Meat25], and [Plant4]). 

In sum, the possibility of better or more appropriate alternatives does not 
seem to be a decisive motivation. The agency considers this strategically; 
when it is in their interest to take the case, it will, even when there are lighter or 
alternative instruments available based on crime-intrinsic arguments. Inverse-
ly, even when there are no actual alternatives to criminal law available, there 
may still be a refusal to dedicate investigation resources to it. In other words, 
the explanatory condition for the agency willingness is the strategic interest, 
not the availability of alternatives. Resource scarcity, or availability, turns out 
to be a strong strategic impetus in this respect. The chance of success impacts 
the decision-making process, but it is not found not be a strategic interest by 
itself. The illegal gain of an alleged food fraud and whether it concerns a pri-
ority topic are not only crime-intrinsic motivations but also strategic, as they 
are connected to management and performance goals.

8.4.4 Crime-extrinsic, agency external: “the reputational”
Some agency-external motivations do not connect to the crime-intrinsic char-
acteristics. I termed these reputational: motivations connected to agency con-
cerns about how others will perceive them, and it is applicable to cases where 
this is possibly relevant. This motivation occurred in eight cases.

Inter-agency cooperation 
Mostly, the motivational reason in this category is connected to inter-agency 
cooperation, national or international. The case [Meat16], for example, was an 
international co-operation in combination with the anticipation that it would 
become a media case. The case concerned fraud with horse passports. Origi-
nally, it was a small, uncomplicated case that was escalated by an inspector in 
June 2014. Because it was not a complicated case, it was not brought to the 
Selection Meeting for decision-making. However, it was not assigned resources 
for investigation; it kept being postponed or considered for return to the in-
spector. In addition, the topic was no longer new. As one respondent said, “We 
were beginning to become fed up again with horse passport cases” [Meat16, 
criminal investigator]. Eventually, in December 2014, the regular management 
of the NVWA-IOD (excluding presence of a public prosecutor) decided to post-
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pone [Meat16] indefinitely. However, investigators did not feel comfortable with 
that decision. They knew that a large legal aid request was upcoming about an 
international horse passport fraud scheme involving Dutch suspects, and they 
felt it was morally unacceptable to have knowledge of an offense and not do an-
ything about it while working on the same type of offenses with other countries. 
They wrote a memo for discussion at the Selection Meeting (which includes a 
public prosecutor), suggesting that the agency work on [Meat16] simultaneous-
ly with the international investigation. They argued it would take up few extra 
resources relative to those needed for the international work, and that working 
on [Meat16] would ensure actions towards Dutch suspects. Finally, the memo 
notes, “The expectation is that this topic will receive much international, societal, 
and political attention after the searches. It is important that, as a Member State, 
the Netherlands takes up/has taken its responsibility. A prominent role for the 
NVWA-IOD is ahead. Therefore, it is desirable to include [Meat16] in this job.” 
The Selection Meeting was sensitive to the arguments mentioned in the memo 
and decided to include [Meat16] along with the international investigation. In 
the minutes of the decision, one explicit reason for its inclusion is that the topic 
would soon be in the spotlight. This case thus would probably not have been 
detected if other Member States and Europol had not been working on horse 
passport fraud at that time and if the agency’s attention was not expected. 

Blame avoiding
The argument of having knowledge of an offense is interesting. It suggests 
that, once the agency has knowledge of an offence, they prioritize it. Taking 
a closer look at this proposition, however, shows that it is not the knowledge 
of the offense, but the reputational concern that pushes agency willingness. 
The agency only prioritizes if it has knowledge of an offense and anticipates 
that it might become public at some point. The [Meat16] case discussed here 
supports this argument: the case was eventually investigated only because of 
the exposure by the international cooperation job, not because of the mere 
knowledge of the offense. This line of thinking is supported by another quote 
in the minutes of the Selection Meeting: “The Selection Meeting sees the risk 
of this investigation becoming very large. This has to be limited because of 
resource constraints, but is almost inevitable: once you see something, you 
cannot put it aside. The danger is the NVWA gets the blame for knowing, 
but not acting” (Minutes SM, June 2016, OilFat2). This quote shows there is a 
reputational concern underpinning the thought of “knowing means acting.”

In addition, if it were true that the mere knowledge of the offense was the 
reason for investigation, cases where there was reasonably clear knowledge of 
an offense would always be connected to willingness to investigate. There are 
cases that contradict this. For example, [Alcohol1], a well-documented account 
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of an illegal brewery, or [Meat28] and [Meat29], about meat origin fraud, were 
not given further resources for investigation because there was no pressing 
concern it would become a problem later on, and there was no essential or 
strategic reason to address them. Therefore, the proposition should be that 
the agency’s reputational concerns cause agency willingness. This essentially 
verifies the premises of the matrix: some cases are prioritized because of a 
reputational concern. The question remains as to how this condition interacts 
with other conditions, which is discussed in the next section.

Personal commitments to lead an innovative inter-agency cooperation
Another example of a co-operation, nationally, is [Fish4] (2014). This con-
cerns fish quota fraud, a rather frequently occurring type of fraud, at least 
at that time, according to the documents (2011/2012). Vessel owners were 
overfishing and committed fraud in their logbooks by not registering their 
catches. In addition, they used illegal catch methods and caught undersized 
fish. They hid the fish on the vessel to evade inspection and sold them after-
wards. Inspectors can only detect this type of fraud in limited ways. When 
the inspectors are present in the harbor, the crime is prevented, and when 
they are not, they cannot prove it occurred. However, the NVWA-IOD was 
reluctant to work on “yet another” of these investigations, having done simi-
lar ones in recent years. They felt it would not solve the problem, and a more 
programmatic approach was needed, including a combination of deterrent 
and persuasive measures to encourage the fishery industry to change its be-
havior. At the same time, the recently appointed director of the NVWA-IOD 
had committed to leading a thematic cooperation between its three coun-
terparts as well as special investigative services in relation to taxes, labor, and 
the living environment. This proved to be a strong impetus for receiving the 
resources to work on detection and prevention in fisheries: first, an exten-
sive information analysis was conducted to select different possible courses 
of action. It was decided to prosecute the worst offending business in the 
harbor that was least compliant. As part of the project, some smaller frauds 
were also detected during joint inspections. This example is special in the 
sense that the case that was first suggested for investigation was rejected 
because of crime-intrinsic reasons: it was not clear whether this was the 
worst offender and whether criminal prosecution would have a wider de-
terrent effect in the industry. As a result, another group of suspects was 
eventually prosecuted in a joint effort with the tax investigation service. The 
motivation to co-operate was necessary to accomplish all this, as it caused 
the NVWA-IOD to form a project team and take all desired actions. Thus, 
though the intentions stemmed from intrinsic issues, the desire to lead an 
innovative approach among partners enabled the willingness to investigate 
in an area that had been dealt with quite differently in the years before.
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Pressures by principals
The agency’s principals are also able to exert pressure that causes reputational 
concerns. The Public Prosecution Service is one of the agency’s principals, as the 
prosecutor has authority over criminal investigations. According to respond-
ents, this gives them a strong position towards the NVWA. In one case, the pub-
lic prosecutor was keen on taking a case because of the relationship with a sim-
ilar one: it would help the prosecution in both cases if the judge saw they were 
both subject to prosecution [Meat12-Meat21]. In a growth hormone case, the 
public prosecutor also applied pressure to continue working on it, even though 
investigators questioned the chance of success. The public prosecutor believed 
in the case, and he knew that much information was available from confidential 
informer(s) [Meat24]. Another principal, the ministry of agriculture, was also able 
to prompt the detection of a case. They passed on a general complaint from 
an industry association they had spoken with about a rumor that many farms 
kept much more chickens than they were allowed to, based on their rights. 
These rights are sold in relation to controlling the amount of manure excretion. 
The remark of the industry association questioned the agency’s performance, 
something along the lines of, “Do you even realize there are many farms with 
way too many chickens out there?” This raised concern at the ministry, which 
in turn questioned a manure specialist inspector about whether there could be 
truth to this rumor. This prompted a data analysis at the agency and targeted 
inspections that, in turn, revealed a breeding company that was delivering more 
chicks than were noted on the forged invoice to more than 100 farms [Egg1].

To conclude, the examples in this section show a variety of reputational delibera-
tions in which the agency is concerned with how others perceive them. They seem 
to want to come across as a reliable or valuable enforcement partner, a responsi-
ble agency, and a well-performing agent in the principal-agent relationship.

8.5 Motivation configurations
In order to increase the theoretical understanding of the way the four motivations 
cause agency willingness, this section studies the various configurations of mo-
tivations more closely. The aim is to identify necessary and sufficient conditions 
for investigation and identify whether some configurations of motivations occur 
more frequently than others and which motivations are stronger than others.

This analysis combines a quantitative and qualitative approach. First, bearing 
in mind that multiple motivations may apply to a single case, a truth table was 
compiled listing all combinations of motivations in relation to the outcome 
of willingness with respect to that case. Table 50 contains this truth table. For 
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each outcome on agency willingness (willing, reluctant, or not willing), the 
table shows which motivations were present (1) or absent (0) in relation to the 
three different outcomes on willingness. This shows the number of different 
combinations that occur and the number of times a single motivation was 
sufficient to cause agency willingness. For quantitative statements, the limited 
dataset was used. Appendix J (Table J1) contains the truth table for the period 
2014 –2017. Second, qualitative empirical observations were used to further 
interpret the observations from the truth table. The following sections discuss 
the observations made from these analyses.

Table 50 Truth tables of the period 2010–2017: willingness (y4) in relation to motivations (n=61)

Period 2010-2017
Crime-intrinsic motivations Crime-extrinsic motivations

Outcome willingness (y4) Essential Worrisome Strategic Reputational No. of cases
Willing 1 0 0 0 15

1 0 1 0 6
1 0 1 1 1
1 1 0 0 5
0 0 0 1 1
0 0 1 0 5
0 0 1 1 1
0 1 0 0 1

Reluctant 1 0 0 0 3
1 0 0 1 1
1 0 1 0 2
1 1 1 0 1
0 0 0 0 1
0 0 0 1 4
0 0 1 0 2

Not willing 1 0 0 0 3
0 0 0 0 8
0 0 1 0 1

Total 61

Note. 0=motivation absent, 1=motivation present. 

8.5.1 Intrinsic importance of a food fraud is not a necessary motivation
The agency is predominantly willing to dedicate resources to the investiga-
tion of food fraud it finds intrinsically important. Adding up all the rows where 
this motivation was present (Essential=1) in combination with those where the 
agency was immediately willing to pursue detection (outcome y4= “willing”) 
or eventually willing despite reluctance (outcome y4= “reluctant”) leads to 34 
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“essentials” on a total of 49 cases with agency willingness. Calculated with the 
limited dataset, this is 76%. An additional case was intrinsically important be-
cause of agency-external concerns (worrisome=1, outcome y4=willing). In 18 
cases, the Essential motivation was the only motivation present (top rows for 
outcomes “willing” and “reluctant”; n=15 and n=3). In the 16 other cases where 
the essential motivation was present, an additional motivation was also present; 
six added to the intrinsic importance because of external concerns (rows with 
Essential=1 and Worrisome=1 for outcomes “willing” and “reluctant”), and in 
10 cases, there were also crime-extrinsic motivations for investigation, predom-
inantly strategic ones (n=10). In other words, in 76% of the cases where the 
agency was willing to investigate, this concerned a case it judged intrinsically 
important. In half of these, the agency internal judgment of the intrinsic impor-
tance of the case was sufficient in itself for the agency motivation to investigate.

Contrary to what might be expected, however, the intrinsic importance of a 
case was not a necessary condition: in seven cases, there was agency willing-
ness without an essential or worrisome motivation present (three rows with 
outcome y4= “willing” and Essential=0 and Worrisome=0). In seven others 
there also willingness, though with reluctance (three rows with outcome y4= 
”reluctant” and Essential=0 and Worrisome=0). In these 14 cases, there was a 
strategic interest (n=7) or reputational concern (n=5) present that explains the 
agency willingness, or both (n=1), which is illustrated by the examples in the 
previous section. One case where no motivation was present is discussed later. 

Statistically, using the limited dataset, this means that in 50% of the cases that 
were not considered intrinsically important, the agency was eventually willing 
to investigate, generally because of strategic or reputational interests (n=6 
and n=3 of 18). This is visualized in Table 51. 

In contrast, with respect to some food fraud cases (n=10) that were actually 
found to be intrinsically important, the agency was not willing or reluctant (see 
rows in Table 50 with outcome y4= “not willing” and y4= “reluctant,” where 
Essential=1). Statistically, this concerns approximately a quarter (26%).

Table 51 Agency willingness (y4) to investigate cases without case-intrinsic importance (2014–2017, n=18)

Outcome willingness (y4)
Essential Worrisome Strategic Reputational Not willing Reluctant Willing No. of cases

0 0 0 0 8 1 9
0 0 0 1 4 1 5
0 0 1 0 1 1 2 4

Total 9 6 3 18
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8.5.2 Reputational and worrisome motivations are sufficient for agency 

willingness

Both reputational and worrisome motivations are sufficient conditions. 
Though their occurrence is lower than when the essential motivation is pres-
ent and sufficient, they are both dominant of the “essential” motivation: all 
of the cases where either one or both of these motivations (Reputational or 
Worrisome) was present, there was agency willingness. As case examples such 
as [Meat16], [Meat19], and [Meat7] have demonstrated, these external con-
cerns actually played a decisive role in pursuing detection at some point in the 
process, which also provides confidence that they were the causal condition. 
Their dominance of the essential motivation is confirmed by the fact that none 
of the not-willing cases had a worrisome or reputational motivation present. 
This is in contrast with cases to which the essential motivation applied: in three 
cases where this motivation was present, there was no agency willingness. 
This implies that the essential motivation is not sufficient. Further, though the 
agency-external motivations are sufficient, they are not necessary for agency 
willingness, as is demonstrated by the fact that many cases where there was 
agency willingness did not have an agency-external motivation.

Cases that were found essential but that did not lead to agency willingness are 
striking, as it might be expected that all important cases would be addressed. 
The three cases where this happened are [Meat31], [Meat15], and [Meat18]. 
These cases were found important in early stages. [Meat31], however, stopped 
just before it was to be handed over to the team of investigators after prepa-
ration because the investigation leader left, and the case succumbed to al-
ready ongoing investigations: “You have to take into account the dynamics 
of the process. You cannot just stop an ongoing investigation” (minutes SM, 
December 2014). Resource scarcity also had a significant impact on the case 
[Meat18]. Part of the reason it was not detected was that it was compared to 
the [Meat35] case in the same Selection Meeting, which was found more im-
portant. Although in a previous meeting, it was concluded that [Meat18] was 
not suitable for further investigation by inspectors because of the nature of 
the offender(s), in this December meeting, the decision was made to hand the 
case over to the inspectorate. However, this did not happen; the intelligence 
department registered the case in its books as unable to detect due to insuf-
ficient resources [Meat18]. The third case is [Meat15], which concerned meat 
fraud: the alleged sales of meat originating from illegal slaughter, or that was 
otherwise unsuitable, to restaurants. Resource constraints spurred the agency 
to seek alternatives. It was involved in an analysis of the meat sector that was 
under development at the same time, in order to determine its role in the 
larger picture. When asked, the intelligence analysts said it did not lead to an-
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ything remarkable, and the case disappeared from the agency’s radar. Again, 
ultimately, it was not an actual alternative. In all three cases, even though 
they were intrinsically important, the detection process thus terminated. In 
conclusion, between essential cases, those that have additional motivations 
lead to agency willingness. Within the context of scarce resources, cases that 
only have the essential motivation may lead to agency unwillingness, which 
is excused by alternatives that are not actually realistic or credible given the 
crime-intrinsic arguments.

8.5.3 Strategic motivation is sufficient for agency willingness
Focusing specifically on the strategic motivation, nearly the same reasoning 
can be followed as with worrisome and reputational motivations. Whenever 
this motivation was present, it led to agency willingness, except for one case: 
[Plant4]. This can be explained because, in the [Plant4] case, the strategic rea-
son was a training goal, as was mentioned above. This meant that the case 
was initially worked on to fulfill the training goal. It was only later, after proper 
examination, that the new investigators concluded that it was not suitable to 
detect with criminal law powers, and it was returned to the first-tier inspection 
agency.

Another relatively large group is the cases where a combination of the Essen-
tial and Strategic motivations occurred (n=8). This concerns important cas-
es that received “plusses” in motivation, as they are related to management 
goals, and these always led to agency willingness. In sum, strategic motiva-
tions are also dominant over the essential motivation.

8.5.4 Dominance of reputational, worrisome, and strategic motivations
To further understand the proposition that reputational and worrisome mo-
tivations are dominant of essential motivation, consider the case [Meat13], a 
case with only the essential motivation present. The case concerned sales of 
meat that was declared unfit for human consumption by a regular slaughter-
house. Although the case was considered serious and was accepted for inves-
tigation, this never happened. Priority was first given to [Meat7], the horse-
meat case, and then to [Meat10], a growth hormones case. Both had only an 
external stimulus present (worrisome). By the time the investigation leader 
was ready to examine the [Meat13] case again, the suspect had stopped his 
illegal practices. The inspectors think the alleged offender stopped because 
of the horsemeat affair, which had brought about many changes in industry 
and within the way inspections by the NVWA were conducted. This example 
demonstrates that cases with a worrisome motivation present receive priority. 
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It also shows that this could actually be an efficient choice, as these have a 
broader preventative effect.

Cases that share characteristics yet have different outcomes (variation on y) 
offer an additional qualitative perspective on the interaction between the mo-
tivations. One such subgroup is formed by four cases concerned with circum-
venting the Russian boycott of meat from the EU by committing origin fraud. 
Two cases of this origin fraud were investigated. These were discovered first 
through an official complaint by the Russian government at the European 
Commission [Meat17]; the other was discovered because customs caught a 
business in the act of relabeling meat consignments [Meat34]. Two new cases 
had been discovered based on the surplus information from the two previous 
investigations. However, the two new cases were rejected, ostensibly because 
of a lack of resources. When asked about it further, one of the decision-makers 
in the Selection Meeting said that the cases were less important than others, 
and that he had doubts whether it was advisable to interfere in a political is-
sue [Meat28/Meat29]. A comparison of these four similar cases, two of which 
were given resources to investigate and two that were not, reveals that more 
motivations are present in the first two. There was a reputational pressure in 
the case [Meat17]; it was a formal request to the Netherlands via the European 
Commission. Further, there was a strategic reason to accept [Meat34], as it was 
suitable to use in the training scheme for new investigators. 

This again shows that if cases score similarly on the intrinsic characteristics but 
are connected to different outcomes, additional motivations are present that 
explain agency willingness. In these cases, these are both an internal and an 
external crime-extrinsic motivation. The consequence is that food frauds that 
are intrinsically not considered as requiring a criminal law approach still re-
ceived resources for investigation if there were strategic or reputational con-
cerns. This supports the proposition that these are dominant over the intrinsic 
importance.

