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At the dawn of the 1980s, the major threats from espionage to the Netherlands were the 
Soviet intelligence services KGB and GRU, and the intelligence service of the GDR, the MfS. 
Their main targets at the time were Science and Technology and their applicability for 
military purposes, NATO headquarters and installations on Dutch territory, and the 
Netherlands armed forces. In addition, these services were very active in exerting 
influence in Dutch society through the instrument of subversion, by enlisting the 
Communist Party of the Netherlands (CPN) and various associated, anti-militarist groups 
in major campaigns against NATO, nuclear weapons, conscription and the armed forces in 
general. 

This article deals with the counterintelligence situation in the Netherlands from a military 
perspective at the dawn of the 1980s, a period in modern history that British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher in 1979 forebodingly designated as a “dangerous decade”, because a 
wealth of facts regarding the Warsaw Pact military threat and general global socio-political 
instabilities in her view portended danger for the decade ahead. The subjects subversion 
and espionage constitute the two principle parts of this article. Terrorism and sabotage are 
dealt with first, however, but in much less detail. The Royal Netherlands Army (RNLA) and 
Royal Netherlands Air Force (RNLAF) units stationed at the time in the Federal Republic of 
Germany (FRG) are left out of consideration. 

Today it is widely recognised that the ‘long 1970s’ was a decisive international transition 
period during which traditional, collective-oriented socio-economic interest and welfare 
policies were increasingly replaced by the more individually and neo-liberally oriented value 
policies of the post-industrial epoch. Seen from a distance of now more than three decades, 
it is increasingly clear that these socio-economic and socio-cultural processes also found 
their expression at the level of national and international power. These ‘long 1970s’ did not 
pass the Netherlands, and its associated left-wing radicalism certainly did not pass the Dutch 
armed forces. The disappearance of political consensus in society and the thawing of 
relations with the Soviet Union meant that both citizens and conscripts started questioning 
the legitimacy of the armed forces. Protests directed against the armed forces, and against 
nuclear weapons in particular, were at the order of the day. 

Terrorism 

The Netherlands, like many countries in the world during the late 1970s, was faced with 
international terrorism when aircraft hijacking and occupation of embassies were almost 
daily practice. Most acts of violence by foreign terrorists were not directed against the 
Netherlands itself, however, but were rather committed to obtain money or to force the 
release of colleagues imprisoned in other countries. Foreign terrorist organisations, like the 
Red Army Faction (RAF) and the Irish Republican Army (IRA) were active in the Netherlands. 



There were also indications that a Palestinian organisation was being set up in the 
Netherlands. A Dutch organisation called Red Resistance Front (RVF) sympathised with both 
the RAF and the Palestinian Liberation Front (PLO). It was founded in 1977 and consisted of 
a rather small hard core, fighting imperialism and fascism by different means, including 
direct action. In 1979, the RVF carried out six actions without success, one of which was an 
unintentional bomb explosion in Amsterdam. After the Dutch police had arrested 
approximately twenty members, of which several hard core members, the organisation was 
essentially dismantled. 

A pure domestic affair were the actions by South Moluccans, inspired by a deeply rooted 
discontent with the ever failing attempts to establish an independent South Moluccan 
republic within the Indonesian federation. At the end of the 1970s, the South Moluccan 
ideal gradually crumbled as a result of the extinction and the fading authority of the older 
generation. However, a new radical group of young South Moluccans was trying to breathe 
new life into the South Moluccan aspirations through a socialist approach. There were 
indications that this group had contacts with the Soviet Union. These developments 
portended new terrorist actions in the near future, but there were no reasons to believe 
that these would be targeted against the armed forces of the Netherlands or NATO. The 
occupation of the Indonesian embassy in The Hague, the Indonesian consulate in 
Amsterdam, a school, the Provincial Government House in Assen and the hijacking of two 
trains in succession were the main actions by South Moluccans in the 1975-1978 period. In a 
few cases the execution of terrorist plans could be timely prevented. After 1978, there were 
no further activities by South Moluccans. This was partly attributable to the efficient way in 
which the Netherlands authorities had interfered in the actions, the swift trial of the 
terrorists and their severe punishments, and by the broad discussion on the South Moluccan 
problem in the Dutch parliament. 

