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Abstract 
 
The note demonstrates the growing importance of the "South East hub" 
for the trafficking of illicit commodities to and from the European Union, 
analyses the factors which led to the rise in international stature of 
Western Balkan organized crime and predicts that the massive presence 
of irregular immigrants in the southern part of the European Union 
combined with the sinking into recession of this region will almost 
certainly provide another opportunity for the Western Balkan organized 
crime groups and their global expansion. 
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According to EUROPOL's last EU Organised Crime Threat Assessment (OCTA 2011), the 
most prominent organised crime activities in the EU are underpinned by a logistical 
architecture around what is called in EUROPOL terminology five "hubs". 
 
Of all the "hubs" mentioned in the report - the North West hub, the North East hub, the 
South West hub, the Southern hub and the South East hub - the latter has seen the 
greatest expansion in recent years, as a result of increased trafficking via the Black Sea, 
proliferation of numerous Balkan routes for illicit commodities to and from the EU, and a 
significant increase in irregular immigration via Greece. These developments in the region 
have contributed to the formation of what EUROPOL calls a "Balkan axis" for trafficking to 
the EU, consisting of the Western Balkans (Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, Albania, Kosovo 
and FYROM) and South East Europe.  According to EUROPOL, new transit hubs are in the 
process of being formed in countries such as Hungary, where several Balkan and Black Sea 
routes converge. Albanian speaking, Turkish and Former Soviet Union criminal groups are 
seeking to expand their interests in the EU, and may exploit opportunities in the possible 
accession of Bulgaria and Romania to the Schengen zone and recent and prospective EU 
visa exemptions for Western Balkan states, the Ukraine and Moldova. 
 
Other sources, like the United Nations International Narcotics Control Board (INCB), an 
independent and quasi-judicial control organ monitoring the implementation of the UN drug 
control conventions, confirm the findings of EUROPOL and stress that the existence of 
strong organized crime structures in the Balkan region should be of great concern for the 
European Union, due to the importance of the region as a main geo-political and geo-
economic hub between the EU, Turkey, the Middle East and Russia.  In its 2010 annual 
report detailing the global trends in the illicit drug markets, the INCB underlines that almost 
all heroin consumed in the EU originates from Afghanistan and that the majority of the 
crime networks trafficking this drug into Europe comes from the Balkans. According to 
INTERPOL's official website, which is very specific in identifying the importance of the 
Balkans in the European narcotics market, two primary routes are used to smuggle heroin 
into Europe: the Silk route, which runs through Central Asia and from there to Russia and 
Eastern Europe and the Balkan route, which runs through south-eastern Europe. The 
Balkan route has as its anchor point Turkey and is divided into three sub-routes: the 
southern route which runs from Turkey via Greece and Albania to Italy, the central 
route, which goes from Turkey to Bulgaria, FYROM, Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia and ends either in Italy or Austria, and the northern 
route, which runs from Turkey via Bulgaria and Romania to Hungary, Austria, the Czech 
Republic, Poland or Germany.  Ethnic-based Western and Eastern Balkan organised crime 
groups - in particular the so-called "Albanian organised crime" - and their networks in the 
diaspora are believed to help move the drug to its destination throughout the route, while 
the presence of other strong criminal networks such as the Italian Ndrangheta, Turkish 
drug kingpins, and even Russian and Caucasian criminal cells should not be overlooked. 
 
As far as cocaine is concerned, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crimes (UNODC) in 
its 2007 World Drug Report points to an alarming new transnational drug alliance between 
the South American drug cartels and Albanian speaking drug syndicates. The section 
'Concerns about Cocaine along the Balkan Route' reads: "While most cocaine shipments 
from South America continue to be directed towards Western Europe ...some shipments to 
Eastern Europe and the Balkan countries have been noticed by law enforcement agencies." 
While the 2005 UNODC Drug Report identified Albanian speaking crime networks only as 
main suppliers of the European wholesale network for heroin, the new report identifies 
them also as part of new transnational criminal alliances and continues: "This raises 
concerns about the development of new trafficking routes and /or the incorporation of 
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cocaine into the range of products offered by traditional heroin trafficking groups operating 
along the Balkan route." The report adds that Albanian drug gangs control ports in 
Romania, in addition to ones in Montenegro (Bar) and Albania (Durres) and concludes: 
"Some cases of cocaine shipments via the Black Sea to Romania and via the Adriatic Sea to 
Montenegro often organized by Albanian criminal groups have already been observed." 
 