Cases where no motivations were present should not have led to agency will-
ingness. As can be seen in Table 50, in eight cases, this is true (outcome y4= 
“not willing”) where all motivations are 0, but one case is deviant [Fish3]. The 
case concerned the illegal coloring of tuna, which makes it look fresher than it 
is. No evidence was found in the empirical material that this case raised con-
cern within the agency at that time. Still, though no motivations were present, 
the agency was willing (outcome y4= “reluctant”). However, this willingness 
was halfhearted, which is demonstrated by the fact that the inspectors and 
investigators were given very few resources to investigate, and the detection 
failed. 
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Resource constraints overshadow intrinsic importance
Another more in-depth angle on deviant cases are those in which food safe-
ty was an unusually large component, but the agency was not immediately 
willing to dedicate resources for investigation. The case [Infantformula1], con-
cerning baby milk fraudsters, reached a conviction on article 174 of the Penal 
Code concerning intentional sales of food or goods that are harmful for health 
or life. This crime has a severe sanction threat of 15 years imprisonment. Only 
two other cases have led to a criminal report that is based in part on this severe 
article: [Meat33, Meat32]. Proving this article poses high demands on the evi-
dence. This burden of evidence shows that food safety was a real issue in these 
cases of food fraud. It is striking that, in two of these three cases, the agency 
was reluctant to dedicate resources for investigation. In the [Infantformula1] 
case, resource capacity and a misunderstanding of the case caused initial re-
sistance. Because the police had dealt with the citizen arrest, the NVWA-IOD 
reasoned that the police should take care of the follow-up, as well. It took the 
effort of several employees to note the dangerous aspects and the strategic 
importance of the case, as it was in the domain of the Ministry of Health, a new 
principal ministry that the agency was trying to service – to convince the de-
cision-makers to take on the case. The intelligence investigator who was told 
to return the case to the police remains somewhat resentful about it. He and 
many others now use the [Infantformula1] case in presentations to show the 
importance of the cases the agency addresses. The counterfeit cans are dis-
played in a special cupboard at the agency’s office [Infantformula1]. What this 
demonstrates, again, is that in a time when resources are highly constrained, 
the first reflex of the agency is to look for an alternative, and the actual intrin-
sic characteristics of the case are overshadowed. 

8.5.5 Conclusion on motivation configurations 
The observations in this section lead to the conclusion that reputational, stra-
tegic, and worrisome motivations are all dominant over the essential moti-
vation. The agency’s classification of a case as essential is neither necessary 
nor always sufficient to produce willingness to investigate, whereas worrisome 
or reputational motives are always sufficient to cause agency willingness. In 
addition, cases with external motivations never led to agency unwillingness, 
whereas some cases with an essential motivation did. The external motiva-
tions, both crime-intrinsic and crime-extrinsic, are thus dominant compared 
to the internal judgment of the crime-intrinsic importance, even though most 
worrisome cases were also judged essential by the agency itself. Strategic mo-
tivations resulted in a stronger motivation in conjunction with essential moti-
vation than the essential motivation alone. The strategic motivation was also a 
single sufficient condition to cause agency motivation. 
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This can be visualized in the motivation matrix, presented in Figure 14. Six 
combinations of motivations explain 44 of 49 cases where there was agency 
willingness in the period 2010–2017. The matrix shows these combinations 
and the number of n that this combination explains. The remaining five cases 
are associated with five different single-occurrence combinations of motiva-
tions. These predominantly give qualitative insights into the agency’s decision 
discourse; in particular, these are cases with multiple motivations present and 
that underline the dominance of worrisome, strategic, and reputational mo-
tivations. All 10 combinations and all outcomes can be found in Table J2 in 
Appendix J.
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8.6 Conclusion on motivations that explain agency willingness
The research on agency willingness to investigate food fraud demonstrates 
the equifinality that characterizes complex social phenomena. In other words, 
there are many reasons for the agency to dedicate resources to investigation, 
thus leading to a number of configurations that lead to that outcome. Agency 
motivation can be explained by four types of motivations according to wheth-
er they are related to the intrinsic characteristics of a food fraud and wheth-
er they stem from agency-internal judgments or agency-external concerns. 
Plotting these in a matrix creates four motivations: essential and worrisome 

52 Outcome y4 willingness = “reluctant” or “willing”; excluding 5 single occurring combinations

Figure 14 Explaining agency willingness to investigate (2010–2017, n=44).52
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cases are both intrinsically important, while strategic and reputational cases 
are motivated by crime-extrinsic circumstances. 

“I prefer cases that cause a rush through my investigation veins. Things that are 
unfair, when citizens are defrauded. It is actually a matter of intuition, but we 
always try to rationalize it.” Member of Selection Meeting

As the quote at the beginning of section 8.3 captures, decision-making about 
investigating food fraud is not a rational process. General guidelines all con-
cern normative judgments, even though the guidelines are intended to stand-
ardize the criteria on which that judgment is based. The empirical evidence 
abundantly shows how the perceptions of various persons involved differ and 
shift, both because of intra-agency interactions and because of the concerns 
of external actors. It takes discussions and sometimes convincing and differ-
ent perspectives to reach an outcome on the willingness to investigate a food 
fraud using the instrument of criminal law.

However, the quote at the start of section 8.3 is in sharp contrast with the 
finding that the intrinsic importance of a food fraud is not the most dominant 
condition: it is neither necessary nor sufficient for the agency motivation for 
investigation. In half of the cases that are not considered essential, the agency 
was willing to investigate because of strategic or reputational interests, where-
as for some cases of food fraud that were actually found to be intrinsically 
important, the agency was not willing or was reluctant.

Whether criminal law is the best and most appropriate instrument for detec-
tion and/or intervention (i.e., the issue of proportionality and subsidiarity) is 
a question the agency uses strategically; when it is in their interest to investi-
gate the food fraud, this is done, even when there are lighter or better means 
available to reach the desired effect. Inversely, even when there are no actual 
alternatives available, some cases still are refused resources for investigation. 
Resource availability or scarcity is an important driver for fluctuating strategic 
motivations and can be a threat to the detection of important cases. A high 
change of success positively influences agency motivation.

In sum, a food fraud is investigated further if the agency finds it intrinsically 
important and has the time. This happens in the great majority of cases. If 
the agency has scarce resources, it actively seeks alternatives and sometimes 
chooses an unsuitable alternative for an otherwise important case. The cases 
that receive highest priority are those with concerns of external actors. If the 
agency does not consider a case intrinsically important, it is still given investi-
gative effort if there are strategic or reputational motivations present, for ex-
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ample, if the agency has resources available, management goals are at stake, 
or the case fulfills cooperation agreements. 

In the next chapter, both findings from the agency ability (chapters 5 to 7) and 
this chapter (8) on agency willingness are involved in an integrated analysis 
and linked to the detection outcome.
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9 Integrated analysis: pathways to detection
The previous chapters have shown which conditions impact agency ability and 
agency willingness to detect and how these conditions interact. Agency abil-
ity is best explained by four different pathways that lead to the discovery of 
different types of frauds and varying agency ability to accurately discover and 
successfully investigate these frauds. Agency willingness resulted in four types 
of motivations that emerge with more or less force, which is also correlated 
with different resource situations. This chapter integrates these two perspec-
tives. It aims to answer sub-question 3: How do agency ability and agency 
willingness interact? This analysis provides the groundwork for formulating an 
answer to the central research question in the concluding chapter.

This chapter first discusses a number of areas where ability and willingness 
particularly influence each other. Then, the pathways are connected to agency 
willingness, and proactivity is discussed in more depth. I also connect the path-
ways to the agency’s judgment of the intrinsic importance of a case, which is 
an important motivational condition in order to search for patterns. Finally, the 
pathways are connected to the outcome on detection (y1). This analysis allows 
the enrichment of the pathways to discovery and to cover both the ability and 
willingness and thus complete the “pathways to detection.”

9.1 The interaction between ability and willingness
The starting point for this study was that, in order to detect food fraud, an 
agency needs to be both able and willing. Though the previous chapters have 
discussed ability and willingness separately, the concepts are closely tied. This 
section discusses six perspectives for which this is especially the case. 

9.1.1 The detection strategy is an outing of agency willingness
The detection strategy, which consists of the whole of the agency’s choices 
about the use of detection methods, is by itself an expression of the agency’s 
willingness to detect food fraud. This in some way shapes the information that 
comes in and thus the ability to detect. For example, the strategy includes the 
denomination of priority topics for which intelligence investigators are tasked 
to search information. This thus may result in rejecting information or not pur-
suing a lead concerning a topic that does not fit one of those priorities. The 
team that speaks with confidential reporters, for example, says that it screens 
whether potential new informers have information about a priority topic; oth-
erwise they might not follow through with protecting the identity (Interview 
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coordinator TCI). Further, Chapter 6 showed how the orientation of the de-
tecting agent is important. Inspectors discover food fraud when they work 
from a food fraud orientation, such as a specific hypothesis of what might be 
wrong. If they do not, the chances of discovery are much smaller and are im-
pacted by coincidence and personal influences, as was shown by the Routine 
pathway. If food fraud detection were a greater part of the detection strategy 
during inspections, this could lead to greater food fraud detection. This is one 
way in which willingness influences ability, as prioritization impacts both the 
topics on which information is collected as well as the orientation during an 
inspection. The findings of this study on ability and willingness should be seen 
against this agency-level background. 

9.1.2 Agency willingness in relation to the pathways
In order to search for a pattern between agency willingness and the different 
pathways, see Table 52. This shows how the different pathways to discovery 
vary alongside the outcomes with regards to the willingness to investigate 
the discoveries (y4). The distribution of cases in each pathway according to 
the outcome on willingness is shown both in absolute numbers as well as in 
percentages using the dataset from 2014–2017.

This demonstrates that, relative to its total production, the Proactive pathway 
is most often connected to agency willingness: 87.5% is connected to immedi-
ate willingness (outcome y4= “willing”), which is higher than the percentage in 
that column from other pathways. This makes sense, as proactive detection is 
presumably in line with the agency’s priorities. At the other end is the Routine 
pathway, which results in the least desirable cases (37.5% with outcome y4= 
“not willing”). The willingness is similar for the Reactive and Induced pathways. 
In almost half of the cases, there is direct agency willingness to investigate; in 
around a quarter, there is hesitation (outcomes “willing” and “reluctant”). In 
sum, the willingness increases from the Routine pathway to the Proactive way. 

Table 52 Pathways in relation to agency willingness (y4) (2014–2017, n=49)

 Outcome willingness (y4) % % %
Pathway Willing Reluctant Not willing No. of cases Willing Reluctant Not willing
Routine 4 1 3 8 50% 12.5% 37.5%
Routine & Induced 1 1 0% 100% 0%
Reactive 8 4 5 17 47% 24% 29%
Induced 7 4 4 15 47% 26.5% 26.5%
Proactive 7 1 8 87.5% 12.5% 0%
Total no. of cases 26 11 12 49   
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9.1.3 The reverse side of proactivity: too much willingness
Proactivity is a concept at the interface between able and willing. The four 
pathways to discovery express variety in terms of the agency’s effort and 
therefore proactivity. The previous section demonstrated that agency willing-
ness is highest in the Proactive pathway and lowest in the Routine pathway. 
In other words, the agency willingness increases alongside the effort it puts 
into detection; they covariate. However, the findings on the accuracy and abil-
ity indicate that proactivity comes at a price. The results of proactive effort 
are less accurate considering the relatively high number of false discoveries 
(section 7.4.3). Studying this more closely reveals that, in some cases, the false 
discoveries are also related to the willingness, not only to the quality of the 
information analysis. I therefore studied the cases in the Proactive pathway 
in more depth in order to analyze how the false discoveries are impacted by 
agency willingness. 

The intersection of ability and willingness occurs particularly around tactical 
analyses. The idea of a tactical analysis, a method that originated in policing 
and which is conducted by the NVWA-IOD, is to gain insight into a food fraud 
topic and present a list of the top potential offenders. Tactical analyses are 
conducted at more criminal investigation agencies, similar to the NVWA-IOD, 
as has become apparent from the broader interviews of the first empirical 
study. Respondents expect the analysis to find unknown offenders. Another 
goal is to rank the offenders in order to aid decision-making in addressing in-
vestigation capacity towards the “worst” offenders. However, the experiences 
at various EAs however has not met that expectation according to the findings 
from the first empirical study (see Chapter 3). The findings on the food fraud 
cases partly confirm these comments, but they also show that the effect of a 
tactical analysis is larger on the willingness than on the ability to detect; this is 
elaborated on below.

Undertaking a tactical analysis has predominantly been connected to agency 
willingness; the actual information about food fraud offenders was of second-
ary importance. The tactical analysis around counterfeit pesticides (2012), for 
example, resulted in a list of potential offenders. The top two, supposedly the 
worst offenders, were successfully investigated ([FruitVeg2] and [Fruitveg3]; 
see also section 7.4.3). The analyst explained that, at the start of her work on 
the tactical analysis, inspectors told her which to put at the top of the list. Even 
though her information analysis confirmed this advice, it demonstrates that 
the discovering effect of this type of analysis, i.e., finding unknown offenders, 
is not necessarily high. Further, during the process of developing the tacti-
cal analysis, the discovery of the [FruitVeg2] case happened relatively inde-
pendently, and it concerned the second entry of the later top-x list of the tacti-
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cal analysis. The discovery was a reactive discovery by the inspectorate, which 
had acted on a report from the brand owner and caught an illegal import in 
the act. A criminal investigation was therefore already ongoing, and there was 
significant pressure from the public prosecutor on the NWA-IOD to take over 
this investigation from the inspectors. However, one of the decision-makers in 
particular was not keen on the topic. It took a separate meeting between the 
analyst and this decision-maker to explain the harmful effects of the use of 
counterfeit pesticides. The tactical analysis in this situation thus caused agen-
da-setting of the topic within the NVWA-IOD and contributed more to the 
agency willingness than to the ability to detect.

Two other tactical analyses are connected to four false discoveries. Here, too, 
the analyses were particularly connected to the willingness to investigate cas-
es on the topic of the tactical analysis, but in a reverse way. One example con-
cerns the topic of unfit and damaged goods. The agency planned a thematic 
Selection Meeting, and the information investigators were tasked with find-
ing food fraud around that theme. The investigators built on the findings of 
the tactical analysis and the findings from targeted inspections that had been 
conducted as follow-up measures. Another criminal investigation also yielded 
information about a potential offender. Three cases were subsequently pre-
sented to the Selection Meeting, and an analyst gave a presentation about the 
topic based on the tactical analysis and other intelligence products. The Selec-
tion Meeting decided to take all three on board and expressed its ambition to 
send a strong message to industry about the illegal practices [Plant1, Plant2, 
Plant3]. The empirical material indicates that the proactive information gath-
ering with the aim of filling the agenda of the scheduled thematic Selection 
Meeting with potential food frauds prevented the use of milder instruments 
to substantiate the food fraud hypotheses or to first enforce them based on 
administrative law. In two cases, this was advised and executed later, showing 
that it was a possibility all along. The pro-activity around a food fraud area that 
the agency finds important thus accompanied a strategic interest of populat-
ing the thematic Selection Meeting. However, this strong willingness was not 
sufficient to create agency ability to complete the detection; rather, its effect 
was counterproductive and resulted in false discoveries. 

To conclude, targeting efforts in the shape of a tactical analysis predominantly 
impact agency willingness. Whether this actually connects with successfully 
detected food fraud is strongly connected to underlying information. A will-
ingness that is too strong, particularly when fueled with strategic interests, 
bears the danger of considering food frauds for criminal investigation that are 
not yet ready in terms of proportionality and subsidiarity. 
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9.1.4 Essential food frauds
A related and complementary perspective is the extent to which each pathway 
is connected to the cases that the agency finds important to investigate us-
ing criminal law based on crime-intrinsic characteristics and without external 
stimuli present. In the previous chapter, the cases that were motivated by such 
reasons are called the essentials. The agency’s judgment of the seriousness of 
the food fraud is the result of an underlying process that may touch all aspects 
of the food fraud, the offender, and the need to use investigative powers, as 
was discussed extensively in Chapter 8. Table 53 demonstrates and shows that 
the Reactive pathway and the Routine pathway result in less important food 
fraud cases to investigate: in the Routine and Reactive pathways, this is rough-
ly half (55% and 52%, respectively), as opposed to the Induced and Proactive 
pathways, for which the agency considers more than 63% of cases important.53 
Nonetheless, it should be noted again that being an essential case does not 
mean that resources are given for detection.

In sum, the agency’s judgment of the importance of a food fraud co-varies 
with its effort in detection, which is reflected by the pathways, and thus also 
with agency willingness to dedicate resources for detection, which was not-
ed in section 9.1.2. Increasing effort in detection thus accompanies increased 
agency willingness and increased importance of a food fraud, as judged by 
the agency.

9.1.5 Willingness cannot create ability, but ability can create willingness
The analyses above and the findings in this study allow further theorizing 
about the relationship between ability and willingness. They first demonstrate 
that willingness is not sufficient to create ability. As became clear in Chapter 

53 As it is clear for all cases whether they are considered “essential”, the full dataset is used for these percent-
ages. 

Table 53 Pathways in relation to importance of case (2010–2017, “Essentials” and “Non-Essentials”)

Pathway Essentials % Non-Essentials % Total no. of cases %
Routine 6 55% 5 45% 11 100%
Routine & Induced 1 100% 1 100%
Reactive 11 52% 10 48% 21 100%
Induced 12 63% 7 37% 19 100%
Proactive 8 89% 1 11% 9 100%
Total 37 24 61
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7, the Proactive and Induced pathways are less successful in discovering an 
actual case of food fraud or in the ability to successfully find evidence of an ac-
tual case of food fraud. These pathways are, however, associated with greater 
agency willingness, as this chapter has concluded. This essentially means that 
the willingness of the EA to detect is not sufficient for the agency to be able 
to detect. 

The Proactive pathway resulted in a number of false discoveries. The agency 
later used better detection methods in order to conclude that they were in fact 
a false discovery. This indicates that the discovery process could have been 
more thorough, but the agency’s eagerness to discover in fact caused it to 
settle for working on less carefully discovered cases, as section 9.1.3 argued. 
The Induced pathway, on the other hand, discovered actual food frauds for 
which the agency was unable to gather evidence, in part because of the nature 
of the crime and in part because the information was obtained too late (that 
is, the offender had already quit). In both varieties, the detection strategy of 
the EA thus fell short. This underlines that agency willingness is not sufficient 
to create agency ability to detect.

In contrast, the ability to detect has been connected to creating willingness. In 
the previous chapter, I identified a range of motivations that have been crucial 
in the agency’s resource decisions. In some cases, receiving additional infor-
mation played a part in the willingness to investigate, as well. An extra report 
that came in, some findings from a routine inspection, an administrative audit 
that yielded new findings: these all prompted the agency to dedicate resourc-
es to cases where there was reluctance (outcome willingness y4= “reluctant”) 
[Feed1, Meat20, Meat26, Dairy1, FruitVeg2]. It was also found that the chance 
of success mediates agency motivation, which is another indication that ability 
can stimulate willingness: if the agency thinks it will be able to complete de-
tection, the willingness increases. Nevertheless, ability is not sufficient to cre-
ate willingness, which is demonstrated by 12 cases where there was no agency 
willingness to investigate even though, in a number of these, the EA would 
probably have been able to complete the detection of the fraud. 

9.1.6 Willingness and ability are both necessary conditions for detection
Like ability, willingness is a necessary condition for detection by the EA. Where-
as willingness is not sufficient to cause ability, unwillingness is sufficient to 
cause inability and thus prevent detection. This is demonstrated, for example, 
in the case [Fish3], concerning the coloring of tuna. The investigators received 
a minimal amount of time for detection and failed because of this. In addition, 
[Meat24] serves as such an example: it was a purely information-based case 
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surrounded by hesitant employees who were skeptical about the chance of 
success. Few resources were freed to investigate; one investigator was tasked 
with it in addition to his other work. This shows the reluctance of the agency 
in investigating the case – in other words, a low willingness (outcome y4= 
”reluctant”). More resources could have enabled better investigation, espe-
cially as the use of an investigative method can result in ample information 
that requires analysis. One person is not enough to investigate this amount 
of incoming information. These examples show that unwillingness can cause 
inability and show that willingness is a necessary condition for detection. 

9.2 Integrating ability and willingness
Next, I combine the pathways to discovery with all four outcomes: the out-
come on agency ability (y3), agency willingness (y4), and food fraud (y2), and 
I also involve the outcome on agency detection (y1), in other words, whether 
the detection of the food fraud was successfully completed or terminated in 
the process. Table 54 presents these results. This shows six different combi-
nations of outcomes on the left side of the table that are each connected 
to the various pathways to discovery, which are shown in the right side of 
the table. I use the limited dataset, which allows statistical conclusions to be 
drawn (See Appendix I for the full list of cases and their associated pathway 
and outcomes). 

