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Historical background 

 

There are a number of common misconceptions when it comes to analysing and scrutinising the issue and the relevant statistics of 

Organised Crime (OC) in a country or region. Those are usually linked to the overall economic situation of that country or region 

with special attention given to indicators such as unemployment, street and serious crime rates, GDP per capita and whether the 

country and/or region under examination is a “failed” one, as in a failed state in terms of upholding the democratic and economic 

principles of a liberal democratic country.  

 

By the term “Organised Crime” we mean those organised groups who, in collation with powerful factions or individuals control the 

so-called “underground” or “black” market as well as having other activities which can be done only by corrupting high and 

medium-ranking officials either financially or in terms of political support and, when appropriate blackmailing. Ironically, and 

although this is rarely the case, OC can include no “street crimes”, as those are understood by the people, i.e armed robberies, petty 

theft, rape or assault and so. Serious organised crime is usually referring to activities at a higher level with, however, often tangible 

impact on the street, mainly in the realms of drugs dealing and prostitution, „protection‟ as well as availability and smuggling of 

weapons.  

 

Subsequently, statistics often constitute ambiguous, if not misleading „advisors‟ and drivers   for the study of OC. This, especially, is 

the case when it comes to examining OC in SouthEast (SE) Europe, that is in the former Yugoslavia, Albania, Romania, Bulgaria, 

Moldova and to a lesser extend Greece and Turkey although those countries serve as major transit routes for the large OC groups of 

the region and a bridge between the region and Central Asia. Also, OC cannot be always measured in the sense that by “OC” we 

refer to a plethora of activities which are not measurable as in the case of street crime or homicides. Those activities may well 

include corruption of state or even governmental factors, financing from abroad even with legal means and politico-social power of 

groups on a local level to name but a few. Further than that, macroeconomic indicators do not always tell the truth when it comes to 

similar analyses. For instance, in the case of SE Europe, unemployment levels are, in real economy and life, less than the official 

statistics since a large, registered as unemployed, (or altogether illegally residing in the country) workforce exist or employed people 

sometimes do more than one jobs. Also, money that come from families and individuals abroad usually do not register towards the 

calculation of GDP p.c and growth.  

 

Organised Crime in the SE Europe emerged after the collapse of the socialist regimes across the region. As specialists support it is a 

developmental issue and one directly linked to the socialist past of the regioni. It is a mainly clan/family oriented one as the character 

of those OC groups have historically been regional rather than product or service-orientated, usually operating on a local level with a 

“network” of local leaders who are the ones that usually maintain relations and attachments to respective politicians and financially 

powerful individuals. As foreign organisations such as the American FBI, OC groups in the region do not resemble similar 

organisations in the US such as La Cosa Nostra (LCN) in terms of organisationii. The wars of the 1990s with the last one being the 

NATO involvement in Kosovo and the regions eventual succession of Yugoslavia created vast networks of small clans which, in 

cooperation with individuals and political leaders contributed to the rise of organised illegal activities. As specialists indicate “crime 

in the Balkans is a product of post-communist transition and conflicts resulting from the break-up of Yugoslavia rather than being 

endemic”iii 

 

Current Trends and Major Sectors 

 

However, a diversion and a change in the character of those activities (most notably arms smuggling) since the early 2000s have 

indicated that the old crime architecture of the region has been changing in activities and character. Indeed, OC changed activities 