Sabotage 

In the field of sabotage it was very quiet in the Netherlands. In the late 1970s, several cases 
of malicious damage to military equipment did occur, but any direct association with Soviet 
controlled activities could not be ascertained. It was, however, generally assumed by the 
armed forces that the intelligence services of the Warsaw Pact were making plans and 
preparations for sabotage operations in the Netherlands, in view of the fact that there were 
many potential targets which were of vital importance for the conduct and support of 
military operations, like harbours, airports, rail lines, headquarters and other military 
complexes, like barracks and logistical installations. The anti-militarist working group 
“Onkruit”, of which more later on, in 1979 called for a ‘year of action’. The theft and 
publication of military secrets and the destruction of military material signaled the 
beginning of a second, more radical phase in protests against the legitimacy of the armed 
forces, which only ended in the second half of the 1980s. 

Subversion 

Throughout the history of the Netherlands, freedom of speech has always been an 
inviolable right. The tolerant attitude with regard to minority groups and towards ideas and 
behaviour diverging from the average, stems from this right and has become a typical Dutch 
quality. So, in discussing and judging subversion in the Netherlands this should be kept in 



mind. Dutch society is open and continuously in motion, and it would be wrong to simply 
denominate all changes in Dutch society as subversion. Therefore, this article will be 
confined to those facts and developments which more or less affected the armed forces of 
the Netherlands and its membership of NATO in the late 1970s. 

In 1975, after a period of approximately ten years of “national autonomous policy”, the 
Communist Party of the Netherlands (CPN), in which guidance by Moscow had long been 
established, decided to change its course and develop a new strategy, including a changed 
attitude towards the use of nuclear energy. The old leader, Paul de Groot, was dethroned 
and the relations with the CPSU were firmly re-established. Since then, the CPN could again 
be regarded as a loyal supporter of Moscow. The party attempted to achieve its new aims 
through cover organisations under its control, action committees and mass demonstrations, 
and by infiltrating existing social organisations and other communities of interest. Examples 
of these tactics were the successful anti-neutron bomb campaign which, at the instigation of 
Moscow, was followed by an international demonstration in Amsterdam in March 1978, and 
a harbour strike in Rotterdam in August and September 1979. Agitation against Dutch 
government policy and the campaign against NATO rearmament evidently supported the so-
called “peace policy” of the Soviet Union at the time. For the organisation of the harbour 
strike in Rotterdam, the CPN sought the cooperation of the more radical Socialist Party (SP) 
and other Marxist-Leninist groups, which was rather unusual in view of the traditional 
differences of opinion between the two parties. However, in this instance, the CPN chose 
cooperation to prevent the SP from stealing their thunder. The harbour strikes were 
significant for the armed forces of the Netherlands and the Central Region of NATO because 
of the function of these harbours in times of war with the Warsaw Pact (Allied forces would 
be resupplied and reinforced by troops and equipment coming from the United States, 
Canada and the United Kingdom). Under the so-called Soviet “peace policy”, the CPN, 
supported by other groups, in 1979 started conducting a major campaign against the 
stationing of American cruise missiles on Dutch territory, planned under the so-called “dual-
track” decision taken that year. The outcome of parliamentary discussions on this subject, 
which forced the government to postpone a final decision to 1981, was immediately 
exploited by the CPN as a successful result of its campaign. Some party members who 
visited Moscow shortly afterwards, were even publicly decorated by the CPSU for this great 
achievement. 

Several associated groups were involved in anti-militarist activities, such as the League of 
Conscripts (BVD), the International League of Communists (IKB), the Union of Conscientious 
Objectors (VD), the anti-militarist working group “Onkruit” and the General Dutch Youth 
Movement (ANJV). All of these groups denied that the Soviet Union posed a threat and they 
considered the Dutch armed forces and NATO as Cold War relics. 