Table 54 All outcomes in relation to pathways (2014–2017, n=49) 

Outcome combinations Pathways to discovery Total n
Detection 

(y1)
Ability
(y3)

Willingness 
(y4)

Crime
(y2)

Routine R&I Reactive Induced Pro-active n %

Yes Able Willing Food fraud 2 5 4 2 13 27%
Yes Able Reluctant Food fraud 1 4 2 1 8 16%
No No  

evidence
Willing Food fraud 1 1 3 5 10%

No False  
discovery

Willing No food 
fraud

1 2 5 8 16%

No No  
evidence

Reluctant Food fraud 1 2 3 6%

No Unknown Not 
willing

Food fraud 3 5 4 12 25%

Total 8 1 17 15 8 49 100%

Note. R&I = Routine and Induced
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Looking at the two patterns associated with successful detection (Detection is 
Yes), this first shows that food fraud detection succeeded in less than half of 
the cases that the agency worked on in this four-year period. This group con-
sists of 13 cases (27% of the total) to which the agency was directly willing to 
dedicate resources for investigation, and eight cases (16%) with agency reluc-
tance during the process, which amounts to a total of 21. Of the total number 
of cases, 49, this is 43%. This also means that detection is not completed to 
the point of intervention in the majority (57%) of the alleged food frauds that 
the agency worked on.

Second, four outcome combinations are associated with a terminated detec-
tion process (Detection is No). Most often (n=12, 25%), this does concern 
food fraud, but the detection stopped because the agency was not willing to 
dedicate further resources (25%, n=12). The second-largest group of these 
four (n=8, 16%) concerned cases where the agency was willing but did not 
discover an actual food fraud; they were false discoveries (“Not food fraud”). 
The other two groups are of similar size, and both concern cases where there 
is willingness (“Willing”, n=5, 10%) or reluctance (“Reluctant” n=3, 6%), but in 
both varieties, there is no agency ability to detect (i.e., 16%). 

Third, the table demonstrates that nearly half of all alleged food frauds that 
the agency discovered did not seem to match the agency’s priorities because 
the agency was not willing or was reluctant to dedicate resources to the detec-
tion via a criminal investigation. These are the outcome combinations with the 
agency Not willing (n=12) and Reluctant (n=8, n=3), which add up to n=23, or 
47%. Nevertheless, over a third of these were ultimately investigated, despite 
the agency’s reluctance (n=8 of 23).

Fourth, in a total of 26 cases, the agency was directly willing to dedicate re-
sources to the investigation (n=13, n=5, n=8). The right side of the table shows 
which pathways were responsible for the discovery. These are mostly the Pro-
active and Induced pathways (n=14, of 26). This again demonstrates that these 
pathways are associated with higher agency willingness (see also section 9.1.2). 
However, half of the 26 cases which the agency wanted to investigate were 
terminated along the way: they turned out to be a false discovery (“not food 
fraud”, n=8; mostly Proactive pathway), or the agency was unable to gather the 
evidence (n=5; mostly Induced pathway). In other words, the agency failed to 
detect half of the food fraud cases they most wanted to detect. 

Fifth, the agency thus has a preference for investigating food fraud that is 
discovered through the Induced and the Proactive pathways. In contrast, the 
agency can be more reluctant to spend resources on food fraud that it discov-
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ers through the Routine or Reactive pathways. However, the frauds it identifies 
in the Induced pathway are often complex (see also section 7.4.2). The frauds 
they aim to find in the Proactive pathway are often not actual food frauds 
(see also section 7.4.3). Table 55 represents what these conclusions mean for 
the result of the pathways and shows to what extent the cases that the path-
ways discovered eventually result in a detected case of food fraud. It can be 
observed that the Routine pathway has the highest “drop-out rate,” followed 
by the Proactive and Induced pathways. The Reactive pathway has the lowest 
level of “drop-outs.”

Table 55 Drop-out rates per pathway (discovery to detection) (2014–2017, n=48 and n=20) 

 Discovered cases Detected cases (y1=’de-
tected’)

% drop-out

Pathway n n %
Routine 8 2 -75%
Reactive 17 9 -47%
Induced 15 6 -60%
Proactive 8 3 -63%
Total 48 20  

Note. Excluding one case with combined pathways

Table 56 details this effect by comparing the contribution of the pathways to 
the discovery of alleged food fraud with their contribution to the share of food 
fraud cases whose detection was completed. The table shows that the Reactive 
pathway has become relatively more important in the end and was responsi-
ble for 35% of the discovered cases but 45% of the detected cases, at the cost 
of the other pathways, in particular the Routine pathway, whose contribution 
declined from 17% to 10%. 

Table 56 Pathways from discovery (n=48) to detection (n=20) (2014–2017)

 Discovery Detection
Pathway n % n %
Routine 8 17% 2 10%
Reactive 17 35% 9 45%
Induced 15 31% 6 30%
Proactive 8 17% 3 15%
Total 48 100% 20 100%

Note. Excluding one case with combined pathways
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To summarize, the detection of the majority of the cases the agency works 
on is not completed because of either agency unwillingness or inability. The 
agency’s preference is to spend resources to investigate cases that are dis-
covered by the Proactive and the Induced pathways, but these are more often 
connected to some form of inability. The unwillingness is highest concerning 
cases discovered by the Routine pathway. As a result, the agency does even-
tually spend resources on investigating cases they were initially unwilling or 
reluctant about. The effect is that the agency ability and willingness attached 
to the Reactive pathway explain the largest part of the detected cases, 45%, 
though in the discovery phase, its contribution was similar to that of the In-
duced pathway. The Routine pathway explains the smallest part (10%) of the 
detected food frauds and is hindered both by a low ability to discover during 
routine inspections and by a low agency willingness to continue its discoveries 
in a criminal investigation. 

9.3 Pathways to detection
The findings throughout this study are now used to enrich the pathways to 
discovery into pathways to detection. This is presented in Table 57 by summa-
rizing the main findings on agency ability, agency willingness, and the nature 
of the crime for each of the four pathways.

The first column reiterates the share of food frauds whose detection is ex-
plained through that pathway. The other columns describe seven character-
istics of the agency detection process, their willingness, and the nature of 
the food fraud attached to that pathway. For example, the Routine pathway 
eventually contributed 10% to the detection of food fraud, the smallest con-
tribution compared to the other pathways. The ability to find evidence of the 
discovered cases is 40%, which is also relatively low, and discovery is often de-
pendent on inspectors’ expertise and serendipity. The agency effort to detect 
food fraud in this pathway is low, as is the agency willingness to investigate 
the discoveries. Half of the food fraud that is discovered is found to be intrin-
sically important to investigate via a criminal investigation (55%), which is less 
than the other pathways. The food frauds had been occurring for a short to 
intermediate period of time, concern exclusively Regular offenders, and are 
less observable but also barely concealed. The same items are described for 
each pathway.
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By comparing the characteristics of each pathway with each other vertical-
ly, and by taking into account the qualitative interpretations throughout the 
study, some distinct patterns can be recognized. 

A first observation is that agency willingness to detect co-varies with the 
agency effort associated with the pathways and the agency’s judgment of 
the intrinsic importance of the case. This makes sense, as this means that the 
agency generally spends resources on food fraud it finds important to detect. 

Second, taking into account both the relative share of the number of detect-
ed food frauds as well as the ability to find evidence of the discoveries, the 
agency ability generally is low in the Routine pathway and decreases when 
agency effort increases. A possible explanation for this may be the size of the 
information gap. This gap is large in the Routine pathway, where there is no 
specific orientation to finding food fraud and no information guiding the in-

54 % from Table 56
55 % from Table 45
56 % from Table 52
57 % from Table 53
58 See Table 42
59 See Table 41
60 See Table 39 and Table 40

Table 57 Pathways to detection

Pathway 

Relative 
contribution 
to completed 
detection54

Effort in 
food fraud 
detection

Ability to find 
evidence of 
discoveries55

Agency 
willingness56

Agency 
judgment 
of intrinsic 
importance57

Duration of 
ignorance of 
food fraud58

Offender 
types59

Noticeability60

Routine 10% Low

40%
+ Serendipity
+ Inspector 
expertise

Low
(38%  
unwilling)

55%
Short/
interme-
diate

Regulars

Less  
observable, 
little  
concealed

Reactive 45% Low 75%
Medium
(29%  
unwilling)

52%
Short/
interme-
diate

All types

More 
observable, 
more  
concealed

Induced 30% Medium 55%
Medium
(27%  
unwilling)

63% Long- 
hidden All types

More 
observable, 
more  
concealed

Proactive 15% High 38%
+ Serendipity

High 
(0%  
unwilling)

89% Long- 
hidden All types

Less  
observable, 
more  
concealed
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spection. The information gap probably increases along the pathways that do 
have an orientation towards discovering food fraud; reports are more accurate 
than the information produced by the detection methods in the Induced and 
Proactive pathways, as became clear in Chapter 6. In addition, as the Proactive 
pathway does not build on a specific piece of information regarding a specific 
food fraud offender, but rather takes a broad starting point, the information 
gap is probably highest in that pathway. Finally, the food fraud that is found 
by the Induced and Proactive pathways is generally less noticeable, which 
means the information gap is larger than in the other pathways: the fraud has 
been hidden for longer, is more concealed, and is less observable. 

In other words, the findings suggest that agency ability to detect varies to-
gether with the size of the information gap, which is high in the Routine path-
way and presumably increases in the food fraud-oriented pathways. When 
the information gap is large, agency ability to detect decreases. Successful 
discoveries are then sometimes assisted by serendipity or caused by particular 
inspector expertise. The food frauds that are discovered through these path-
ways also have distinct characteristics. More effort is associated with finding 
longer-hidden frauds that are less observable and concealed more, and with 
the detection of all offender types. The Routine pathway exclusively detects 
offenders that are regular food businesses, and though they are less observa-
ble, their concealment is less than in the other pathways.

Taken together, this means that, as the effort that the agency expends on 
food fraud detection increases, at least in the three pathways that are oriented 
towards finding food fraud, so does the agency willingness, but the agency 
ability decreases inversely to these. Possibly because of an increasing informa-
tion gap in these three pathways, the food fraud is more difficult to discover 
correctly or find evidence of. However, when the food fraud-oriented path-
ways based on high effort are successful, more important and longer-hidden 
frauds are detected. Pathways with a large information gap (which includes 
the Routine pathway) depend more on serendipity for success.

9.4 Conclusion
Both agency willingness and agency ability are necessary conditions for the 
detection of food fraud. Agency ability, however is the more dominant condi-
tion because ability has been helpful in creating agency willingness, whereas 
willingness has been unhelpful in causing ability. Too much willingness rather 
bears the danger of becoming a perverse incentive. If the agency insists on 
finding food fraud that is not actually there, the risk is that the agency bar-
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gains on the proportionality and subsidiary principles of the use of criminal 
law; it might investigate food frauds when there are lighter instruments pos-
sible that could have resulted in better information on the alleged food fraud. 

The pathways to discovery have been enriched to “pathways to detection” by 
incorporating findings on agency willingness for each pathway, as well as the 
outcome on detection (y1) and the elements of the nature of the crime. This 
reveals that, as the effort the agency puts into food fraud detection increases, 
so does agency willingness, but agency ability decreases inversely to these. 
The findings suggest that the agency ability to detect varies together with 
the size of the information gap, which is high in the Routine pathway and 
presumably increases in the food fraud-oriented pathways. As a result, the 
food frauds that are discovered are more difficult to find evidence of or are 
incorrectly discovered, and the pathways depend more on serendipity for suc-
cess. However, when the pathways based on high effort are successful, more 
important and longer-hidden frauds are detected.
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10 The detection of food fraud 
The concluding chapter of this dissertation starts by summarizing the answers 
to the various sub-questions and highlighting the most important empirical 
findings in section 10.1. The answer to the central research question is then 
formulated in section 10.2. Chapter 11 discusses the theoretical and practical 
implications of these conclusions.

10.1 Summary of empirical results
The central research question of this dissertation is as follows: 

What explains the detection of food fraud in the Netherlands?

This question is answered through the following three sub-questions: 
1. What explains the ability of the enforcement agency (EA) to detect food 

fraud?
2. What explains the willingness of the EA to detect food fraud?
3. How do the agency ability and the agency willingness interact?

The main dataset for this research consisted of 61 cases of alleged food fraud. 
Data was collected from criminal investigation files and various respondents at 
the Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Authority (NVWA), which 
is the main national enforcement body in the Netherlands that is tasked with 
detecting food fraud. It has a specialized intelligence and criminal investiga-
tions unit (NVWA-IOD) that investigates food fraud under the authority of the 
Public Prosecution Service. The dataset is composed of all cases of food fraud 
the agency successfully detected in the period 2010–2017. In addition, it con-
sists of all alleged food fraud cases whose detection process was terminated 
during the period 2014–2017. The case selection thus includes cases that vary 
on y, which consists of both food fraud that was successfully detected to the 
point of intervention (n=33) and cases where the detection process terminat-
ed and did not lead to an intervention (n=28). 

First, the results on the central concepts of food fraud and detection are sum-
marized. Next, the results of each of the three sub-questions are elaborated 
on: the agency ability to detect food fraud, starting with the findings on the 
nature of the crime; then the agency willingness to detect food fraud; and last, 
an integrated perspective. Finally, an overall conclusion to the research ques-
tion is formulated in section 10.2. 
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10.1.1 Food fraud and detection methods
Three central concepts in this study are food fraud, detection, and detection 
methods. This study developed more precise definitions of these concepts 
that are summarized here.

“Food fraud” is committed for economic advantage. It involves a vast array of 
modi operandi and concealing tactics that are used to launder illegal food into 
the food chain, fraudulently enhance the value of food, or facilitate either of 
these two. Thus, food fraud is committed by any actor who is intentionally 
involved in illegal acts for economic advantage, thus causing or facili-
tating illegal food to be laundered into the food chain or for food to be 
fraudulently value-enhanced.
The offenders in this dataset vary in nature and cover the full supply chain of 
food production, including servicing businesses such as logistics companies 
and laboratories. The majority of offenders operate in the processing stage of 
the food chain. The cases cover 11 food product categories, with meat being 
the dominant category (over 60% of the cases). 

Detection is the first phase of the enforcement process and is followed by 
the development of a response (i.e., intervention). The detection process of 
the EA consists of three sub-phases: the ignorance phase, which begins when 
a food fraud is being committed but is not yet on the radar of the EA; the 
discovery phase, when information signals arrive or develop at the EA about a 
food fraud; and the evidence-gathering phase, when the EA substantiates its 
initial information by further investigation in order to bring it to the next step 
of intervention. The detection task involves both the gathering of information 
about facts and a judgment of these facts against legal norms. This also con-
cerns both an illegal act as well as an alleged offender in connection with that 
illegal act. The complete detection process, from the start of a food fraud until 
the end of evidence gathering, generally takes up a little less than three years 
if a case of food fraud is subjected to a criminal investigation. 

A “detection method” produces information that the EA uses to judge facts 
against legal norms. Three types of actors are central to generating the infor-
mation used in the detection process: the EA itself, another government agen-
cy, or a private third party. The information that these actors produce fulfills 
different roles. It can prompt the EA to begin the detection process, the infor-
mation can be the first signal of a potential food fraud, or it could substantiate 
other information on an alleged food fraud. Information can fulfill all these 
roles at the same time, but the roles are regularly dispersed over information 
from various sources. In addition, detection methods are interconnected; for 
example, an inspection can induce reporting by a third party. These findings 
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on detection methods show that it is not possible to explain the discovery 
only by the information that detection methods produce: in some situations, 
the discovery process continues, and in some cases, it stops. This demon-
strates the equifinality of discovery and reveals that discovery is not a linear, 
chronological process. The discovery process is therefore more meaningfully 
captured by multiple causal pathways.

10.1.2 Agency ability to detect – crime perspective
The ability of the EA to detect food fraud is not only connected to its capability 
to gather accurate information on food fraud, but also to the nature of food 
fraud. More specifically, it relates to the noticeability of the food fraud, as this 
may place less demand on the detection methods of the EA: some frauds are 
easy to discover. This study captured three perspectives to the noticeability 
of a food fraud. These three perspectives concern the noticeability of both 
the offender and the food fraud itself, the latter of which is separated into the 
observability of the food fraud and its concealment. 

First, four offender types are distinguished that differ with regards to their 
noticeability to the EA: Regular, Lookalike, Wayward, and Invader offenders. 
Though most offenders are regular businesses in the food industry (Regular), 
around 30% of the offenders in this dataset are not. Their noticeability to the EA 
is lower; this describes offenders that do not register at the EA and operate from 
irregular locations (Wayward), use their legitimacy almost solely as a sophisti-
cated façade (Lookalike), or operate outside of the food industry (Invaders).

Second, the noticeability of food fraud varies based on its observability and 
the extent of its concealment. Observing food fraud in the food is unlikely, 
especially for consumers, and analytical detection has limitations: food fraud, 
such as the sale of meat from illegal slaughter, overfishing, and false state-
ments on the production may not be possible to analytically observe. Observ-
ing traces of the fraud or actually seeing it being committed is more likely. 
Food fraud that is not analytically or sensorially possible to observe but merely 
involves dishonest documentation is challenging for detection, as it may re-
quire inspections at multiple businesses throughout the global supply chain 
in order to observe it. 

Moreover, the vast majority of the food fraud is concealed in such a way that 
the offender anticipates an inspection either by a government inspector or by 
private auditors and buyers. The concealment may aim to disable observation 
or influence the judgment in interaction with someone who is close to ob-
serving the food fraud. Concealment in interaction is achieved by a range of 
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manipulative, distracting tactics and excuses. The empirical material offers a 
wealth of techniques of how offenders try to accomplish concealment. 

Collectively, the findings of this chapter first and foremost show diversity: in 
types of food fraud, in supply chain involvement, in offender types, and in 
noticeability. The clearest findings are a consistent level of concealment and 
the dominance of meat frauds. These unrelated insights raise the question of 
whether the detection is haphazard or whether consistent links can be found 
with the detection methods. 

10.1.3 Agency ability to detect
The first sub-question is the following: What explains the ability of the enforce-
ment agency to detect food fraud?

The answer to this question is that the agency’s ability to detect is best ex-
plained and described by four different pathways to discovery. These pathways 
reflect the extent to which the EA actively looks for food fraud, and the infor-
mation on food fraud differs in each pathway. The pathways that are distin-
guished, in an ascending level of initiative (or effort) to finding food fraud, are 
the Routine, Reactive, Induced, and Proactive pathways. The Routine pathway 
departs from a routine orientation without information available on a possible 
food fraud, the Reactive and Induced pathways work with information that is 
specific about a food fraud and offender, and the Proactive pathway starts 
with broad information.

Routine pathway
Discovery via a routine orientation occurs in 18% of the food fraud discover-
ies, which is one of the smaller contributions. There is no prior information 
available on food fraud, contrary to the other pathways, which depart from 
a specific food fraud premise. The ability to discover is often aided by co-
incidental events that increase the noticeability of the crime or increase the 
observatory power of the inspector, such as particular knowledge or meth-
od use. This pathway only discovers Regular business offenders that receive 
regular supervision. It generally concerns unconcealed or barely concealed 
crimes of the crime type food laundering. It is one of the fastest ways to dis-
covery. Within this pathway, the EA is largely dependent on the awareness, 
knowledge, and experiences of its inspectors, as well as on serendipity. De-
tection may fail eventually because the offender was deterred by the inspec-
tion and stopped offending, which prevented evidence-gathering.
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Reactive pathway
The Reactive pathway results in the most discoveries and is responsible for 
35% of all food fraud discoveries. Food frauds associated with this pathway 
are relatively quickly discovered and spontaneously reported by other govern-
ments or by anonymous or disclosed private third parties. This pathway also 
has the highest success rate in terms of agency ability to complete the detec-
tion through the evidence phase despite concealment. Information asymmetry 
is low in this pathway, as the report is focused on a specific food fraud and 
offender. The accuracy of the information is high relative to other pathways. It 
is thus fast and efficient and requires little effort of the EA. It generally concerns 
the somewhat more observable crimes that are noticeable by victims or others. 
The offenders are diverse, and it does not only concern Regulars. Fraudulent 
food enhancement is most often discovered through this pathway.