(mainly drug smuggling and selling, prostitution and to a lesser extend smuggling of immigrants on their way to Western Europe) as 

the region was getting richer and the hostile military activities ceased both on state level as well as in terms of the real economy „on 

the street‟. Also, certain crime indicators such as murder (which, as said before does not necessarily constitute and indicator of OC 

per se) has almost halved over the past 13 yearsiv. It is often said that the consumption of certain drugs, especially cocaine, it is a sign 

of economic growth and this is well illustrated in the region since the increase of p.c GDP created a new market and clientele that 

gradually and increasingly fed OC and its related activities. The region of SE Europe is a transit one, as mentioned above, between 

both Central and South Asia towards Western Europe as well as the Eastern Mediterranean and Middle East towards the 

countries of Central, Northern and Western Europe. As a Europol study suggests, OC in SE Europe is evolving in the sense that it 

is now becoming international, with serious activities and links to the US and EU. Also, the activities have shifted now to include 

any kind of business for money laundering and financing purposes, often in cooperation with local groups in the Westv. Also, the 

total recorded robbery and assault victimisation rates per 100,000, adjusted for under-reporting shows that the region in total is far 

behind Western countriesvi. 

 

As mentioned above, after the end of armed conflicts in the region, currently the biggest most profitable endeavour of OC in SE 

Europe including Greece and Turkey is the illicit drugs trade. As 90% of heroin in Europe comes from Afghanistan mainly through 

Turkey, Black Sea and the Baltic region, Central and SE Europe serve as the main hub for smuggling heroin to the rich markets of 

Northern, Southern and Western Europe (such as Britain, Germany, Italy, France, Spain and the Netherlands). Statistics from the 
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European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction indicate that drug usage and incidents of drug-related crimes in the 

region are currently at or below EU averagevii. It is interesting to note that as of 2007, average drug usage for cannabis, cocaine, 

heroin as well as amphetamines was much lower in SE Europe than Western Europeviii. As the drug usage stabilises in the region, OC 

has shifted its activities to smuggling larger amounts of heroin into Europe as well as developing links to South Asian OC groups for 

the shipment of cocaine to the central and eastern European countries including Russia.  

 

Light arms and other weapons smuggling as well as localised armed conflicts (including between armed gangs) has also stabilised 

compared to the 1990s whilst is lately diminishing as experts agree. The reasons are mainly the end of the numerous conflicts 

providing a highly futile ground for such trade as well as usage of the weapons as well as certain measures including better border 

control (something that should also be taken into account when it comes to drugs illicit trade) assisted by the EU to a large extend as 

with the case of FRONTEX operations in Greece (albeit those are centred around immigrants). Indeed studies show that the average 

declared and undeclared possession of arms in the region does not differ from Western Europe, in fact, in total it can be said to be 

again below averageix. That is not to say however that potential problems and hotspots have come and gone in the history of the 

region.  

 

During the course of the past year and although there were no armed conflicts, the situation in Kosovo and certain north-western 

regions of FYROM as well as Albania proper have seen, at least on colloquial level the re-emergence of Albanian nationalism. That 

is important since it is the Albanian “mafia” in EU and North America with the most activity in organised crime and with links to and 

from the region. Money sent from abroad are said to be collated with the acquisition of weapons by certain individuals or groups.  

 

For example, the Chamouria Liberation Army or UCC is like UCK, is a nationalist-religious (Islamic) group which can cause serious 

problems since, according to the National Intelligence Service (EYP), there is information of several locations throughout western 

and north-western Greece with hidden weaponry including pistols, rifles, hand grenades and chinese AK-47s. One such crypt was 

found out, accidentally, in a forest of Epirus around 2011 New Year‟s Evex. Another quantity of weaponry was found in the NE 

Acharnes area of Athens. Three Albanians were arrested and brought before justice. The weapons were four rifles, one other machine 

gun, two AK-47s, 25 grenades, one smoke bomb and 297 bullets. The three Albanians caught by police were 18, 20 and 36 years old 

respectively. It is not certain that these three individuals are linked to UCC but there are evidence the weapons were related to the 

ones found in the crypt of the forrest in Epirus regionxi.  