The League of Conscripts, also called the “White BVD”, was a revolutionary soldiers 
movement which endeavoured to render the armed forces unfit as an instrument for 
maintaining the capitalist system. This should be achieved by fostering anti-capitalist 
feelings among the enlisted men, and by infiltrating the Union of Conscripted Soldiers 
(VVDM), the official labour union of the Netherlands armed forces that was established in 
1966, thus undermining the armed forces from the inside. The activities of the BVD 
culminated in the organisation of the anti-NATO congress in Amsterdam in 1974, but soon 
afterwards it lost much in significance because many of its members joined other 



organisations with more practical aims like the feminist movement and the International 
League of Communists. This was a Trotskyist movement striving for socialism by the 
permanent revolution of the proletariat. The IKB contributed to a revival of the BVD by 
stimulating its conscripted members to join the BVD and also the VVDM. The result of this 
action became evident at the second European Conference of Conscript Organisations 
(ECCO II). Of the 7-man VVDM delegation, four — including the spokesman — were 
members of the IKB. Furthermore, the IKB undertook activities such as publishing a 
newspaper for soldiers, organising pamphlet actions and demonstrations, and holding 
informative meetings for future conscripts. These activities undermined the operational 
capability of the Netherlands armed forces to counter the armed forces of the Warsaw Pact. 
Conscripts that went on strike, for example, would not be available for countering a surprise 
Soviet attack. 

The Union of Conscientious Objectors advocated improvement, and also a curtailment of its 
duration to 16 months, of the alternate (non-military) compulsory service of approximately 
two years for conscientious objectors who had been admitted as such by law. In the late 
1970s, activism by the VD increased considerably. In 1979 both a strike day and a national 
day of action were organised. From the VD also originated the working group  “Onkruit” in 
1974, which subsequently became very active. “Onkruit” primarily propagated the so-called 
total conscientious objection, that is including the alternate compulsory service. Its 
members considered themselves political prisoners. The working group clearly displayed 
anarchist features, and joined the International Collective Resistance, by rendering support 
to total conscientious objectors fled from other countries, France in particular. Unlike the 
BVD, which was by principle active from inside the armed forces, “Onkruit” intentionally 
worked from the outside. In that way, it could show itself as part of a wider resistance 
against the entire structure of Dutch society. By this, and by the diversity of its actions, it 
could count on the support of both other anti-militarist groups and activist movements in 
the fields of nuclear energy, emancipation, culture, housing, etc. The actions by “Onkruit” 
were of a distinct provocative nature, intended to provoke hard counteraction by the police 
or armed forces in the presence of invited press, thereby exposing militarism in Dutch 
society. 

The last organisation to be mentioned in this context was the General Dutch Youth 
Movement, a subdivision of the CPN. Like the IKB and BVD, the ANJV had selected the 
VVDM as its target. Several members were on the VVDM board, thus having the opportunity 
to propagate CPN (essentially Moscow’s) policy in the Dutch armed forces. They did take 
care, however, to not get directly involved in actions against the armed forces as such, 
because the ANJV wanted to avoid being blamed for undermining the military. 

Espionage 

Finally, turning towards the subject of espionage, between 1975 and 1978, four Soviet 
intelligence officers were expelled from the Netherlands after it had been established that 
they had been collecting military information, particularly on advanced electronics and 
aircraft fuels (Royal Dutch Shell). They were all employed under official cover at the Soviet 
trade mission and Intourist Bureau and identified as members of the military GRU. They had 
done their work in a very professional way, and had their activities not been uncovered in 
time by Dutch counterintelligence, they would have constituted a considerable threat to the 



security of the Netherlands and its NATO allies. The expulsion of these intelligence officers 
dealt a severe blow to the GRU staff in the Netherlands. Only at the dawn of the 1980s, the 
GRU establishment managed to recover its original strength. 

In late 1977, the German couple Pasenwald-Laubach was arrested in Sittard on suspicion of 
espionage for the German Democratic Republic (GDR). They had been using the Netherlands 
as a base of operations for their intelligence activities in the Netherlands (in particular the 
AFCENT headquarters in Brunssum) and in the neighbouring FRG. In 1979, the German 
couple Eistel, alias Hädrich was arrested in the Netherlands. This couple had been living in 
Vlaardingen, from where they had executed their intelligence missions in both the 
Netherlands (the port of Rotterdam, which played an essential role in NATOs “Reforger” 
plans) and the FRG. Both of these couples had been working for the GDR intelligence service 
MfS and had applied the method of taking up illegal residence in their target country. Also in 
1979, custom-house officers arrested a man in a military restricted area in the vicinity of 
Venlo, who was taking pictures of a rifle range. Upon his arrest he pulled the film out of his 
camera. He identified himself as Manfred Bontsch, showing a provisional identity card 
issued in West-Berlin. However, a check made by the West-German authorities revealed 
that the real Manfred Bontsch was on vacation in Spain. Confronted with that information, 
the suspect revealed that his real name was Alfred Hetland. He was subsequently expelled 
as an undesirable alien to East-Berlin. Unlike other communist countries, the diplomatic 
missions (both embassy and consulates) of the GDR in the Netherlands were not involved in 
actual intelligence work. This was either done by East-German intelligence officers visiting, 
or taking up illegal residence in the Netherlands. The above three cases serve as an example 
of this working method. They also illustrate that the GDR intelligence service was mainly 
interested in military installations in the Netherlands, such as NATOs AFCENT headquarters 
in the South. As these incidents all took place in the period after the expulsion of the four 
GRU officers in 1978, they could in fact have been attempts to fill the gap in Soviet bloc 
intelligence operations caused by that particular expulsion. 