Induced pathway
In this pathway, the EA expended significant effort to induce the reporting that 
turned out to be essential to the discovery, either through conducting inspec-
tions or investigations, or through protecting the identity of the reporter. It is the 
second largest contributor to discovery at 32%. Notably, this pathway is con-
nected to the majority of the cases where the agency was unable to complete 
the detection in the evidence phase. It leverages food frauds that are difficult to 
find evidence of, particularly those discovered through confidential reporters. 
Such crimes are unpredictable, organized, and adaptive to the actions of the EA. 
Sometimes, the EA is too late, and the offender has already stopped. Inversely, 
this pathway can discover long-hidden and highly concealed crimes, as well, 
when using the appropriate (intrusive) methods. There is a slight emphasis on 
food laundering and facilitative food fraud.

Proactive pathway
The Proactive pathway is the most unreliable pathway in terms of accuracy and cre-
ates more false discoveries than it produces information about actual food frauds. 
However, this pathway is connected to discovering some long-hidden crimes. It is 
responsible for 15% of the food fraud discoveries, a share comparable to that of 
the Routine pathway, which mostly concern Regular offenders that commit facilita-
tive food fraud or food laundering. Targeting efforts through information analysis 
are the basis of most of them. However, the demands of information are high in 
order to be able to complete detection; current and reliable findings are needed 
as evidence. In particular, successful targeting has been assisted by serendipity, 
causing the agency to look at the right item, at the right time, or in the right way.
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Each pathway is connected to distinct patterns in terms of crime and offender 
types, with varying levels of observability and concealment and difficulties in the 
discovery process and the influence of serendipity. Lower levels of concealment 
require less-intrusive detection methods, irregular offenders are not discovered 
with routine inspections, and serendipity occurs particularly in Routine and Pro-
active pathways. In addition, the more effort the agency puts into the detection, 
the more hidden frauds are discovered, though this also results in false dis-
coveries and the inability to find evidence. These findings further show there is 
no one pathway that is sufficient for the ability to detect the full range of food 
fraud. It is thus the extent to which the detection strategy is calibrated to the 
diverse nature of the frauds that eventually explains the EA’s ability to detect.

In sum, food authorities are not by default able to discover all sorts of food 
fraud. Merely conducting routine inspections would yield generally less con-
cealed or unconcealed food fraud at regular food businesses of which inspec-
tors are more aware or that they encounter by coincidence. Reactive strategies 
are efficient and necessary to discover irregular offenders that, in this dataset, 
comprise 30% of the food fraud offenders. Too much dependence on a reac-
tive strategy, however, skews the food fraud that is discovered to those varie-
ties whose victimizing effects are noticeable to someone. More proactivity on 
the part of the EA, or in other words, more effort in looking for food fraud, is 
connected to the discovery of less noticeable yet not victimless, food fraud. 
The road to discovery is rocky, but assisted by serendipity, it yields hidden, 
ongoing frauds. In order to successfully complete detection to the point of 
intervention, the EA’s approach to evidence gathering needs to be carefully 
tailored to the food fraud and the offender behavior. 

10.1.4 Agency willingness to detect 
Next, the answer to the second sub-question is given: What explains the will-
ingness of the enforcement agency to detect food fraud?

A food fraud will not be detected to the point of intervention if there is no 
agency willingness to dedicate resources to further investigation. In particu-
lar, food fraud that is selected for criminal investigation undergoes various 
stages of decision-making. The findings of this study establish that agency 
motivation to investigate can be explained by four types of motivations based 
on whether they are related to the intrinsic characteristics of an alleged food 
fraud and whether they stem from agency-internal judgments or agency-ex-
ternal concerns. Plotting these in a matrix creates four conditions: Essential 
cases and Worrisome cases are both intrinsically important; Strategic and Rep-
utational cases are motivated by crime-extrinsic circumstances. 
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A food fraud is investigated further if the agency finds it intrinsically important 
(Essential) and the agency has the time. This happens in the great majority 
of cases. The cases that receive highest priority are those with concerns of 
external actors (Worrisome). Even if the agency does not consider a case in-
trinsically important, it is still given investigative effort if there are Strategic 
or Reputational motivations present, for example, if the agency has resourc-
es available, management goals are at stake, or the case fulfills cooperation 
agreements. The findings thus suggest that the intrinsic importance of a food 
fraud is not the most dominant condition: it is neither necessary nor sufficient 
for the agency motivation for investigation. The agency is willing to dedicate 
resources to the investigation of half of the cases that it does not consider es-
sential because of strategic or reputational interests, whereas in some cases of 
food fraud that were actually found intrinsically important, the agency was not 
willing or was reluctant. This means that whether criminal law is the best and 
most appropriate instrument for detection and/or intervention (i.e., the issue 
of proportionality and subsidiarity) is a question the agency is using strategi-
cally; the agency assigns resources when it is in its interest to investigate the 
case even when there are less intrusive or better means available to reach the 
desired effect. Inversely, even when there are no actual alternatives available, 
some cases are still refused resources for detection. Resource availability or 
scarcity is an important driver for fluctuating strategic motivations and can be 
a threat to the detection of important cases. A high chance of success posi-
tively influences agency motivation.

10.1.5 Integrating agency ability and willingness 
The answers to the first two-sub questions are used to assist in answering 
the third sub-question: How do the agency ability and the agency willingness 
interact?

Both agency willingness and agency ability are necessary for detection. The 
agency ability, however, is the more dominant condition because ability has 
been helpful in creating agency willingness, whereas willingness has been un-
helpful in causing ability. Too much willingness creates a risk of becoming 
a perverse incentive. If the agency insists on finding food fraud that is not 
actually there, the risk is that the agency bargains on the proportionality and 
subsidiary principles of the use of criminal law; it might investigate food fraud 
when there are lighter instruments possible that could have resulted in better 
information on the alleged food fraud. 
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The detection of the majority of the cases that the agency works on is not 
completed because of either agency unwillingness or inability. The agency’s 
preference is to spend resources on investigating cases that are discovered 
by the Proactive and the Induced pathways, but these are more often con-
nected to an inability to find evidence. Unwillingness is highest concerning 
cases discovered by the Routine pathway. As a result, the agency does even-
tually spend resources on investigating cases they were initially unwilling or 
reluctant about. The effect is that the agency ability and willingness attached 
to the Reactive pathway explain the largest part of the detected cases, 45%, 
though in the discovery phase, its contribution was similar to that of the In-
duced pathway. The Routine pathway explains the smallest part (10%) of the 
detected food fraud.

The findings throughout this study are used to enrich the pathways to discov-
ery into pathways to detection. This is presented in Table 58, which is a reprint 
of Table 57, which summarizes the main findings on agency ability, agency 
willingness, and the nature of the crime for each of the four pathways. The 
first column reiterates the share of food fraud whose detection is explained 
through that pathway. The other columns describe seven characteristics of the 
agency detection process, their willingness, and the nature of the food fraud 
attached to that pathway.

Table 58 Pathways to detection (reprint of Table 57 ex. footnotes)

Pathway 

Relative 
contribution 
to completed 
detection

Effort in 
food fraud 
detection

Ability to find 
evidence of 
discoveries

Agency 
willingness

Agency 
judgment 
of intrinsic 
importance

Duration of 
ignorance of 
food fraud

Offender 
types

Noticeability

Routine 10% Low

40%
+ Serendipity
+ Inspector 
expertise

Low
(38%  
unwilling)

55%
Short/
interme-
diate

Regulars

Less  
observable, 
little  
concealed

Reactive 45% Low 75%
Medium
(29%  
unwilling)

52%
Short/
interme-
diate

All types

More 
observable, 
more  
concealed

Induced 30% Medium 55%
Medium
(27%  
unwilling)

63% Long- 
hidden All types

More 
observable, 
more  
concealed

Proactive 15% High 38%
+ Serendipity

High 
(0%  
unwilling)

89% Long- 
hidden All types

Less  
observable, 
more  
concealed
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The table reveals some distinct patterns in agency willingness, agency ability, 
and the nature of the crime. First, the agency willingness to investigate co-var-
ies with the agency effort and the agency’s judgment of the intrinsic impor-
tance of the case. Second, agency ability is low in the Routine pathway and de-
creases when agency effort in food fraud detection increases. Third, the frauds 
that are discovered through the pathways have distinct characteristics. More 
effort is associated with finding longer-hidden frauds and those that are less 
observable and more concealed with all offender types. The Routine pathway 
exclusively detects offenders that are regular food businesses, and though 
they are less observable, their concealment is less than in the other pathways.

Taken together, this means that, as the effort that the agency expends on food 
fraud detection increases, at least in the three pathways that are oriented to-
wards finding food fraud, so does the agency willingness, but the agency abil-
ity decreases inversely to these. Possibly because of an increasing information 
gap in these three pathways, food fraud is more difficult to discover correctly 
or find evidence of. However, when the food fraud-oriented pathways based 
on high effort are successful, more important and longer-hidden frauds are 
detected. Pathways with a large information gap (which includes the Routine 
pathway) depend more on serendipity for success.

10.2 Conclusion
Finally, now that the three sub-questions have been answered, an answer to 
the central research question is formulated: What explains the detection of 
food fraud in the Netherlands?

In the Netherlands, the NVWA is the main national enforcement body that is 
tasked with detecting food fraud. It has a specialized intelligence and crim-
inal investigations unit (NVWA-IOD) that investigates food fraud under the 
authority of the Public Prosecution Service. This was the central EA of study. 
 
In order to detect food fraud, the EA needs to be both able and willing to 
detect. This first means that the EA needs to gather information about an 
alleged food fraud and an offender, which is the discovery phase of detec-
tion, and be able to substantiate this information in the evidence phase of 
detection. This completes the detection and enables the development of an 
intervention. Second, resource decisions are key in this process, in particular 
in deciding which discoveries to pursue further. Conducting a criminal inves-
tigation is both resource-intensive and a severe instrument. Of all discoveries, 
nearly 60% do not lead to a successfully investigated criminal case that is 
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transferred to the Public Prosecution Service. Some eventually turn out to be a 
false discovery, often related to legal ambiguities; in others, the nature of the 
fraud was too complex for the agency to find evidence. Further, in a quarter of 
the discoveries, the agency was not willing to dedicate resources to complete 
the detection with evidence-gathering. Thus, both ability as well as willingness 
are necessary conditions for an enforcement agency’s detection of food fraud. 

The discovery of food fraud is best captured and explained by four pathways 
that vary in the extent to which they are specifically aimed at discovering food 
fraud and according to the level of effort the agency expends for that purpose. 
The pathways represent different information-gathering strategies, with the 
least effort in the Routine and Reactive pathways to the most agency effort put 
in the discovery in the Proactive pathway. The intermediate pathway (Induced) 
demonstrates that reactive and proactive strategies are not a dichotomy, and 
it shows how agency activities have been essential in inducing reports by third 
parties, such as by protecting their identity or by conducting an inspection. 

The pathway with low agency effort in detection is the Routine pathway, where 
the agency only latently looks for food fraud during routine compliance in-
spections. The agency does not have a specific food fraud orientation during 
these routine inspections. The other three pathways are all specifically aimed 
at discovering food fraud with various levels of agency effort. The agency will-
ingness to dedicate resources to investigating the food fraud co-varies with 
the effort that is put into the discovery. This accompanies the agency’s judg-
ment of the importance of pursuing the detection of the food fraud, which 
thus also increases along with the effort that is put into the discovery. In other 
words, more agency effort is connected to finding more important frauds, to 
which the agency is more willing to dedicate investigation resources. 

However, despite this willingness, the ability of the agency to detect decreases 
inversely to the willingness. This seems to be connected to the information 
gap. Both the Reactive and the Induced pathways depart from a specific piece 
of information on a potential food fraud and/or offender, whereas during rou-
tine inspections, there is no prior information to bridge this information gap. 
In the Proactive pathway, the agency generates hypotheses on potential food 
frauds and offenders itself, for example, through data analysis. The larger the 
information gap between the EA and the food fraud offender, the more diffi-
cult it is to discover food fraud, and the more important serendipity is. In order 
to successfully gather evidence and thus complete detection, the EA detection 
strategy needs to be calibrated to the diverse types of food fraud and offender 
behaviors. 
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The different pathways not only represent different information strategies for 
discovery, but they also yield different types of food fraud and offenders. The 
Routine pathway generally detects less concealed frauds at regular food busi-
nesses. Reactive and Induced pathways find other offender types also (Invad-
er, Lookalike, and Wayward offenders). The Induced and Proactive pathways 
detect longer-hidden and effectively concealed frauds, though they come at 
a price, as these also sometimes fail to successfully gather evidence and pro-
duce the most false discoveries. 

The agency’s priorities, reflected in its resource decisions, lie with discovering 
food fraud that is connected to unfit and unsafe food and high illegal profits. 
However, their ambition is not always fulfilled: despite willingness and thus re-
sources, for some frauds, evidence cannot be found, and some turn out to be 
a false discovery. Inversely, some cases of food fraud where the agency initially 
was reluctant about, are ultimately investigated. This means that, though food 
fraud detection needs both EA ability and willingness, the agency ability is the 
more dominant condition. It also means that the EA, in spite of its attempts to 
discover food frauds of a certain importance, is limited in the extent to which 
it can exercise control over the type of food fraud that is discovered, and the 
agency is strongly influenced by reputational and strategic motives in this 
process. Resource availability or scarcity is an important driver for fluctuating 
strategic motivations and can be a threat to the detection of important cases.

In sum, the detection of food fraud is explained through a set of differentiated 
pathways, each with its own characteristics, each associated with a different 
level of agency effort, and each leading to the discovery of a particular type of 
food fraud. Enforcement agencies are not able to detect all sorts of food fraud 
merely by conducting routine compliance inspections; these explained 10% 
of the detected food fraud. Reactive strategies are efficient and necessary to 
also discover irregular offenders that, in this dataset, comprise nearly a third 
of the food fraud offenders. The Reactive pathway is responsible for 45% of 
the food fraud that is successfully detected, the Induced pathway for 30%, and 
the Proactive pathway for 15%. It thus takes a variety of information-gathering 
strategies and some luck to find the full range of food fraud and offenders that 
may silently operate within and around the food industry. 
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11 Discussion
This research is conducted at the intersection of the fields of regulation and 
corporate criminology. That in itself is an interesting combination, as insights 
from corporate criminology are largely overlooked in regulation literature, de-
spite the anticipated value of using the perspective of that body of scholarship 
(Almond & Van Erp, 2018). This research contributes to both fields by pro-
viding insights into food fraud and detection strategies and decision-making 
in enforcement agencies. The literature study revealed gaps concerning both 
these topics, allowing this study to make some valuable contributions that are 
discussed in this chapter. A first contribution is made to the definition of food 
fraud, and second, to the EA’s detection strategy. Finally, this section closes by 
discussing what these insights might mean for regulatory models with the no-
tion of differentiated detection. After discussing these theoretical implications, 
I reflect on the research methods used in this study. The discussion section 
concludes by highlighting the most important practical implications. 

11.1 Corporate crime and food fraud
Food fraud is an understudied crime area; little was known about the nature 
of food fraud and food fraud offenders, and the literature on food fraud has 
not yet provided a conclusive definition of the concept. Defining food fraud 
has predominantly been approached by describing how it is committed, em-
phasizing substitution with cheaper ingredients, the addition of substances, 
and mislabeling (e.g., Spink & Moyer, 2011; Everstine et al., 2013; Esteki et 
al., 2019). The empirical research in this study, however, showed a number 
of criminal cases concerning food that did not fit well into those categories; 
the categories overlapped or were simultaneously applicable. As a result, this 
research contributes to the discourse on defining food fraud in a number of 
ways. It provides a new definition of the phenomenon and contributes insights 
into food fraud offenders.

11.1.1 Food fraud: a new definition
Based on the empirical evidence, this study developed the following definition 
of food fraud. 
Food fraud is committed by any actor who is intentionally involved in 
illegal acts for economic advantage, thus causing or facilitating illegal 
food to be laundered into the food chain or for food to be fraudulently 
value-enhanced.
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This definition has a number of strengths in comparison with current defini-
tions of the phenomenon that I elaborate on below. 

What rather than how
First, this definition expresses what food fraud is rather than how it has been 
committed. It introduces the term “food laundering” as an explicit food fraud 
type. Whereas definitions to date have primarily focused on food and how 
it can be physically adulterated or administratively mislabeled, the empirical 
cases contained just as many frauds where foodstuffs that are illegal, for ex-
ample because they are not fit for human consumption, and therefore do not 
qualify as food, are (re-)introduced into the food chain. Examples include meat 
from illegally slaughtered calves; sheep and horses; animal byproducts, which 
means all parts of an animal that are not fit for human consumption; or former 
foodstuffs that should be depreciated because they contain overly levels of 
chemical substances or have become rotten. By keeping, bringing, or re-intro-
ducing such products into the market and eventually to consumers, products 
that are illegal are seemingly made legal – in other words, the food is laun-
dered to make it appear legal. I therefore summarized this group of food fraud 
as “food laundering” and distinguished this type from food fraud that focuses 
on enhancing the value of food that was already legal and thus had a positive 
value, which I collectively grouped as “fraudulent food enhancement.” This 
includes both illegally lowering production costs and increasing the apparent 
value of the food. By explicitly emphasizing the occurrence of food laundering, 
the nature of food fraud is more accurately captured than definitions to date 
have done; these have generally concentrated on how food fraud is commit-
ted, e.g., by substitution, addition, or adulteration (e.g., Spink & Moyer, 2011; 
Everstine et al., 2013; Moore et al. 2012). 

Another more recent angle is to define food fraud relative to the legitimate 
industry (Lord et al., 2017). This definition of food fraud is “the abuse or misuse 
of an otherwise legitimate business transaction and an otherwise legitimate 
social/economic relationship in the food system in which one or more actors 
undertake acts or omissions of deception or dishonesty to avoid legally pre-
scribed procedures (process) with the intent to gain personal or organizational 
advantage or cause loss/harm (outcome)” (Lord et al., 2017:7). I agree with 
Lord et al. (2017) that food fraud often requires integration within or mis-
use of otherwise legitimate structures at some point. This insight is helpful, in 
particular for the food industry to assess vulnerabilities and search for crim-
inogenic circumstances in their part of the food supply chain. Enforcement 
agencies and regulators can also benefit from such an approach. However, 
the connection with legitimate relationships is not unique to food fraud, as 
all kinds of crimes and illegal markets, including the drug trade and human 
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trafficking, often abuse legitimate structures at some point. As a means of 
defining what food fraud is, such an approach is, in my opinion, not strong 
enough. Defining food fraud accurately is equally important for prevention, 
as it assists with understanding the shape of the threat. The concept of food 
laundering expresses the nature of the connection more precisely, as the food 
is laundered into normal food channels, even if these are merely online chan-
nels. Additionally, fraudulent food enhancement inherently indicates that it 
concerns legitimate food.