 

Another recent incident which occurred on 29 November 2010 involved a 46 years old Turkish national, Taskirad Mahmood, who 

was found with his son en route in a private car carrying one AK-47 and ammunition in Thrace. Taskirad Mahmood had been 

convicted in the past for several crimes including homicide, weapons possession, theft, prison break, possession of military weaponry 

and others1, all committed in several Greek regions. They were arrested by the Greek authorities but there is no evidence they will be 

deported to Turkeyxii. The above incidents show that although the situation has bettered dramatically since the end of the 1990s, there 

are a still a number of drivers (regional aspirations) that could provide serious, organised crime a futile ground. It is important to note 

however that, dispite the economic downturn of the past few years (notably since 2007-08), the more the region will develop and 

financially stabilises the less incidents of this kind, that is weapons smuggling and usage will diminish.  

 

Another major field with signs of amplification, albeit still constituting a serious issue is human trafficking. Again, human trafficking 

related to prostitution is indeed something parallel to economic growth. The International Organisation of Migration for instance 

indicated that since the mid-2000s traffickers adopt to new law enforment and measures, conducting trafficking operations in a more 

legal manner taking advantage of the integration of countries such as Romania and Bulgaria into the EU despite the special 

conditions regarding immigration and working abroadxiii. Also the Task Force on Trafficking in Human Beings of the Stability Pact 

for South Eastern Europe agreed with the assessment that trafficking routes were shifting rather than decliningxiv. Human trafficking 

outside prostitution has only a transit character from Turkey via Greece and the Black Sea (Romania and Bulgaria) towards South, 

Central and Western Europe. As with drugs, activities expanded as far as human trafficking is concerned due to the bettering of 

transportation but mainly because of the hostile environments in Central and South Asia and the MENA region.  

 

The above show, among others, that although locally-centred gangs and groups may be and are well-rooted, when it comes to 

activities from abroad those groups behave to a big extend in an opportunistic fashion as they immediately identify the new sources 

and nature of business and constantly evolve. In short, if gambling is also counted for in the urban centres of regional cities, activities 

tend to turn more “legal” than before, hence the line between legal and illegal activities is blurring.  

 

The issue of corruption may be said to be a centre-point in the equation of organised crime in SE Europe. Corruption ranges from 

low-level operators to governmental staff and the security services. Corruption remains a constant problem that, contrary to weapons, 

drugs or prostitution has a variety of drivers and it can be found in rich and poor, developed or underdeveloped places. 

Eurobarometer and NGO Transparency International‟s relevant polls indicate that perceived levels of corruption in Southeast Europe 

largely remain well above EU averagexv. It should be noted that corruption in relation to the state is a perennial problem that should 

be approached from a societal stand rather from a merely financial one as it is the case of drugs trafficking for example which exist 

because of real human “needs” and it is not an issue to be taken numerically nor regionally.  

 

Corruption is a central issue that threatens democracy and the liberal state, especially in the case of SE Europe (excluding Greece as 

certain standards are in place) where the region is still, in many ways, developing despite EU membership for the Eastern part of the 

region. Unequal development during the course of the past ten years, the expansion of financial activities, the opening of the borders 

and the improvement in transportation as well as the continuous influx of immigrants from the region into the West have made 

corruption-related incidents transnational, hence increasingly integrated to the existing networks of Western Europe and America to 

the west and the former Soviet Union as well as China to the east.  
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Corruption leads us to the final dimension of the new organised structure of the region of southeast Europe, the ever-increasing links 

and interdependencies with similar or terrorist groups abroad. As far as the United States are concerned for instance, special attention 

is usually paid to the so-called Albanian “mafia”, in other words the organised crime operated by Albanians in the US, mainly in the 

large urban areas of east and west coasts. These groups, in turn, finance their respective associates in Albania, Kosovo, FYROM and 

elsewhere in the region, as in Greece. Whereas some amounts are indeed directed to individuals, there is no doubt that considerable 

sums are redirected to other activities including terrorism. Serbian connections are also relatively strong to the US as well as Europe. 

As the FBI report indicates Albanian organized crime activities in the U.S. include gambling, money laundering, drug trafficking, 

human smuggling, extortion, violent witness intimidation, robbery and murder.  