During the period from 1976 to 1979, the Netherlands military intelligence services paid a 
great deal of attention to the phenomenon of East-European trucks. The movements of 
these trucks could not always be associated with their cargo and destination, while the 
conduct of the co-drivers especially attracted attention. Assumptions that these co-drivers 
were intelligence officers, or even tank unit commanders engaged in reconnaissance of their 
possible war targets, and that the trucks had been equipped with radio transmitters or even 
High Frequency Direction Finders (HFDF) could not be confirmed, however. 

At the same time, the Netherlands military intelligence services also paid a great deal of 
attention to Soviet maritime intelligence activities, and the Soviet merchant fleet was of 
particular interest. Since 1953, the Soviet Union had a permanent representative in the 
Netherlands, who acted as a general agent for Soviet shipping. And from 1969, the Soviets 
had been making persistent attempts to establish Joint Ventures in order to expand their 
influence. To that end, some ten Dutch industries were approached by the Soviets, but 
negotiations came to nothing, mainly because of the restrictive policy of the Netherlands 
government regarding the admission of Soviet citizens to the country. That policy was based 
on the following conditions: 



 The establishment of a Joint Venture should serve the economic interests of the 
Netherlands to a large extent; 

 Duties for which Eastern Bloc officials were required, must be of such a specific 
nature that they could not possibly be performed by Dutch personnel; 

 There should be a prospect of reciprocity as to the establishment of a Dutch 
counterpart in the Eastern Bloc. 

In 1972, the Soviets decided to set up independent branches of the Belgian-Russian Joint 
Venture “Transworld Marine Agency Company” in the Dutch harbours of Rotterdam, 
Amsterdam, Delfzijl, Terneuzen and Vlissingen. Attempts to employ Russian directors and 
personnel at these branches were barred by the Netherlands admission policy. A request 
made by the Soviets in connection with this matter, for the establishment of a consulate in 
Rotterdam was turned down by the Netherlands government for the following reasons: 

 In spite of the large number of Soviet seamen in the harbour of Rotterdam (400-600 
per day), the consular work would be minimal; 

 The Soviets already had been granted an augmentation of their embassy staff in The 
Hague in connection with the increasing number of Soviet ships attending 
Netherlands ports. 

By the late 1970s, it had been established that both seagoing vessels and river vessels of the 
Eastern Bloc countries sometimes managed to select a favourable mooring in the vicinity of 
interesting objects from an intelligence point of view, such as naval ships under repair in 
shipyards. However, attempts by vessels to select a mooring in the line-of-sight of beam 
transmitters for Signals Intelligence purposes had not been ascertained. At the same time, 
the travel activities by the Soviet military attaché and his assistant were rather intensive. 
They were visiting all seaports in the Netherlands and collecting information on the ports 
from sources, these ports of course being essential for NATO reinforcements in the case of a 
Warsaw Pact offensive in Central Europe. 

Conclusion 

So, at the dawn of the 1980s, the major threats from espionage to the Netherlands were, as 
was the situation during the entire Cold War period, the Soviet intelligence services KGB and 
GRU, and the intelligence service of the GDR, the MfS. Their main targets at the time were 
Science and Technology and their applicability for military purposes, NATO headquarters 
and installations on Dutch territory, and the Dutch armed forces. In addition, the Soviet Bloc 
intelligence services were very active in exerting their influence upon Dutch society through 
the instrument of subversion, enlisting the Communist Party of the Netherlands and various 
associated, anti-militarist groups in campaigns against NATO, nuclear weapons, conscription 
and the Dutch armed forces in general. 
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