Analytical clarity
Second, these two types of food fraud are mutually exclusive. Even though 
one offender may occasionally be involved in both, food cannot be both ille-
gal/unfit and legal/fit for human consumption. Note that both types of food 
fraud can cause food to become unsafe or unfit. Eliminating overlap in this 
way increases the analytical clarity of the concept. Current categorizations of 
food fraud (Spink & Moyer 2011; Everstine et al., 2013; Esteki et al., 2019; 
Danezis et al., 2016; GFSI, 2018) provide insufficient clarity, as they mix legal 
and illegal activities. Notably, the widely used definition of Spink and Moyer 
(2011) does not mention that food fraud is an illegal act; it rather speaks of 
deliberate and intentional substitution: “Food fraud is a collective term used 
to encompass the deliberate and intentional substitution, addition, tampering, 
or misrepresentation of food, food ingredients, or food packaging; or false 
or misleading statements made about a product, for economic gain” (Spink 
& Moyer, 2011:158). However, the “intentional substitution” of an ingredient 
with a cheap alternative is not necessarily illegal, as long as it is made clear 
on the label or ingredient list. If this is the case, it would not otherwise be 
deceitful. 

As I have argued here and in Chapter 5, the various categorizations that have 
been inspired by the definition of Spink and Moyer (2011) cannot accommo-
date all varieties of food fraud. For example, foodstuffs with overly high levels 
of chemical substances are not adulterated, nor is meat that stems from ille-
gally slaughtered cattle. It is, however, appropriate to see this as food fraud, 
as it involves deceit and dishonesty in order to obtain some sort of advantage. 
The current categorizations become much more insightful when they are seen 
as techniques to commit either food laundering or fraudulent food enhance-
ment. Substitution, for example, can be used for both, either by partly substi-
tuting foodstuff with an illegal ingredient or with a legal ingredient, such as 
horsemeat or a cheaper fish species. In combination, it adequately describes 
what the food fraud entails. The various means of concealment that I have 
described in Chapter 5 are also useful to this end. 
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The definition I developed further provides clear guidance when an illegal 
activity should be considered food fraud. Theft of food, for example, is in that 
respect not food fraud. It concerns legal food to begin with, which rules out 
food laundering, and it does not involve any value-enhancing activities con-
cerning the food production. Similarly, tax avoidance by a food business is, 
following my definition and this argumentation, not food fraud. This approach 
thus separates food fraud from food-adjacent crimes. This view diverts from 
others who do include theft as a type of food fraud (e.g., Spink & Moyer, 2011; 
Manning & Soon, 2016).

Facilitators highlighted
Third, an important addition to this definition of food fraud in comparison with 
others is the role of the facilitating offenders. When a farm saves production 
costs by using an illegal antibiotic, it commits food fraud, more specifically, 
that of fraudulent food enhancement by illegally lowering production costs. 
The business supplying the farms with this antibiotic also commits food fraud 
that, however, is not classified as a false statement, substitution, or addition, 
for instance. Another example is a laboratory supplying false analytical results 
on substances in food. To account for this, a third type of food fraud has been 
defined: “facilitative food fraud.” This appeared to be an important category for 
law enforcement to investigate and for which resources were more easily freed 
than for others. The agency sees it as an efficient choice to interfere at a point in 
the supply chain to remove an offender who enables other food fraud and thus 
prevent a number of other food frauds from happening in the future. Again, 
this is relevant in order to understand that food fraud to some extent requires 
multiple actors and how it occurs at businesses that may not be the prime focus 
when thinking about food. To my knowledge, this food fraud type has not yet 
been highlighted as such by other authors (Spink & Moyer 2011; Cheng, 2012; 
Croall, 2013; Everstine et al. 2013; Esteki et al. 2019; Danezis et al. 2016).

Offenders not confined to business actors
Fourth, the wording “any actor” is chosen deliberately to reflect the findings 
that a wide variety of actors, including facilitators but not confined to business 
actors, can commit food fraud. Though the concept of corporate crime has been 
helpful in guiding this research, and many aspects of this literature have been 
applicable, the empirical evidence shows some overlaps with other offender 
types. The typology that was developed defines offenders by their façade of 
legitimacy at the business level, combined with their opportunism in terms of 
the extent to which their activities are legal. It demonstrates that most offend-
ers in this dataset operate within and around the edges of the food industry, 
with 87% misusing a façade of legitimacy. However, it also shows that not all 
offender types have an otherwise legitimate appearance (some are private per-
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sons). Some that do may have more in common with organized, pre-planned 
fraudulent activity, as their activities were predominantly illegal and performed 
in organized structures. It at least does not seem accurate to confine food fraud 
offenders to corporate or business actors, hence the choice of “any actor.” 

Notably, the offenders did not appear to be traditional organized crime, as 
some influential government reports and popular media accounts have prop-
agated (e.g., HR government, 2014; Europol, 2019). Nevertheless, the offender 
typology does acknowledge that outsiders might engage in the food indus-
try, here called Invaders, though they were hardly present in this dataset.61 It 
is noteworthy that both cases concerned a specific branded product (beer 
and infant formula) that was, respectively, illegally produced and intentionally 
mislabeled. Both were reported by legitimate actors and even consumers who 
noticed anomalies in the product; one of these is the second-fastest discovery 
in the dataset, a few weeks after it had begun. This raises the hypothesis that 
outsiders who engage in product-oriented frauds may not be as successful 
as food fraudsters because their chance of detection by legitimate actors is 
higher. This would, however, require further study.

As an additional argument, I argue in line with Cheng (2012) and Croall (2013) 
that food fraud occurs in the complete supply chain of food production, in-
cluding farming, fishing, and the growing of crops to the sales of food prod-
ucts at retail channels. This differs from the notion of fraud with food that gen-
erally places emphasis on food from the point of processing and labeling to 
consumers (e.g., Spink & Moyer, 2011; Jack, 2018). The full food supply chain 
not only covers food businesses specifically but also sub-suppliers and service 
businesses, such as logistics businesses and suppliers to animal feed business-
es, which have been suspects in food fraud cases. Once more, this shows how 
food fraud is dispersed among many actors and that it should not be viewed 
narrowly and exclusively within the concept of corporate crime.

11.1.2 Economic advantage: the aim of food fraud, not the motive
A final notion on the phenomenon of food fraud is related to the aim of ob-
taining an economic advantage versus the motives of food fraud. Lord et al. 
(2017) have stated that narrowing food fraud to what is “simply motivated by 
economic motives is overly simplistic and lacking a detailed criminological 
analysis” (p.15). However, the case study the authors describe of Softy Pop 

61 This could be explained indeed by a lack of such offenders in the Netherlands, but also by a different focus 
or priority of the enforcement agency to date
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with tampered best-before dates is an example of a food fraud that clearly 
has economic root causes. The initial oversupply of Softy Pop on the market 
caused by the producer was economically grounded, as the factory’s over-
production was related to efficiency and economic reasons. The oversupply 
created tight margins in the market, and businesses further down the supply 
chain tried “to make the most of” these; this was also an economic considera-
tion. I therefore also disagree with their addition of the intent to cause harm in 
a definition of fraud; this is generally depicted a food crime (Manning & Soon, 
2016; Spink & Moyer, 2011). 

I agree with the authors that the economic root causes of fraud and its aim 
of obtaining economic advantage are not sufficient to explain individual of-
fender motives for food fraud. In fact, I note a consistent confusion of the 
terms “motive” and “gain” regarding food fraud in literature to date, which 
is particularly reinforced by the term “economically motivated adulteration” 
(EMA; e.g., Spink & Moyer 2011; Everstine et al. 2013). The fact that food fraud 
often aims at gaining some sort of economic advantage does not equal or 
fully explain the motive of that particular offender. My research did not cover 
this aspect, nor did it aim to study these motives. Doing so would require fur-
ther analysis of the offenders themselves, for example through interviewing or 
questionnaires, to understand why these offender chose to commit food fraud 
to obtain economic advantage and what excuses and rationalizations they use 
to justify their behavior. Research into individual white-collar offenders, for 
example, shows that offenders often experience criminogenic change, pres-
sure, and opportunity, but they also often have a history of previously unde-
tected fraudulent behavior. They also have weak or fluent social bonds, such 
as those with partners, friends, and the local community, and use particular 
moral reasoning (Van Onna, 2018). In other words, the purpose of food fraud 
is to obtain an economic advantage, but to capture why an individual offender 
pursues this purpose cannot be included in the definition of food fraud. 

11.2 Detection by regulatory enforcement agencies
The second main contribution of this study is to the literature on regulatory 
governance. Literature on enforcement specifically holds a classic view of super-
vision. It conceives of inspections in a one-to-one relationship with a regulated 
business, where an inspector conducts an on-site visit and inspects whether 
the business is in compliance with the regulation. Many studies are built on 
this configuration. Further, the academic discourse is dominated by a focus on 
intervention, debating how inspectors should communicate and interact with 
the regulated business in order to best influence their behavior and with what 
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type of instruments (Bardach & Kagan, 1982; Tyler, 2006; Ayres & Braithwaite, 
1992; Parker, 2013; Six & Verhoest, 2016). Much less literature has concentrated 
on the detection strategies of enforcement agencies, despite the importance of 
this topic, for example because a fear of detection is associated with preventing 
crime through deterrence. This study contributes to filling this gap. 

The next section first discusses the limitations of routine inspections to discov-
er food fraud, followed by the importance and trade-offs of reporting, as well 
as the characteristics of the food fraud discovered through proactive strat-
egies. Finally, the role of serendipity in the detection process is highlighted.

11.2.1 Routine compliance inspections hardly discover food fraud
This study demonstrates that routine regulatory compliance inspections rare-
ly discover food fraud as a stand-alone method. An important cause is that 
finding food fraud is not part of the routine scope of inspections. Rather, the 
majority of food inspections has shifted to a process-oriented approach and 
supervise the appropriateness of a business’ food safety procedures. The em-
pirical research showed that food fraud offenders can therefore fairly easily 
conceal their fraudulent activities from the inspector that performs routine, 
compliance-oriented supervision. In recent years, following the horsemeat 
affair, governments have recognized this drawback from the shift in both 
legislation and enforcement to food safety procedures; for example, a report 
by the Dutch safety board scrutinized the system of meat inspections in the 
Netherlands following the horsemeat affair (OVV, 2014:52), as did the “Ellliot 
review” and the EU council (HM Government, 2014:41; General secretariat of 
the Council, 2014) and several other authors (Everstine et al., 2013; Croall, 
1993). This realization led to some efforts at regulatory enforcement agencies 
to adapt their inspection techniques.62 

The current study showed that other types of discretionary inspections with 
different methods, such as administrative checks or a targeted and thus fo-
cused stance, are more effective in detecting food fraud. The main difference 
between routine inspections and other types of inspections is thus the food 
fraud orientation: awareness or ideas about what type of food fraud a business 

62 For example, at the NVWA, administrative audits have increasingly been put in place in recent years, leading 
to the decision to install a dedicated team in the second half of 2017. Also, the agency experimented with an 
increased focus on addressing fraud by inspectors through a cooperative approach between investigators 
and inspectors (see six progress reports about the agency that the minister has sent to Parliament during 
2014-2016, in the wake of the horsemeat affair (e.g. Van Dam, 2017). The cases that were discovered through 
these new ways of working are included in this study. 
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could commit. The empirical examples in this study demonstrated that, if there 
is no awareness or idea of what could be wrong, it was a matter of coincidence 
or specific inspector expertise if food fraud was found. 

In addition, offenders are not necessarily part of the regulated community. 
This is less emphasized in the literature to date. Offenders may operate at 
the edges of the food industry as sub-suppliers, brokers, or by servicing food 
businesses with transport or logistics. They may try to stay under the radar of 
the authority completely or not be part of any legitimate corner of the food 
industry altogether. Such offenders, which make up around 30% of those in 
this study, are never detected by routine inspections, as these are exclusively 
focused on the regulated community. 

In other words, some of the food fraud offenders are not within the scope of 
the enforcement authority, and of those that are and routinely receive some 
form of inspection, the offenders are usually not discovered through such su-
pervision. This provides strong empirical evidence of the limitations of inspec-
tions with respect to detection, something that others have occasionally noted 
in the areas of fisheries and industrial risk (e.g., Baldwin & Black, 2008, Etienne, 
2015). They also remind us, despite advances both in thinking and techniques, 
of earlier scholarship that noted the limits of inspections with respect to the 
detection of non-compliance, for instance with respect to minimum wages, 
factory legislation, and pollution (Beaumont, 1979; Carson, 1970; Gunning-
ham, 1974). Relatively more recently, Dyck et al. (2010) have demonstrated 
that standard corporate governance actors such as the government enforce-
ment agency, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), do not play a 
large part in discovering financial frauds. The finding is therefore likely to be 
more widely applicable than the food industry alone and consistent over time. 

The expectations of what routine inspections can contribute with respect to 
fraud detection should thus be adjusted. The literature on regulatory enforce-
ment tends to focus exclusively on classic supervision and the role and style 
of the inspector in a unilateral relationship with a business as a means to 
accomplish compliance, investigating how inspector behavior best promotes 
business compliance. Such studies research inspector styles and examine di-
mensions such as inspector formalism and facilitation, or, in other words, the 
extent to which they are friendly and forgiving (May & Wood, 2003). Such 
studies are built on the assumption that the inspector can detect non-com-
pliance, whereas the current study shows that this assumption is invalid with 
respect to intentional illegal behavior if there is no information or idea guiding 
the inspection. In addition, this study demonstrates that the reach of routine 
supervision is limited to the regulated community. 
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A pitfall in interpreting these results may be a tendency to adopt stricter en-
forcement styles. However, the consensus in the literature on enforcement 
styles is that rigid enforcement, referring to a legalistic, unforgiving style, and 
framing inspectors as “cops,” is not conducive to achieving better compliance 
(e.g., Bardach & Kagan, 1982; Tyler, 2006; Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992; May & 
Wood, 2003). Instead, it can result in an overemphasis on trivial matters in-
stead of actual risks and the context in which a business operates, leading to 
businesses feeling bullied (May & Winter, 2011:234-235). Moreover, a routine 
inspection is limited as a fraud detection method regardless of the level of 
stringency and rigidity. The assumption that increased stringency would find 
more frauds is therefore incorrect. A second pitfall that the findings may lead 
to is to attempt to improve the method of routine inspections with respect to 
food fraud detection. The methodology of food safety inspections, for exam-
ple, is not designed to incorporate finding food fraud such as fraudulent food 
enhancements. Its core purpose is to inspect food safety procedures, which 
takes a systems-based approach. Though this methodology may be useful 
for many reasons, this study concentrated on its function in relation to fraud 
detection. From that perspective, routine inspections have limitations. Chang-
ing the method of routine inspections to incorporate food fraud detection 
may raise expectations of routine inspections as a one-size fits all solution. 
This bears the danger of a loss of authority if a food fraud is not discovered, 
and these expectations are thus not met. Rather, the findings suggest that the 
way forward involves complementing routine inspections with other types of 
detection methods, such as administrative inspections, in combination with 
increased and improved targeting in order to avoid burdening good-willed, 
compliant businesses. 

Nevertheless, routine inspections do fulfill a role in food fraud detection and 
in food fraud prevention, even if they do not directly discover a food fraud. 
This study revealed some contradictory findings. A positive effect was when 
a routine inspection induced a food fraud report. Another positive effect was 
that, sometimes, routine inspections deterred offenders, i.e., who had there-
fore stopped offending. A negative effect was that inspections in some cases 
led to more concealment by the offenders or only to temporary compliance. 
This may be counterproductive, again, because it may lead to a loss of au-
thority on the part of the agency if offenders are successful in evasion, and 
inspections thus provide a false sense of security. However, such effects are 
difficult to measure, both qualitatively and quantitatively. They only became 
apparent here in some cases because of the full seizure of email correspond-
ence and business documentation. Future studies into the effectiveness of 
regulatory inspections may attempt to shed further light on how to measure 
these contradictory effects. 
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The point of this discussion is to emphasize that, though routine inspections 
may be ill-placed to discover food fraud first, any adjustment in the method, 
tactics, or style of routine inspections should be seen within the larger picture 
of their purpose and the possible negative side-effects that changes may in-
cur. Rather, future thinking could concentrate on the relative importance of 
various types of inspections, the interfaces between them, and the relative 
level of effort that should be put into each of these. 

11.2.2 Reporting: important, but with trade-offs 
This study provides many insights into the reporters of food fraud to the EA 
and extends the current literature on reporting and whistleblowing (e.g., Van 
Erp & Loyens 2018; Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017). The literature has noted that 
reporting of corporate crimes is generally expected to be low (Van de Bunt & 
Huisman, 2007; Benson et al. 2016:93), but they are an important source for 
agencies (Etienne 2015; Macher et al. 2011; Baldwin & Black, 2008, Friedrichs, 
2010).

This study confirms the importance of reports in detecting food fraud. Reports 
bring focus to an inspection, an orientation towards looking for food fraud, 
which is helpful to overcome concealment. Third-party reports are connect-
ed to the discovery of frauds of a certain pattern: relatively more observa-
ble frauds that have noticeable victimizing effects on someone, which is not 
self-evident in food fraud. They have also proven to be highly accurate, which 
indicates that, even though reporters might have an interest in reporting, this 
does not affect the reliability of the information; others have also questioned 
this (Reichman 2010, quoted in Van Erp & Loyens 2018). This study further 
found that they are associated with faster discoveries. The effect on the de-
tection process is similar whether a report stems from a private entity or from 
other government agencies. The importance and the reliability of information 
reports from other government agencies are considerable and have been un-
der-recognized in the literature to date (e.g., Etienne 2015; Lochner, Apollonio 
& Tatum, 2008:218). 

Whether the level of reporting by private third parties may be considered 
low depends on perspective. Overall, private third parties reported on 55% of 
the food fraud cases in this study (regardless of what happened with this re-
port and through which pathway it contributed to detection; see also section 
6.6). In comparison, a recent study on reporting levels at the Dutch National 
Police found these on average to be between 31%-34%, showing a slight in-
crease over the years 2005–2015, though this number varies depending on the 
type of crime. Those most often reported are housebreaking (88.7%) and car 
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theft (83.5%), while cyberbullying (15.9%), sexual assault (14.9%), and hacking 
(<10%) were much less reported on (Van de Weijer & Bernasco, 2016). Within 
this range, the number 55% may be better interpreted as intermediate. 

However, only about 20% of the reports on the food fraud cases in this study 
arrived spontaneously; the other 35% required active effort by the EA, either by 
direct interaction between an inspector and a reporter, or by providing confi-
dentiality agreements. In other words, the level of reporting is closely tied with 
the effort and provisions of the EA for reporting. This concept of “induced” 
reporting that this study found contributes to literature on reporting to date, 
demonstrating that reporting is not as straightforward as it may seem. Another 
highlight in that respect is the level of reporters who provide information if 
their identity is kept confidential at all times, including court procedures. How-
ever, studies have tended to concentrate on the protection of a whistleblower 
whose identity is already sometimes publicly known rather than researching 
the confidentiality option. Finally, employees did not actively make reports 
about their (former) employers, at least not while disclosing their identity. This 
is noteworthy considering the great dominance in the literature of reporting 
that concentrates on former employees as “whistleblowers” (Near & Miceli, 
1985; Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017). This study nuances this importance. Most of 
the disclosed reporters were in a way victimized by the food fraud. This finding 
thus supports the need for studies that shift the focus from employees to other 
types of external witnesses (Miceli et al., 2014; Van Erp & Loyens, 2018).