 

Albanian and other organized crime groups originating from the region have recently expanded, the report says into more 

sophisticated crimes including real estate fraudxvi. Connections to South America have also been noted. Weapons to South America 

and drug trafficking (especially cocaine and to a lesser extend cannabis) from the Latin American region have increased. Whereas 

cooperation with the drug lords of Central Asia is necessarily for the smuggling and trafficking of illicit drugs, international 

cooperation is indeed a “new” feature of the SE European (especially of the western part of the region) organised crime and an 

indicator of the evolution of this crime from a local-based and war, socialism and poverty-born one, to a sophisticated transnational 

high-level mechanism. The negative news in this is the large amounts of security spending and possible political dependencies in the 

regional countries whereas the “good news” for the average citizen is that OC alters its nature from a street-focused to an „office-

based‟ one.  

 

Future Trends and Countermeasures 

 

As there are no certain countermeasures to terrorism as a phenomenon in the minds and hearts of certain people, likewise there is no 

single remedy for combating Organised Crime networks. As highlighted above those depend from a number of major drivers beyond 

the control of a single government or security establishment and are universal: 

 Human habits and “needs” such as drugs, 

 The geopolitical realities of Central and South Asia including the Caucasus, 

 The geopolitical realities of the MENA region, 

 The current financial crisis but in the same time the overall (and more long-term) trend of economic growth of the region 

(which limits the need for weapons but increased the need for „luxury‟ drugs such as cocaine and prostitution) 

 The corruption on all levels of society and the need for extra income when possible. 

 

The above list although under no circumstances exhaustive presents a good sample of major issues that go beyond a certain country 

or region when dealing with the phenomenon of organised crime. Having noted the above however, there are certain macroeconomic, 

social and political indicators that present rather positive prospects for the region when examined under a long term prism. Those are: 

 An otherwise negative effect is that low birth rates in the region offer only a 7-8% of the population falling into the 

category of “high risk” as far as street crime is concernedxvii, 

  Despite the recent economic downturn and the overall situation in Europe, the region, from a global perspective is a rather 

developed one with large potential due to its skilled workforce (as well as the increasingly high numbers of individuals 

receiving quality higher education at home or abroad) and very high levels of higher education training already (for the ages up 

to 50 years old), 

 The long history of socialist regimes in the region flattened income differentials with a result (and despite some intense 

gaps between the very top end and lower bottom) that most of those countries enjoy a rather homogenous income distribution 

(contrary, for example, to South and Central American states) something that has limited absolute povertyxviii, 

 Finally, the prospect for EU membership for the Western part of the region, as in the past can work as a mechanism that 

will fuel efforts by the countries of former Yugoslavia and Albania to mitigate of not eliminate threats.  

 

What will be a deciding factor in the prospects of organised crime is the level of civil society in the region and the checking 

mechanism a contemporary democracy holds. For if corruption is a  „tumour‟ in the body of social and economic stability, that can be 

amplified and battled against by the body of citizens of each state as the democratic culture strengthens in the following years. 

Although the region has acquired a rather unfair reputation, mainly because of the 1990s (wars, sudden drop in living standards, 

political turmoil) it would be wise when it comes to reporting on and studying of the issue to take measurements in a more long term 

fashion. SE Europe shares a predominantly European culture and set of ethics.  

 

The Roman and then the Austro-Hungarian past of the majority of the region and at various points of history are proofs of a common 

European past which must be put forward by the rest of Europe in order to communicate to the people and make it clear that the 

European continent is often in a better and stronger position when deals with certain issue in a holist fashion. Financial isolation and 

continuous involvement in the respective countries for a number of years created a situation that fed Organised Crime throughout the 

years. Nevertheless the unprecedented growth of the years until 2007/08 showed that most of the peoples of the region utilised those 

better opportunities and „forced‟ in way organised crime to a more international arena with a more high-level profile. Continuing 

growth and the full emergence of the civil society (including transparency in all walks of life) can be the only true long term 

remedies, at least of those factors that can actually be directly controlled and monitored. 
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