In addition to these drug related activities, police reports indicate that in virtually all cases 
involving Western Balkan organized crime, drug trafficking is consistently linked to arms 
smuggling and that in the region an almost symbiotic relationship exists between drug 
dealers and arms dealers. Confiscated arms commonly originate from the former 
Yugoslavia and are a legacy of the conflict period (1991-1999), which left behind massive 
quantities of arms and other military equipment. During this period, black marketers very 
often traded arms for drugs or purchased arms for paramilitaries with the proceeds from 
drug trafficking. Since that time, the movement of these two types of commodities is very 
often connected or overlapping.   
 
On the basis of the above mentioned reports, it becomes evident, that over the previous 
years the traditional Balkan trafficking routes have evolved further, gaining in complexity 
and enabling Balkan organized crime to exploit not only the main road corridors of the 
region from east to west and south to north but also the main sea trade import bases, 
rising thereby their clout and reaching transnational stature.   
 
Another decisive factor for the rise in international stature of Western Balkan organized 
crime has to be seen in what the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) in one of its 
recent reports called the "Balkan Holy Alliance" and what is called by Italian mafia expert 
Matteo Albertini more prosaically the "Adriatic Connection" i.e. the growing links between 
Italy's major mafia syndicates and organized crime in the Western Balkans.   
 
Contrary to the South American-Western Balkan connection, which is no longer mentioned 
as a direct supply route for cocaine in the UNODC World Drug Report released in June 
2012, the Adriatic Connection seems to have a much larger potential and, in the near 
future, could grow into a real alliance. The cooperation between both sides of the Adriatic 
started already in the 90s when the Neapolitan Camorra tried to find new routes for drug 
supply and became one of the principal interlocutors of Western Balkan and in particular 
Serbo-Montenegrin organized crime. They were joined later by the Apulian Sacra Corona 
Unita, which took advantage of the jailing of many Camorra bosses to take over parts of 
the lucrative business of cigarette smuggling across the Adriatic. According to various 
reports, the Adriatic Connection grew over the time into a full-fledged international 
cooperation, allowing organized crime from both sides of the Adriatic to participate side-by-
side in trafficking and other activities in various countries and continents, using the 
classical structure of one of its much better known predecessors, the Sicilian-American 
mafia. As a consequence, the routes of cocaine distribution in Europe and the contacts 
with Colombian narcotics producers were put into the hand of Serbian and Montenegrin 
clans and were supervised by the Calabrian Ndrangheta. Another consequence of this co-
operation was that Montenegro, which during the war years acquired the sad reputation of 
being the centre of tobacco smuggling in the Balkans, turned, even before its independence 
in 2006, into the central Balkan transit hub for cocaine and heroin, a free space for a new 
kind of transnational organized crime, able to use the state and the financial institutions in 
order to launder the money gained from trafficking. It remains to be seen if the opening of 
accession talks with the EU on 29 June 2012 and the "soft" power of the European 
Commission, which in its latest report named "the independence of the judiciary, the fight 
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against corruption and organised crime" as priorities for reform, will be instrumental to free 
Montenegro from this scourge.  
 
Since the "Arab spring" and the alleged involvement of Sicilian mafia clans in the ferrying of 
migrants from conflict areas in North Africa to Europe, another field of cooperation could 
emerge between the organized crime groups on both side of the Adriatic: human 
trafficking. Taking control of "human routes" towards Italy and other Schengen countries 
could give the alliance new power and serve also as a tool to distract the attention of law 
enforcement authorities from other - more traditional and more profitable - forms of 
trafficking, such as drugs and money laundering. Up to now, no reliable information is 
available regarding any current cooperation between Italian and Western Balkan organized 
crime networks in human trafficking across the Southern or Eastern Mediterranean. But 
according to Ioannis Michaletos, a Greek mafia expert, the potential for immigration to 
become a business and a new tool to strengthen this cooperation exists. With an arc of 
instability spreading from Tunisia, Egypt and Syria straight across the Arabian Peninsula to 
Yemen, and Europe being considered a safe heaven, criminal groups in the southeast of the 
continent are likely poised to profit.  
 
What makes this new cooperation even more worrying is the fact that in addition to the 
already existing migration movements from Asia and Africa towards Europe, and with the 
perspective of Romania and Bulgaria joining the Schengen zone, a new inter-European 
trafficking movement of irregular immigrants stuck in EU countries with low or negative 
economic growth might start. 
 
In this context, the case of Greece is significant, since the country had a 7% drop in GDP in 
2011 and has more than 400 000 irregular immigrants without any perspective to find 
employment blocked in the country. If one adds the number of irregular immigrants in 
Spain, Portugal and Italy who face similar problems, a new illegal market seems to be 
opening that will almost certainly be taken advantage of by the same networks that 
presently are dealing with trafficking of weapons, narcotics and prostitutes. Therefore, it is 
safe to predict that the sinking into recession of the southern part of the European Union 
will almost certainly provide yet another opportunity for the Western Balkan organized 
crime groups and their global expansion. 
 
 