Finally, this study underlines the relevance of research that can help to in-
crease reporting, as it is a fast and efficient pathway to the detection of food 
fraud. Such research could, for instance, focus on motives to report, specifi-
cally with respect to these other external witnesses. Studies could also explore 
techniques that facilitate reports to government agencies or that obtain hu-
man intelligence in another fashion, for example, the conditions under which 
leniency agreements could be established for businesses that report but are 
in some way implicated in the fraud. Another interesting area is research into 
industry intelligence networks, such as the Food Industry Intelligence Network 
(FIIN) that has been developed in the UK following the horsemeat affair and 
recommendations from the Elliot review. This is a network that has also been 
described as a “safe haven” in which businesses may anonymously, through 
use of a third party, share their thoughts and intelligence on fraud risks with 
each other and the food authorities (https://www.fiin.co.uk/). According to a 
recent study by Minnens, Luijckx, and Verbeke (2019) into such Food Integri-
ty data and Information Sharing Systems (FIISS), over 80% of industry stake-
holders were interested, though views on the membership of the food safety 
authorities differ and raise some concerns (Minnens, Luijckx & Verbeke, 2019). 
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Further research into the effects of such a network in preventing or detecting 
food fraud and the conditions under which it could function in relation to the 
enforcement agency would be useful for improving regulatory governance 
strategies. 

11.2.3 More effort on detection finds invisible but not harmless food fraud
Another area of interest to which this study contributes is enforcement agen-
cies’ effort on detection. The literature to date has distinguished reactive and 
proactive strategies to detection but has not previously recognized the middle 
road. This study demonstrates that reactive and proactive are not dichotomous; 
it points out the essence of by-products from other activities and the possibility 
of creating the conditions under which reporting may take place, which is rep-
resented by the Induced pathway. Another specific finding highlighted here is 
that the more effort the agency puts into the detection of food fraud, expressed 
by both the Induced and Proactive pathways, the more invisible (long-hidden) 
food fraud is discovered. This finding empirically supports authors who have 
previously made this claim (Sparrow, 2000:191-193). However, some contradic-
tory views exist concerning the seriousness of these invisible offences. Some 
authors say that reports generally bring obvious and trivial matters to the at-
tention of the agency, and they expect the agency’s own investigations to find 
more important issues (Lochner et al., 2008; Bardach & Kagan, 1982:166-171). 
Hawkins (1984), on the other hand, basing his conclusions on empirical re-
search on pollution enforcement, has stated that invisible offenses that are not 
reported on are generally likely to be considered less serious cases; noticeable 
pollutions were considered worse (Hawkins, 1984:90-91).

The invisible food frauds in this study were considered important. They were 
“invisible” not because the harms did not exist but because they were not 
noticeable, for instance because they were not noticeable in the Netherlands 
or because the harms predominantly affected the food safety system. Case ex-
amples include food with unlabeled allergens that was sold to remote markets 
and a laboratory that facilitated food businesses that were laundering food 
with overly high levels of chemical residues or with microbiological problems 
into the food chain. Such a food fraud might not immediately cause illness, 
but it could have long-term effects that may impact human health that are not 
directly linked to the food fraud. However, this type of food fraud undermines 
the efficacy of the system of food safety because an important trust pillar, lab-
oratory research, is corrupted. The decision-making on these cases shows that 
the agency generally finds these types of food fraud, which corrode the food 
safety system, most important. In sum, increasing agency effort in detection 
results in the detection of invisible and important food fraud. 
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11.2.4 Embracing serendipity
The quote at the beginning of Chapter 2 from the classic paper on detection 
by Fosdick (1915) illustrates that luck and guesswork are dismissed as crudi-
ty, aspects that are eliminated by sophistication in detection. However, the 
findings of this current study, a century later, show that coincidence is still 
regularly present. In a number of situations when discovery was not guided 
by a specific piece of information pointing to a potential food fraud offender, 
coincidence played its part in enabling the discovery, albeit in combination 
with the knowledge and competence of the inspector. Chance, mistakes, and 
working with hypotheses based on data analysis were important in ensuring 
that inspectors were somewhere at the right time and/or looking specifically 
at the right thing, such as a particular batch of food. 

This shows an interesting analogy with literature on important scientific 
discoveries: authors have claimed that the most important and revolution-
ary discoveries in biology and medicine, such as the discovery of penicillin 
and gravity, had an element of chance (Beveridge, 1957:31). The term used 
for this is “serendipity,” which is is defined as “the art of finding something 
valuable while engrossed in something different” (Roberts, 1989, quoted in 
Jacobs, 2010). The point of serendipity is that “chance favors only those who 
know how to court her” (Charles Nicolle, quoted in Beveridge, 1957, p.27). 
This means that a combination of sagacity and accident is necessary in order 
to recognize the significance of a discovery. In other words, mere chance and 
coincidence are not sufficient for a discovery; it takes the particular wisdom 
or knowledge (sagacity) of the observer of an accidental event to interpret 
it. The link between serendipity and discovery inspired others to argue for 
embracing the chance component of qualitative research as central to the 
process. They claim that serendipity does not mean that anything can happen 
but rather involves planned insights coupled with unplanned events (Fine & 
Deegan, 1996). Similarly, Jacobs (2010) has called this “manufactured seren-
dipity,” referring to situations where circumstances are fashioned in order to 
allow fortunate events to happen. He distinguishes this from pure serendipity. 

The Routine and Proactive pathways may represent these differences; in the 
Routine pathway, there is no particular focus on food fraud detection, and the 
serendipity is more “pure,” leading the (knowledgeable) inspector to the right 
place, whereas the Proactive pathway is constructed to find food fraud. As 
the Proactive pathway is connected to the most invisible and important food 
frauds, serendipity is particularly important in this context. The point of this 
section is that serendipity could be accepted and embraced as an inherent 
element of any discovery process, including that of crime and fraud detection, 
rather than trying to eliminate it or interpret it as inferior. 
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11.3 Differentiated detection
The central message that emerges from the findings in this study is the need 
to understand the detection of frauds and other crimes as a component of 
regulation, yet with a distinct approach that complements classic, routine su-
pervision. Traditionally, crime control is associated with police, and business 
compliance with regulation, though a convergence of both has been noted in 
some areas (Hörnqvist, 2015). In the EA at the center of this study, this conver-
gence was complete, as it had an “in-house” police unit. This provided unique 
insight into how food fraud is discovered in such a configuration; this has not 
been studied as extensively as in this case, and it has never been done in the 
area of food fraud specifically. The main insight is that the detection of food 
fraud is explained through a set of differentiated pathways, each with their 
own characteristics, each associated with a different level of agency effort, and 
each leading to the discovery of a particular type of food fraud. The extent to 
which an EA invests in these detection pathways thus defines the pattern of 
crime it is likely to detect. 

What follows from this is that, in order to accomplish unbiased detection and 
prevent an over-emphasis on observable, less important frauds, a mix of com-
plementary detection methods is necessary. If not, regulatory supervision may 
well provide a false sense of security. For example, if an agency predominantly 
conducts classic supervision, it is likely to see only the observable part of the 
actual behaviors of its regulatees, and as a result will lack a solid basis upon 
which to build effective intervention. Over-reliance on reactive and routine de-
tection strategies could further undermine the society’s trust in the authority 
of enforcement agencies, especially when new affairs occur that are compara-
ble to the melamine-adulterated milk, horsemeat in beef, and fipronil in eggs. 
Thus, in the longer term, over-reliance on routine and reactive strategies with 
regards to crime control may be counter-productive. This view of differenti-
ating detection strategies is analogous to the literature on intervention and 
regulation, in which there is generally consensus that a combination of public 
and private interventions is most effective for regulating businesses and for 
deterring corporate crime (Schell-Busey et al., 2016; Gunningham & Sinclair, 
2017). 

Scholarship could focus on researching the optimal alignment between de-
tection and intervention generally, incorporating all kinds of deviant behavior, 
in order to extend regulatory enforcement models that focus on intervention 
only (see also Lochner et al., 2008; Baldwin & Black, 2008; Almond & Van Erp, 
2018). For instance, this could be done by including the level of effort and the 
level of targeting of differentiated groups within an industry, as well as the 
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balance between public and private detection effort. To assist this, this study 
provides a small but important step in explaining the detection of different 
types of criminal behavior in the food chain.

11.3.1 Agency decision-making
The agency is not able to detect without agency willingness to make resources 
available. By reconstructing the decision-making processes around individual 
criminal investigations, this study exposed some attitudes towards priorities 
regarding food fraud within the broader agency. The discretion of the agency 
and the public prosecutor in deciding which food frauds to investigate even-
tually shaped the pattern of what is detected (cf. Ashworth & Horder, 2013; 
see also Lipsky, 2010). Although the agency in this study generally investi-
gated alleged food fraud it considered important, reputational and strategic 
motivations had a dominant impact on decision-making on detection. This 
caused tension with one of the ground principles of the use of criminal law in 
Europe: that of appropriateness, or subsidiarity. This principle of a minimalistic 
use of criminal law essentially means that criminal law should not be used if 
other, less intrusive means are available to reach the same objective, such 
as civil law, market forces, or administrative regulation (Ashworth & Horder, 
2013:33). The Dutch agency adopted this principle in its internal policies but 
hardly discussed it explicitly and has not always abided by it when strategic or 
reputational motivations were at stake in individual cases. One the one hand, 
this confirms once more that the use of a criminal investigation for detection 
in anticipation of criminal prosecution is not always the result of an escalating, 
tit-for-tat strategy, as originally envisaged by Ayres and Braithwaite (1992; Van 
de Bunt, Van Erp & Van Wingerde, 2007; Parker, 2013). Ayres and Braithwaite 
(1992) placed criminal prosecution higher up in their enforcement pyramid, 
implying that any intervention should start with soft, persuasive measures. 
This view on the use of criminal law as an “ultimum remedium” has become 
obsolete according to, for example, the Dutch Public Prosecution Service. 
Their policy ideal is to use criminal prosecution as an “optimum remedium,” 
by which they mean that criminal prosecution should be guided by the de-
sired effect in individual cases and in consultation with administrative and 
private partners (Beckers, 2017:380). Beckers (2017) has concluded that the 
Public Prosecution Service is not close to this ideal, as the use of criminal law 
is sometimes legally proscribed and leaves no space for discretion. This study 
shows that the nature of the fraud and the priority of the food fraud topic 
most often lead in the decision-making, thus largely supporting the “optimum 
remedium” ideal. When the agency diverts from this ideal, it is for strategic or 
reputational reasons rather than prescriptive legal guidance. Another point is 
that the identification of the strong impact of reputational motives to some 
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extent resonates with Etienne’s theorizing on bureaucratic reputation theory 
as shaping detection practices in enforcement agencies (2015). However, fur-
ther research is required to determine how and whether bureaucratic repu-
tation theory could serve as an appropriate theoretical framework on agency 
behavior to explain the findings from this study. 

11.4 Directions for future research
The previous sections identified a number of important suggestions for fu-
ture research that are connected to the points discussed. In particular, these 
include studies on the role of inspections in food fraud detection and pre-
vention and research that could increase the level of reporting on food fraud. 
These in fact are contributions to the more general view on the directions for 
future research that this study suggests. First, this is to conduct research that 
can build on and improve the theory developed here, suggesting differenti-
ated detection strategies within business regulation in order to obtain proper 
insights on the range of frauds that occur. A second direction for future re-
search is to expand research on the detection task of regulatory enforcement 
agencies to include all kinds of non-compliance rather than merely fraud. Em-
phasizing the detection perspective is important in order to explicitly couple 
detection with the various business types and behaviors it yields. This also 
prevents an over-emphasis on research on traditional inspections and instead 
leads to developing and reviewing research into complementary methods, 
such as targeting and self-regulation. It would help to better understand what 
can be expected from the agency’s detection strategy. 
This means that studies into “what works” are as relevant as ever, though the 
“crime” angle of this study sheds a new perspective on what effects should be 
studied. The emphasis that is proposed here lies with the effectiveness and 
efficiency of detection methods and with studying optimal interfaces between 
methods. These need not be limited to government methods but could in-
clude the alignment with private detection methods. 

11.4.1 Test the theory developed in this study
This study formulated four pathways to detection of distinct patterns of food 
fraud, which forms the basis of proposing research on optimizing and differenti-
ating detection strategies. However, this study was conducted in an agency with 
the particular characteristic of an in-house police unit. To validate, strengthen, 
and expand this theory, the research could be replicated in other settings, either 
in the field of food fraud but with other regulatory settings or in other crime 
areas. This should incorporate both agency ability and willingness to detect. 
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11.4.2 Prevalence and nature of food fraud
It is impossible to know for certain what number of frauds remain completely 
undetected because the actual prevalence of crime is by definition unknown. 
In this study, it was possible to draw conclusions on the accuracy of different 
detection methods by comparing their results. Nevertheless, in order to bet-
ter understand the coverage of current detection methods, research into the 
prevalence and nature of food fraud remains highly relevant. This allows agen-
cies to make informed decisions about where to increase or decrease their 
detection efforts based on the importance of the crime and the estimated 
effectiveness of the detection methods. However, studies into the prevalence 
of crime are notoriously difficult and by definition constitute estimations. Ex-
isting studies into the prevalence of food fraud are based on reported inci-
dents in the media or in academic literature based on enforcement records. 
This research area could benefit from other approaches that use victim or 
employee inquiries into the nature of food fraud or to estimate prevalence. 
Because private food standards in the food industry now require businesses 
to conduct a food fraud vulnerability assessment (GFSI, 2018; for examples 
of such an assessment see, e.g., Silvis et al. [2017] with respect to the spices 
industry), it may be expected that businesses will become increasingly aware 
of when they have been victimized. In addition, the food industry itself may 
benefit from such studies, as they can use them for their protection (see also 
Manning & Soon, 2019 who make a plea for greater availability of food fraud 
incident databases to the food industry).

11.4.3 Effects and interfaces of detection methods 
In order to make informed decisions about optimal strategies, the study into 
the effects of various detection methods and interventions remains highly rel-
evant. Section 11.2.1 suggested researching the effect of inspections in pre-
venting and detecting criminal behavior, but studies into the effect of a crimi-
nal investigation and prosecution are equally important. The empirical material 
in this study pointed to a number of effects that are relevant to consider other 
than narrowly look at sanctions or criminal proceedings. For example, the use 
of intrusive investigative methods for truth finding have leveraged a number 
of by-products: they have given insight into business responses to inspections, 
provided information about important food fraud that was previously unde-
tected, and enabled targeted follow-up inspections. A case described in this 
study, when sulfite was found in minced meat based on a report by a confi-
dential informer and by using investigative tactics, illustrates this point. Sulfite 
in meat has been banned for years, as it makes the meat look fresher than it 
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is. Its illegal use poses risks because it is an allergen that needs to appear on 
the label. Sulfite in meat was an issue that had essentially disappeared from 
the radar of the inspectorate. However, the investigation prompted targeted 
inspections at butchers and meat businesses that had bought sulfite from its 
supplier. This led to additional detection in 2018 (13 of 21 businesses visited), 
and this method of targeting was elaborated on in 2019, detecting 21 of 42 
selected businesses (NVWA, 2018c; NVWA, 2019b). This example illustrates 
how different detection methods efficiently complement each other. 

11.4.4 Balancing crime detection with private self-regulation
Though self-regulation is highly present in the food industry, both with re-
spect to private labels as well as concerning food safety, this study found that 
private auditors never reported an instance of food fraud to the enforcement 
agency. The reasons for this are interesting for further research in light of strik-
ing an optimal balance between government enforcement and self-regulation; 
that requires insight into the effectiveness of self-regulation. It is important to 
understand whether there are barriers to reporting information about possible 
food fraud that should or should not be removed, or whether private auditors 
lack the ability to discover the food fraud. It is possible that private auditors 
experience the same issues as routine government inspections in detecting 
food fraud. Though data has not been systematically collected and analyzed 
on this aspect, several cases have demonstrated how offenders successfully 
misled private auditors. One such example concerned fish with a sustainability 
label. 

Moreover, there is an analogy with discussions about trust in self-regulation 
in other fields, such as financial crime. In particular, the role of the accountant 
in detecting bookkeeping frauds has been broadly debated in society for over 
a decade. The accountant suffered from a loss of trust based on a number of 
exposed frauds; the Enron bookkeeping scandal in 2001, which its account-
ant did not detect, is perhaps the best known example (Baurichter & Polman, 
2019; Kamerling, Pheijffer & Verhoog, 2007). It would require further research 
to leverage and expand the findings with respect to self-regulation in the food 
industry. Such research could contribute to academic insights on the effective-
ness of self-regulation and public-private cooperation in terms of what can be 
expected of and controlled by the market itself and what should be the focus 
of the government.
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11.4.5 Meaningful and efficient use of analytical monitoring for food fraud 

detection

This study revealed a limited role for analytical detection methods in initially 
detecting food fraud. Analogous to inspections that can discover food fraud 
when they are targeted, analytical detection has only contributed in a targeted 
manner, at least when used by the enforcement agency itself. Its applicability 
was limited to only part of the food fraud cases, and the discovery of a food 
fraud sometimes needed the help of serendipity. A question for further re-
search this suggests is whether and how analytical detection techniques can 
be used meaningfully and efficiently in law enforcement. There is as yet little 
research that connects these bodies of literature. 

11.5 Reflection on research methods
The central question of this research aimed to explain the detection of food 
fraud in the Netherlands. The methodological choices focused the study on al-
leged food frauds that were considered for criminal investigations, building on 
in-depth case studies and comparative analysis. These choices, both in meth-
odology and the use of a one-sided research question, have the inevitable 
consequence that no research has been done into what prevents enforcement 
agencies from detecting. For example, such a research question would be fo-
cused on the potential scale of non-reporting or investigate agency attention 
for and interpretation of reports that have been dismissed in early stages, or it 
could scrutinize inspection results that could be interpreted as an indication of 
food fraud. Though the choices and scope of this research are a logical start-
ing point, considering the lack of knowledge on agency detection processes 
of this kind, these are interesting areas for future research. 

Moreover, the agency motivation to detect has been explained in this study 
at the micro-level of individual alleged cases of food fraud. This means that 
attitudinal and institutionalist settings at the agency level that shape choices 
on detection priorities and strategies at the agency level have not been sepa-
rately analyzed, though these undoubtedly have an impact on decision-mak-
ing with regards to detection (cf. e.g., Baldwin & Black, 2008; Cohen, 1998; 
Etienne 2015). Nevertheless, approaching decision-making at the micro-level 
did allow a view on the practical outcomes of such settings, such as the re-
source constraints and agency priorities, and it provided valuable insights that 
contribute to studies on agency behavior. Further research could of course 
take a different angle.
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11.5.1 Reliability
In terms of the reliability of this study, in other words, to what extent my 
case descriptions are consistent, the following remarks are appropriate. First, 
an important strength of this research in this respect is the generous and 
repeated access to closed data sources of criminal investigations as well as 
inspectors and investigator and decision-makers within an agency that has a 
number of years’ experience in detecting food fraud. This also allowed abun-
dant triangulation of the data. This was especially important because the cases 
reconstructed the discovery of the fraud, which was sometimes more than five 
years ago. The memory of respondents therefore needed to be supported 
with documentation. 

However, the reliability could have been impacted because the researcher was 
also an employee of the agency during the period of data collection. For exam-
ple, questioning the decision-makers in the period 2016–2017 about the cases 
in this study might have affected their decisions during that period. However, I 
estimate this effect to be minimal, as no particular differences in the data were 
found that could be attributed to this effect. The reflections with the supervi-
sors on my own potential biases, as an embedded researcher, worked well. I 
do not feel this has influenced the study in a negative way; the study presents 
a realistic account of the detection practices at the agency, not eschewing crit-
ical observations. My position as an employee rather enabled a constant re-
ality check of my findings on, for example, the decision-making process, and 
it helped identify cases that were finished just in time to be included in the 
research. Further on the positive side, the researcher was able to develop a 
rapport with the respondents, minimize the burden on their daily work, and ask 
targeted questions. Finally, being employed by the NVWA-IOD gave inspectors 
confidence that they could discuss this sensitive topic with the researcher; they 
spoke freely about the suspects and also about their issues and concerns.

The study used an intermediate number of cases with 61. The benefits of this 
number of cases are that qualitative and quantitative analysis can be com-
bined. This number also represents all alleged food fraud that has come to the 
attention of the agency between 2010-2017, which allows some inferences to 
be made. Still, the numbers are small, and quantitative conclusions should be 
taken with some precaution. In this respect, it is also relevant to bear in mind 
that the dataset may hold a structural bias that favors large corporations. This 
is difficult to reflect on: most Dutch businesses are SMEs (99%) and indeed 
most offenders, if they had a business, were, too, though several had revenues 
exceeding €50 million. As an employee, I have inside knowledge and know that 
the agency has also investigated large businesses but not always successfully; 
in 2018 for example, one was successfully investigated, while another was not. 
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Further, the intermediate n, combined with the wide variety in circumstances 
for detection, means this dataset is probably not sufficient for an exhaustive 
picture. For example, it should not be expected that all potential types of re-
porters were present in this dataset; similarly, some offender types have a low 
occurrence. Even so, the findings give useful insight into the type of reporters 
that may be expected to be relevant. Finally, it needs to be noted that the level 
of reporting also depends on the extent to which reporters are familiar with 
the EA and know that these reporting channels exist.

11.5.2 Validity 
The primary aim of this research was to build theory, and internal validity is 
thus the major concern. This was discussed in conjunction with the research 
design in section 4.5. This study has a number of strengths that make the in-
ternal validity high, most notably, because the dataset consists of all detected 
cases in the Netherlands over an eight-year period, rather than being built on 
a sample. It also not only includes cases where the agency was both able and 
willing to detect, but also cases where one of these was missing and, as a re-
sult, detection was terminated. This variation on both x and y (dependent and 
independent variables) allowed a solid comparative analysis.

The external validity of this research refers to whether its findings can be gen-
eralized to other enforcement agencies that detect food fraud. Though that 
this is not the main purpose of case study research, some points on external 
validity can be still be made.

On the one hand, it is difficult for the findings to be externally valid because 
countries have very different approaches to the detection of food fraud, as 
was explained in Chapter 3. On the other hand, I expect that the types of food 
fraud this agency addresses are universal to some extent, though the exact 
nature is presumably dependent on local differences in, for example, crop 
growing and agricultural production or industry structures. They could at least 
inspire agencies in other countries to review their detection strategies and the 
types of food fraud they do or do not find using the framework developed in 
this dissertation.

With respect to the detection of corporate crime in general, the mechanisms 
identified in this research may be applicable in other agencies involved in 
enforcing social-economic regulation and detecting corporate violence. The 
broader empirical study (Chapter 3) showed similar problems and methods, 
at least in the Netherlands, at three such agencies. This provides some con-
fidence on this validity. Moreover, the literature on other areas shows recog-
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nizable overlaps, for example regarding inspection limitations and inspector 
behavior, which again supports some extent of external validity. Neverthe-
less, the conclusions in this research would benefit greatly from research that 
replicates this study in other countries with respect to food fraud or in other 
regulatory areas. 

11.6 Practical implications and recommendations
This study provides useful insights upon which enforcement agencies could 
build. It provides a framework for them to assess their effort in detection, the 
types of methods they use, and the associated types of food fraud these have 
discovered. It also sensitizes agencies to the idea and importance of differen-
tiating detection methods rather than trying to fit the food fraud detection 
task into a one-size-fits-all inspection regime. In particular, EU Member states 
need to be aware of this while implementing the new control regulation (EC) 
2017/625, which expects them to be more vigilant towards food fraud and 
incorporate this risk in their inspection regime. 

11.6.1 Differentiated inspection methods
Rather than trying to devise an overarching inspection method that all in-
spectors would need to master, agencies should concentrate on continuing to 
develop inspection techniques that are complementary to routine inspections, 
such as the administrative audits or the “on-the-job” training tools in which 
investigators coach inspectors to address less complex food fraud. It may also 
make sense to develop a new type of inspection that is analogous to the 
method with which businesses conduct a vulnerability assessment (VACCP – 
vulnerability assessment of critical control points). Businesses use VACCP tools 
that assess their own vulnerability to food fraud, from a victim perspective. 
Agencies can devise an inspection method using similar questions but from 
the “business-as-an-offender” perspective. As the purpose of food fraud is 
to obtain an economic advantage, this may be a useful starting point. This 
requires assessing the economics of business models and industries. Which 
products are most important to a business, what are the margins, where would 
the market be difficult in terms of supply and demand, and are there dominant 
clients or stringent contract obligations? Is the growth of a business normal 
and to be expected, or is it difficult to explain with legal methods? What would 
be a major cost-saver in the business, and what would increase margins or 
turnover substantially? Such questions may lead to pinpointing tempting op-
portunities that can be inspected. 
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11.6.2 Increase reporting
Agencies could review whether or how they can provide absolute and endur-
ing confidentiality, which explicitly covers the period during trial, for people 
with information about serious frauds. This can contribute to a significant in-
crease in the number of reports on important and invisible food fraud. The 
agency could actively approach particular businesses or sources for informa-
tive purposes they suspect have an interest in reporting; in particular if they 
can offer confidentially, such recruiting may be worthwhile. Another promising 
direction to increase third-party reports of the more important food frauds 
is to create leniency arrangements for businesses that are in some way im-
plicated in a food fraud. This could benefit the agency, as the reports would 
be focused on a business higher up in the supply chain, and it could benefit 
businesses by strengthening the integrity of their supply chain.

Agencies may further increase their efforts in sharing information and coop-
eration between different sources and detection methods, in particular, their 
cooperation with the tax and customs agencies, and for those that do not have 
their own police unit, with the regular police. Including criminal investigations 
within their detection arsenal has many “by-products” that are useful to feed 
into targeting projects, and, in comparison with inspections, they often pro-
vide in-depth information that finds hidden food fraud. 

11.6.3 Improve targeting
The most important area for development, however, is probably the area of 
targeting. Despite high expectations and attention in the literature, by govern-
ment advisory boards, control regulations, and at the Dutch agencies involved 
in the broader empirical study (Chapter 3), it has been relatively modest in 
contributing to food fraud detection. This study nevertheless strengthens the 
relevance of the further development of targeting, as one of the most im-
portant conditions to enable the initial discovery of a food fraud and over-
come concealment by the offender is to have a food fraud orientation. In 
other words, inspectors or investigators need to have an idea of what they are 
seeking. Though spontaneous reports can provide this information faster and 
with less effort, some of these concern relatively less important frauds. 

Evidence in this study demonstrated the various shapes in which targeting 
can take place. This can range from a large data analysis to selecting busi-
nesses based on specifically collected supply chain data, such as in the sulfite 
example highlighted in section 11.4.3, which shows the potential for efficient 
projects. However, agencies would need to understand that this is to some 
extent unchartered territory and may lead to meaningless results upon initial 
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attempts; they also need to be aware of the pitfalls of data quality. This can 
be mitigated by combining data analysis with inspector visits for verification, 
though awareness of changes in concealment tactics is an element to consid-
er. Most importantly, agencies need to provide the space for pioneering, allow 
serendipity to occur, and be careful to prevent perverse effects by manage-
ment and performance goals. Essentially, this study encourages agencies to 
approach their detection work more strategically and place more emphasis on 
the information and analysis function to steer its activities, allowing them to 
focus on the most important food frauds, rather than to predominantly follow 
up on reports.

11.6.4 Discuss effort and importance
The effort that an agency puts into detection is correlated with the importance 
of the food fraud that is discovered: the more effort, the more important the 
food fraud is, though the discovery is not always accurate, or detection may 
ultimately be too difficult. In other words, this is a matter of resources and 
“willingness” and thus requires strategic or political choices as to how the 
agency and its ministerial principals and society want and expect the agency 
to divide its time across its tasks. Involving the insights of this study is rec-
ommended, as well as those of future studies that build on the suggestions 
made here with respect to “what works” and the prevalence of food fraud in 
this debate. 

An important notion to take into account is what exactly are important food 
frauds. Interestingly, many food fraud cases that dominate international liter-
ature and incidents databases were considered less important by the agency 
under study. They highly prioritized food fraud that had a link with food safety, 
regardless of the type of food fraud (food laundering, fraudulent food en-
hancement, facilitative food fraud), which matched their view on working in a 
“risk-based” way, as is required by EU food control regulations. In other words, 
should the food fraud task cover all sorts of dishonesty, or should additional 
factors be taken into account? Food safety is one concern, but food fraud 
affairs such as horsemeat and the fipronil also highlight the links to economic 
consequences, employment, and feelings of economic security, a level playing 
field, and a sense of fairness. The discussion on how the harmful consequenc-
es of food fraud should be weighed and interpreted in terms of risk could be 
advanced with both public and private partners, as well as in international 
settings such as the CODEX Alimentarius and the Food Fraud Network of the 
European Commission. 
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11.6.5 Careful decision-making and managing resources
Agencies further need to be sensitive to their decision-making and regularly 
evaluate on what grounds decisions are made and whether these are justi-
fiable in light of the nature of the alleged food fraud. Agencies should pay 
attention to proper monitoring of the way they use their resource capacity, 
as this study found that, particularly when resources are scarce, strategic and 
reputational reasons become more important in decision-making. Another 
consequence of scarce resources is that the agency lowers its ambitions at 
some point in the detection process and prioritizes feasible investigations with 
a high chance of success. In light of this, agencies need to take into account 
the number of “drop-outs.” In this study, in 40% of the alleged food fraud in-
stances to which the agency in principle was willing to dedicate resources, the 
detection was not completed. The discovery was incorrect (a false discovery), 
or the offender had quit his activities. This also means that resources may be 
less scarce than the agency estimates. On the other hand, a few cases in this 
figure of 40% were too difficult to gather evidence for in light of the limited 
resource availability. These made the agency shift to more feasible investiga-
tions. A particular finding is that these complex cases are often associated with 
information that originates from confidential reporters. The agency could use 
these insights in planning its resource capacity. 
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Appendix A Topic list & respondent selection 1st empirical study
The first empirical study concentrated on breadth rather than depth. Interviews were held with 
a range of respondents (n=21) between May 2014 and August 2015, at three Dutch regulatory 
enforcement agencies and a background interview with an “information” public prosecutor (see 
main text for explanation). The three agencies cover the enforcement in the Netherlands of a large 
part of the regulatory laws in areas of social regulation, concerning health and safety, food, work 
and living environment, products and transport, both for humans and animals; as well as the pro-
tection of the (green) environment. They do not supervise regulatory laws about taxes, economy 
and markets. Also excluded in this selection are smaller inspectorates that supervise the health 
care and educational sectors and do not possess a special investigation service. 

Table A-1 lists the characteristics of the respondents. The codes are used in the text throughout 
the study to refer to the respondents, the “p” meaning it concerns an interview from the empirical 
study preceding the case study research. 

Table A1 Respondent characteristics of “detection interviews” (May 2014 – August 2015, n=21)

Organization Regulatory (sub) domain Hierarchy Functional specialism Respondent 
code

Human Environ-
ment and Transport 
Inspectorate (ILT)

Water, living environ-
ment and products

Employee Inspector P19

Waste, industry and 
businesses

Management Director P15
Employee Programming, analysis, 

development
P18

Transport
(rail, road, water, air)

Employee Programming, analysis, 
development

P8

Criminal investigation 
unit

Management Criminal investigation 
operations

P4

Employee Intelligence P11
Inspectorate SZW 
(ISZW)

Labour market fraud Management Inspection execution P13-m
Employee Inspector P13-i

Analysis, Programming 
and Selection

Management Programming, analysis, 
development

P5

Criminal investigation 
unit

Management Intelligence P6
Employee Detective P16
Employee Intelligence P17

Netherlands Food 
and Consumer 
Product Safety Au-
thority (NVWA)

Agriculture and Nature Management Programming, analysis, 
development

P2

Employee Inspector P9
Veterinary & Import Management Programming, analysis, 

development
P3

Employee Inspector P10
Consumer and Safety Management Programming, analysis, 

development
P7

Employee Inspector P12
Criminal investigation 
unit

Management Intelligence P1
Employee Detective P14

Public Prosecution 
Service

Environmental crime Public prosecutor Intelligence P20
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Topic list interviews

The interview guide contained open questions that concentrated on the following topics. To col-
lect the detection methods, respondents were asked to add to a basic list of methods that was 
compiled based on literature research (e.g. Sparrow 2000; Baldwin and Black, 2008, Friedrichs, 
2010). 

 y Obtain informed consent
 y Background respondent (experience, scope of tasks)
 y Detection strategy (how, why)
 y Priorities
 y Output and budget structure
 y Resource capacity
 y Prevalence of fraud
 y Detection methods (which ones; what works, what does not)
 y Barriers to detection
 y Catalysts for detection
 y Evasive behavior of the criminals 
 y Reflection, most important or missing items

For managers, more emphasis was put on strategy and decision-making; operational staff was 
asked about concrete detection work.
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Appendix B List of cases

Table B1 List of all cases and the four outcomes (n=61, 2010–2017)

Case Year Outcome
“Detection”

y1

Outcome
“Crime”

y2

Outcome
“Ability”

y3

Outcome
“Willingness”

y4
Alcohol1 2016 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Dairy1 2012 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Egg1 2012 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Egg2 2012 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Egg3 2015 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Feed1 2011 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Feed2 2014 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
Fish1 2010 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Fish2 2014 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Fish3 2014 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Reluctant
Fish4 2014 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
FruitVeg1 2014 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
FruitVeg2 2016 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
FruitVeg3 2016 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Infantformula1 2016 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Meat1 2010 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat10 2014 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat11 2014 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat12 2014 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat13 2014 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Reluctant
Meat14 2015 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat15 2015 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Meat16 2015 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Meat17 2015 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat18 2015 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Meat19 2016 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat2 2011 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat20 2016 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Meat21 2016 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Meat22 2016 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Willing
Meat23 2016 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Meat24 2016 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Reluctant
Meat25 2017 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Meat26 2017 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Meat27 2017 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Willing
Meat28 2017 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Meat29 2017 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
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Case Year Outcome
“Detection”

y1

Outcome
“Crime”

y2

Outcome
“Ability”

y3

Outcome
“Willingness”

y4
Meat3 2011 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat30 2017 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
Meat31 2017 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Meat32 2017 Detected Food fraud Able Reluctant
Meat33 2017 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat34 2017 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat35 2017 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Willing
Meat4 2012 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat5 2012 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat6 2012 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat7 2013 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Meat8 2014 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Willing
Meat9 2014 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
Nuts1 2017 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Nuts2 2017 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
OilFat1 2017 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
OilFat2 2017 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Plant1 2015 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
Plant2 2015 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
Plant3 2015 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
Plant4 2016 Terminated Food fraud Unknown Not willing
Supplement1 2015 Detected Food fraud Able Willing
Supplement2 2016 Terminated Not food fraud False discovery Willing
Supplement3 2017 Terminated Food fraud No evidence Willing

Table B1 Continued
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Appendix C Case data collection topic list

[CASE NAME, YEAR]
[version][date]

0. Introduction case

PART I: AGENCY ABILITY

1. Reconstruction detection process
Qualitative description
Some specific questions about how the first signal arrived and was interpreted
1.2 Timeline
1.3 Detection methods
1.4 Regulatory discovery
Further details about how the inspector discovered the (alleged) food fraud
1.5 Investigatory discovery
Further details about how policing and investigation methods contributed to the discovery
1.6 Self-regulation
Further details about self-regulation by the alleged offender 
1.7 Third parties (public and private)
Further details about the type of report and reporter
1.8 Proactivity and selectivity 
Further details about targeting and proactive strategies 
1.9 Serendipity 

2. Nature of the food fraud 
2.1 Type of food fraud 
Further details about number of suspects, industry, products, type of business/offender, size of the 
crime, modi operandi, motive, criminal proceeds, sentence/sanctions. 
2.2 Noticeability of the illegal behavior
For example, human involvement, analytical detection methods.
2.3 Complexity of the illegal behavior 
2.4 Concealment
2.5 Other potential explanations
For example, what prevented detection so far; did the offender make any mistakes, has the nature 
of the crime changed?

PART II: AGENCY WILLINGNESS 

3.1 Description of decision-making within agency
3.2 Stimulating or constraining elements intra-agency
For example, why did this case receive priority, or why/when not. Take into account e.g. chance of 
success, length of preparation phase, differences of opinion.
3.3 External conditions 
For example, of other agencies, media, politics.

PART III: EXPLANATORY ANALYSIS
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ABILITY - Explanatory analysis 
What elements in the detection strategy explain the detection of this case?
What elements in the nature of the crime explain the detection of this case (and why not 
sooner)? 
Conclusion: 

WILLINGNESS- Explanatory analysis
What intra-agency elements explain the detection of this case?
What external conditions explain the detection of this case?
Conclusion: 

Integrated conclusion

Types of respondents

Head of Investigations (multiple times, regarding different cases)
Head of Intelligence  (multiple times, regarding different cases)
Coordinator TCI  (21 November 2018)
Intelligence investigator (multiple respondents, different for each case)
Preparatory investigator (multiple times, regarding different cases)
Inspector or auditor (multiple respondents, regarding different cases)
Financial Investigator (multiple respondents, regarding different cases)
Public prosecutor, Environment  (19 December 2018, background interview)

339

Appendices



Appendix D Analysis of observability of food fraud
The data that served as a basis for the analysis of the observability of food fraud are the following. 
The data collection plan (Appendix C) contained four potential routes to how food fraud can be 
observed or become known to others than the offender:

 y Sensory: the food fraud can be seen, heard, felt or smelled in the product - or otherwise
 y Human awareness: the extent to which the fraud is known to people 
 y Analytical: whether the food fraud is analytically detectable.
 y Administrative: administrative clues to the food fraud, e.g. in business-specific or more gen-

eral registers.

In many cases I could derive whether these observation points were present from the criminal 
records or agency-internal reports about the criminal case. For example, if inspectors had said that 
rumors were circulating in the industry, or when consumers made complaints about a food prod-
uct. Also, the criminal investigations usually uncover the complete fraud scheme and report back 
to the inspectorate at what points inspections could focus in future in order to observe it. There 
was less information available in this respect about the terminated cases. In part, the data could 
be completed in the same way (e.g. if a consumer had complained), in part it is an estimation 
based on the verified knowledge of other cases. For example, a case concerning too much water 
in chicken was reported by a buyer in the supply chain, which I then also noted as a potential 
observation route for the water in bacon case [Meat23, Meat25]. For another part it is based on 
information from respondents or from news or enforcement reports relevant to a particular case. 
In five cases, the information was insufficient to arrive at a sound judgment of the observability 
of the fraud and I excluded these from further analysis. I excluded the false discoveries as well, as 
these did not actually concern food fraud. These are not irrelevant, but they are analyzed sepa-
rately in a qualitative manner only, to research what observations lead to the believing it was food 
fraud. In sum, the analysis of observability is based on 48 cases.
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Appendix E Development measure of noticeability of food fraud
In order to facilitate the comparative analysis of the cases, I assigned a score to each of the three 
relevant elements for the noticeability: the noticeability of the offender, and the observability and 
concealment of the fraud. I scored the cases relative to a default level (excluding cases with too 
limited information) of observability and concealment that I assume is always present. From this 
default level, I scored minus points or sometimes bonus points. Using this approach is helpful 
in seeing the cases all relative to each other and criticizing the scores in comparison, eventually 
leading to a well-supported decision on the score. An integrated measure is created by adding 
the three points to an overall score of the noticeability (at that point in time) for each food fraud 
case. This is summarized in section 5.6.

The decision about which score to assign is a qualitative judgment and subjected to a number 
of limitations. In particular the potential gap in information to make this judgment. To address 
the potential lack of information, I took two measures. I first excluded cases about which the 
information was too limited. Sometimes there was sufficient information to make judgments on 
observability but not on concealment, or vice versa. Second, I chose not to use the information 
I collected from the case files in a quantitative manner, e.g. counting the number of tactics used 
for concealment, or counting the number of ways of observability, but rather I chose qualitative 
criteria. 

Important to note is that the extent of observability and concealment changes over time; some-
times in favor of the agency, sometimes not. Detection methods progress, such as analytical 
detection methods. A food fraud that was very difficult to notice then, may be much easier now 
because of advances in methods. On the other hand, a persistent offender might have improved 
his concealment tactics. I however did not try to “correct” the judgments by attempting to take 
into account current developments. The aim of this analysis is about highlighting the character-
istics of the food frauds that can be connected to characteristics in the detection process of the 
enforcement agency in order to search for explanations and principles that are valid on a longer 
term. This explanation is not possible if grounded on hypothetical situations.
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Appendix F List of cases in relation to noticeability

Table F1 Cases in relation to offender type, observability and concealment (2010–2017, n=61)

Case Year Type of food fraud Role in supply 
chain

Offender 
type

Notice-
ability

Offender Obser- 
vability

Conceal- 
ment

Alcohol1 2016 Food laundering Processing 
plant

Invader -1 -1 1 -1

Dairy1 2012 Food laundering Wholesale & 
retail

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Egg1 2012 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - pro-
duction

Regular -2 0 -1 -1

Egg2 2012 Food laundering Wholesale & 
retail

Regular -1 0 0 -1

Egg3 2015 Food laundering Wholesale & 
retail

Regular 1 0 0 1

Feed1 2011 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Feed2 2014 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Regular 0 0 FD FD

Fish1 2010 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing 
plant

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Fish2 2014 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing 
plant

Regular -1 0 0 -1

Fish3 2014 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing & 
import

Regular 0 0 unknown unknown

Fish4 2014 Food laundering Primary - pro-
duction

Regular 0 0 1 -1

FruitVeg1 2014 Food laundering Import Regular 0 0 FD FD
FruitVeg2 2016 Facilitative food 

fraud
Primary - 
inputs

Regular 0 0 1 -1

FruitVeg3 2016 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Regular 1 0 1 0

Infant
formula1

2016 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Trade Invader -1 -1 1 -1

Meat1 2010 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Trade Lookalike -1 -1 1 -1

Meat10 2014 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Lookalike -3 -1 0 -2

Meat11 2014 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Trade Lookalike -1 -1 1 -1

Meat12 2014 Food laundering Processing 
plant

Wayward -2 -1 0 -1

Meat13 2014 Food laundering Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular 0 0 0 unknown

Meat14 2015 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular 0 0 1 -1
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Case Year Type of food fraud Role in supply 
chain

Offender 
type

Notice-
ability

Offender Obser- 
vability

Conceal- 
ment

Meat15 2015 Food laundering Trade Lookalike -3 -1 -1 -1
Meat16 2015 Food laundering Processing - 

slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular -1 0 0 -1

Meat17 2015 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Logistics & 
servicing

Lookalike -2 0 -1 -1

Meat18 2015 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Wholesale & 
retail

Regular 1 0 1 unknown

Meat19 2016 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Wayward -2 -1 0 -1

Meat2 2011 Food laundering Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Wayward -1 -1 1 -1

Meat20 2016 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Trade Regular 1 0 1 0

Meat21 2016 Food laundering Processing 
plant

Regular -1 0 0 -1

Meat22 2016 Food laundering Trade Regular 0 0 unknown unknown
Meat23 2016 Fraudulent food 

enhancement
Processing 
plant

Regular 1 0 1 0

Meat24 2016 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Regular -1 0 -1 unknown

Meat25 2017 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing & 
wholesale

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Meat26 2017 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Trade Regular -1 0 -1 0

Meat27 2017 Food laundering Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Wayward -1 -1 1 -1

Meat28 2017 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Export and 
processing

Regular -1 0 -1 unknown

Meat29 2017 Facilitative food 
fraud

Logistics & 
servicing

Lookalike 0 0 unknown unknown

Meat3 2011 Food laundering Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Meat30 2017 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing 
plant

Regular 0 0 FD FD

Meat31 2017 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Lookalike -1 -1 unknown unknown

Meat32 2017 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing 
plant

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Meat33 2017 Food laundering Retail Wayward -1 -1 1 -1
Meat34 2017 Fraudulent food 

enhancement
Logistics & 
servicing

Lookalike 0 0 0 0

Table F1 Continued
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Case Year Type of food fraud Role in supply 
chain

Offender 
type

Notice-
ability

Offender Obser- 
vability

Conceal- 
ment

Meat35 2017 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Regular -2 0 -1 -1

Meat4 2012 Food laundering Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Meat5 2012 Facilitative food 
fraud

Primary - 
inputs

Lookalike -3 -1 0 -2

Meat6 2012 Food laundering Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Meat7 2013 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Processing - 
slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular 0 0 1 -1

Meat8 2014 Food laundering Processing - 
retail

Regular -1 0 0 -1

Meat9 2014 Food laundering Primary - pro-
duction

Regular 0 0 FD FD

Nuts1 2017 Food laundering Processing 
plant

Regular -1 0 -1 0

Nuts2 2017 Food laundering Import Regular -1 0 -1 0
OilFat1 2017 Food laundering Processing - 

slaughter and/
or cutting

Regular -1 0 0 -1

OilFat2 2017 Facilitative food 
fraud

Logistics & 
servicing

Regular -2 0 -1 -1

Plant1 2015 Food laundering Processing - 
semi-finished 
products

Regular 0 0 FD FD

Plant2 2015 Food laundering Logistics & 
servicing

Regular 0 0 FD FD

Plant3 2015 Food laundering Logistics & 
servicing

Regular 0 0 FD FD

Plant4 2016 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Trade Regular -1 0 -1 unknown

Supple-
ment1

2015 Food laundering Wholesale & 
retail

Regular 2 0 1 1

Supple-
ment2

2016 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Wholesale Wayward -1 -1 FD FD

Supple-
ment3

2017 Fraudulent food 
enhancement

Wholesale & 
distribution

Regular 0 0 unknown unknown

FD = False discovery
Unknown = too little information in the criminal record to make a judgment

Table F1 Continued
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t1 t2 t3 t4

IGNORANCE PHASE DISCOVERY PHASE EVIDENCE PHASE

first information 
signal at agency 

start of 
evidence gathering

end of 
evidence gathering

Figure G1 Food fraud detection timeline (Reprint of Figure 7).

Appendix G Food fraud detection timeline and phases
For each detected case of food fraud in the dataset for this study (n=33) I identified four key 
moments, all in retrospect. These could be retrieved in nearly all cases (n=29 of 33). This timeline 
creates a detection process that consists of three different phases, as visualized in figure G1 – 
which is a reprint of Figure 7.

t1. T1 is the moment that the fraud probably started. This moment was found in the criminal 
investigation files, because the agency has retrospectively investigated the fraudulent behavior. It 
was derived from for example the financial report. This report describes the illegal financial gains 
that the offender has gained with the fraud. This report thus contains evidence and extrapolations 
about the beginning of the fraud. Other sources are administrations, interrogations, intercepted 
telephone conversations, usually referred to in the general criminal report, or interviews with 
inspectors or criminal investigators that worked on the case or had in-depth knowledge of the 
business. In each case data sheet, the reason/source for the choice of the moment was recorded. 
It takes the minimum position on the date that the fraud began, following the agency’s judgment 
of the evidence; in several cases, it is however likely that the fraud had been going on for longer. 

t2. T2 is when the first information signal about the fraud arrives at the agency. The content of 
an information signal varies. The information might involve only an alleged offender or an illegal 
act, or both. It is a first signal and it can be very unclear what it entails. It is defined as arriving an-
ywhere at the agency: a manager, an inspector, the customer center, an intelligence investigator. 
There is one exception applied to this rule. If information has come through the team that speaks 
with informers whose identity is protected, the information is actually at the agency but not yet 
made suitable for acting on it. Therefore, when the first information comes through this particular 
team, the date of the first distribution of that information to an intelligence investigator is used. 
The underlying general rule is that the information needs to be ready for the next person or de-
partment to act on it, in order to proceed to the next stage. 

t3. The third moment is what I define as the start of evidence-gathering. At this point, the agency 
has a fairly reliable idea of both the potential offender(s) and the illegal act(s), as well as – at least 
in these criminal cases - about the intentional nature of these. It is however not yet sufficient for 
an intervention. The agency now proceeds to collecting evidence to substantiate the committing 
of a specific food fraud by a specific offender. The criteria that I used to define this moment are 
related to the type of source or method and the judgment of the agency about these as well. 
An inspection, for example, carried out by the agency itself or another government agency (e.g., 
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customs) could produce sufficiently reliable information about the offender and illegal act. The 
date assigned to this moment in the timeline is often that of such an inspection. Another date 
that is often used, is the date of the Selection Meeting where the first approval of the case is 
given. At this point a document establishes the alleged food fraud in order to facilitate deci-
sion-making about the case. The agency then judged the source or sources to be credible enough 
to investigate further and collect evidence. To be clear, this moment thus does not reflect legal 
definitions of e.g. a criminal suspicion, but rather reflects different stages in the detection process: 
at what point in time did the agency have fairly reliable information? During this process, various 
legal frameworks, including common criminal law, are used that each have their own procedures 
and thresholds, for example for the use of investigative powers or requirements about the evi-
dence-gathering. 

t4. The fourth moment is the end of the evidence-gathering. At this point, the agency has col-
lected enough information about the offender(s) and illegal act(s) to proceed to the next phase 
in regulatory enforcement: the intervention or response. As the case selection in this study only 
includes criminal investigations, this is always the date at which the final criminal report is trans-
ferred to the Public Prosecution Service to begin prosecution. This date is usually derived from the 
cover page of the criminal report.

The three phases in a detection process are thus as follows: 
5. Ignorance phase, in which the fraud started but was not yet on the radar of the agency
6. Discovery phase, during which information was gathered about an alleged food fraud
7. Evidence phase, in which the agency gathered evidence about this particular food fraud in 
order to bring it to the phase of intervention. 
The detection process ends when the information is sufficient for intervention.

The four moments were identified within all but four of the completely detected cases of food 
fraud. The case material of four cases was insufficient to establish all the dates. The information on 
the terminated cases was also too limited to reconstruct the timeline. Table G1 shows the duration 
of the different phases for each detected case.

Table G1 Duration of detection phases (in months) (2010–2017, n=33)

Case Ignorance (t2-t1) Discovery (t3-t2) Evidence (t4-t3)
Meat10 Unknown 0,6 2,7
Meat3 Unknown 8,9 12,9
Fish4 Unknown 13,3 27,6
Meat26 Unknown 14,2 4,6
Meat33 0,6 0,6 6,2
Infantformula1 0,8 0,1 7,0
FruitVeg2 1,2 42,8 43,1
Dairy1 1,9 5,3 45,7
Egg3 2,1 7,5 16,5
Meat20 2,3 9,1 27,7
Meat17 3,6 0,0 13,9
Meat4 6,5 3,3 8,9
Meat6 7,4 2,7 24,6
Meat2 10,1 6,7 8,3
Meat34 10,5 0,0 19,2
Meat19 10,7 5,6 22,8
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Missing values

t1 could not be reliably identified in four cases. In three cases, it is likely it had been going on for a signif-
icant amount of time, but this was not investigated by the EA.

 y [Meat10]: this concerns a notorious and experienced offender, who spent his life getting il-
legal growth hormones to farmers. The case [Meat10] concerns a specific batch of illegal 
growth hormones. This was imported in a postal package, but the illegal contents were dis-
covered at customs. The package had been observed since to identify the intended receptor. 
However, the suspect did not keep any record of his activities, used different phones, and was 
generally secretive. The agency therefore did not attempt to investigate retrospectively. The 
dates in the timeline are thus specified to this particular batch of hormones.

 y [Meat3]: The case concerns illegal slaughter at the premises of and by a farmer. This was at 
some point observed by an inspector. As this inspector based his observation on various tip-
offs from other businesses, it is likely the illegal slaughter was a fairly normal practice at this 
farm for a while. Later observations supported this thought. Again however, the agency was 
not able to investigate retrospectively and no record of earlier observations by others are 
present in the file.

 y [Fish4]: A similar situation as the illegal slaughter case, except it involves over-fishing. The 
case file starts with a first observation of fish that is landed by this particular vessel but not 
subsequently transported to the fish auction. That is obligatory as all catches need to be 
registered at the auction to keep track of the exhaustion of the fishing quota, and so prevent 
over-fishing. Later observations confirmed this was a structural, weekly pattern and it is likely 
that this was the practice also before the first observation.

 y [Meat26]: this case is different than the three above, as the business suffered from a fire which 
destroyed crucial parts of its administration. This limited the retrospective investigation by the 
EA to establish when the food fraud started, to the date of the fire. 

These fraud discoveries thus mostly relate to the discovery of a specific illegal activity that how-
ever is embedded in a larger and historical fraud scheme of the suspect(s). These four cases are 
therefore excluded in some of the analysis.

Case Ignorance (t2-t1) Discovery (t3-t2) Evidence (t4-t3)
Meat16 12,8 11,1 19,8
Meat11 13,2 0,0 16,8
Meat14 13,2 10,1 10,2
Egg2 13,5 1,0 20,3
Meat12 18,8 7,8 15,6
Feed1 19,3 0,0 40,4
Meat7 21,9 2,7 9,1
Fish2 22,7 1,2 4,8
Meat1 24,4 3,8 20,3
Supplement1 26,4 0,0 8,1
Fish1 31,3 2,2 56,3
OilFat2 33,8 3,6 15,1
Meat5 37,5 0,5 22,5
FruitVeg3 37,9 22,0 30,2
Egg1 38,4 4,7 15,6
Meat21 85,0 1,5 21,5
Meat32 231,4 2,1 12,9

Table G1 Continued
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Appendix H Operationalization category of detection method

Table H1 Five categories of detection methods, three actors (reprint of Table 19)

No. Detection actor Detection method category Description
1 Enforcement agency Regulatory Methods connected to inspections
2 Investigatory Criminal investigation methods
3 Targeted Information/data analysis methods
4 Government agency Government Information transfers to the EA by (semi-)

government agencies
5 Private third party Third party Reports to the EA by non-governmental third 

parties 

The techniques that are used in the criminal investigations are not specified further. They com-
prise a very wide range of potential intrusive investigatory techniques, tactics and powers: wire 
taps, covert observations, searching premises including houses, fingerprint matching. For reasons 
of simplicity and confidentiality, these are summarized as criminal investigation methods. Details 
about tools and techniques both in criminal investigations and inspections are used in the quali-
tative analysis where relevant.

The government agencies include both international and national government agencies. The 
scope is limited to a reconstruction of the incoming information in the Netherlands, using as 
starting point the first information that reaches the NVWA or the relevant first line inspection 
agency under their responsibility. Outgoing information to other agencies is thus also excluded. 

Second-tier is treated as first -tier
A special category is formed by (private) organizations that have formal delegated supervisory 
tasks for particular areas, over which the NVWA executes second tier supervision. An example 
is the Dutch organization SKAL, that is responsible for supervising the organic production in the 
Netherlands. In the dairy and egg industry supervision is delegated to another organization as 
well, the COKZ. In this study, these are treated equally with the NVWA inspectorate as they are 
first-line supervisors and resort under the responsibility of the NVWA. This means that if a report 
was made to SKAL or COKZ, and they have subsequently contacted the NVWA, the first signal 
(t2) is assigned to originate from the reporting entity, and not from another agency. However, 
when a reporter alerted a foreign government agency and this agency contacted the NVWA, the 
source of the first signal is the foreign agency, not the reporter. This is done for both pragmatic 
and methodological reasons: though it is sometimes clear the origin was a third-party reporter, 
it is not clear in all cases. Assigning it to the reporter would thus skew the outcome. In addition, 
to examine how the foreign agency got to the point where it alerted the NVWA, requires labor 
intensive research at foreign agencies.

Third party discoveries are made by non-governmental sources: private entities, either an individ-
ual or an organization, without any formal supervisory task that have reported information about 
the food fraud to the agency. Self-reporting of a food fraud refers to when an offender turns 
himself in – which perhaps could be envisaged if there would be leniency arrangements. However, 
this has not happened in any of the cases, making this a theoretical category.
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Appendix I Cases in relation to pathways

Table I1 Cases in relation to pathways and outcomes (2010–2017, n=61) 

Pathway Case Outcome  
“Crime”

Outcome  
“Ability”

Outcome  
“Willingness”

Outcome  
“Detection”

Routine Egg3 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Feed1 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Fish1 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Fish2 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat13 Food fraud No evidence Reluctant Terminated
Meat35 Food fraud No evidence Willing Terminated
Meat4 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat9 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated
Nuts1 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Nuts2 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
OilFat1 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated

Reactive Alcohol1 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Egg2 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
FruitVeg2 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Infantformula1 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Meat10 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat11 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat15 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Meat16 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Meat17 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat18 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Meat2 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat23 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Meat26 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Meat30 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated
Meat33 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat34 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat6 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat7 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat8 Food fraud No evidence Willing Terminated
Plant4 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Supplement2 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated
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Pathway Case Outcome  
“Crime”

Outcome  
“Ability”

Outcome  
“Willingness”

Outcome  
“Detection”

Induced Dairy1 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Fish3 Food fraud No evidence Reluctant Terminated
Meat1 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat12 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat14 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat21 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Meat22 Food fraud No evidence Willing Terminated
Meat24 Food fraud No evidence Reluctant Terminated
Meat25 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Meat27 Food fraud No evidence Willing Terminated
Meat28 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Meat29 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Meat3 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat31 Food fraud Unknown Not willing Terminated
Meat32 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
Meat5 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
OilFat2 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Supplement1 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Supplement3 Food fraud No evidence Willing Terminated

Proactive Egg1 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Feed2 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated
Fish4 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected
FruitVeg1 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated
FruitVeg3 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Meat19 Food fraud Able Willing Detected
Plant1 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated
Plant2 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated
Plant3 Not food fraud False discovery Willing Terminated

Routine & 
Induced

Meat20 Food fraud Able Reluctant Detected

Table I1 Continued
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Appendix J Motivation configurations - agency willingness
In addition to the truth table shown in Chapter 8, a truth table for the period 2014-2017 was used 
in order to calculate percentages. 

Table J1 Truth table of the period 2014–2017: agency willingness (y4) in relation to motivations (n=49)

Period 2014–2017
Crime-intrinsic motivations Crime-extrinsic motivations

Outcome  
willingness (y4)

Essential Worrisome Strategic Reputational No. of 
cases

Willing 1 0 0 0 12
1 0 1 0 6
1 0 1 1 1
1 1 0 0 4
0 0 0 1 1
0 0 1 0 2
0 0 1 1 0
0 1 0 0 0

Reluctant 1 0 0 0 2
1 0 0 1 1
1 0 1 0 1
1 1 1 0 1
0 0 0 0 1
0 0 0 1 4
0 0 1 0 1

Not willing 1 0 0 0 3
0 0 0 0 8
0 0 1 0 1

Total 49

Note. 0=motivation absent, 1=motivation present. 
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Table J2 Combinations of conditions that explain agency willingness (2010–2017)

Not Willing Willing
ESS WORR STR REPU Not willing Reluctant Willing n

ESS 1 0 0 0 3 3 15 21
ESS * REPU 1 0 0 1 1 1
ESS * STR 1 0 1 0 2 6 8
ESS * STR * REPU 1 0 1 1 1 1
ESS * WORR 1 1 0 0 5 5
ESS * WORR * REPU 1 1 1 0 1 1
REPU 0 0 0 1 4 1 5
STR 0 0 1 0 1 2 5 8
STR * REPU 0 0 1 1 1 1
WORR 0 1 0 0 1 1
No conditions 0 0 0 0 8 1 9

12 14 35 61

Note.
ESS= Essential motivation
WORR= Worrisome motivation
STR = Strategic motivation
REPU = Reputational motivation

The table below is a different representation of Figure 14 and the truth tables. It lists all occurring 
combinations of motivations in relation to the agency willingness.
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