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Honourable Members of the European Parliament, 
[Madame] Chair, Vice-Chairs and Members of the CRIM Special Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to thank you for affording me the opportunity to outline to your 
Committee the conclusions from our study on Europe’s Crime-Terror Nexus. 

The concept of the ‘crime-terror nexus’ has existed for over a decade; however, 
assessments that seek to address the issue have commonly fallen short of identifying 
definitive trends regarding the links that may (or may not) exist between organised 
crime and terrorism. 

This analytical shortfall provokes two possible inferences. The first is that the links 
between these two phenomena is relatively insignificant, and thus undeserving of 
any greater evaluation. Second, due to the compartmentalised nature of anti-crime 
and counter-terrorism strategies by nation-states, linkages have been overlooked or 
unreported. Based on on-going assessments of observed and perceived linkages 
between OC and terrorism over the last decade, the later inference – in our opinion -
appears to be the more accurate. 

There is ample global evidence that ties between OC and terrorism - referred to in 
this briefing as the crime-terror nexus - exist. I have studied these linkages since the 
late 1990’s, and over time deduced that this nexus predominantly operates and 
thrives in areas of instability. To argue that the nexus operates on a variety of levels 
in countries such as Afghanistan, Colombia, Liberia, Pakistan, and Sierra Leone is not 
the greatest revelation. The same can be concluded in jurisdictions located along 
Europe’s periphery, where instability in regions such as the Balkans and the 
Caucasus have also witnessed a blurring between criminal and terrorist operations. 

Given the relative political stability that dominates throughout the European Union 
(E.U.), a suggestion that a nexus operates within E.U. member states has provoked a 
degree of academic skepticism. This skepticism generally promotes the argument 
that it would run against the interests of established organised crime groups (OCGs) 
to cooperate with terrorist entities because the core motivation of terrorism is to 



disrupt and significantly alter the very environment in which European-based OCGs 
know how to operate. Furthermore, any linkages between OC and terrorism would 
significantly increase the vulnerability of OCGs to the authorities. 

Although the premise behind this skepticism is logical, evidence that has come to the 
fore over the last decade indicates that the E.U. is no longer unaffected by linkages 
between OC and terrorism. In fact, both OCG and terrorist groups have learned to 
adapt their operations to limit their vulnerability to the detection of law 
enforcement and security services, whilst benefiting from a variety of organisational 
and operational linkages.  Although open source case studies are hard to pinpoint, a 
number of indicative examples have been ascertained from field research and 
discussions with the security services and law enforcement of various countries –
both within the E.U. and on Europe’s periphery.

This study has argued that the nexus is a sophisticated phenomenon that operates 
on 3 levels: one operational, one conceptual and one evolutionary. Although 
operational linkages are of primary relevance to the E.U., there is evidence of 
conceptual linkages which ultimately result in certain groups falling below the radar 
of both anti-crime and counter-terrorism agencies. 

If the nexus is not understood in a methodical and region-specific manner, there 
may be a danger of conflating OC and terrorism into a single issue, or lumping OC 
and terrorism activities and connections together. However, by considering the 
peculiarities of the nexus as it has specifically developed within the E.U., it is possible 
to isolate two sets of linkages between OC and terrorism: linkages between entities, 
and linkages between activities. Understanding this subtlety has an impact on anti-
crime and counter-terrorism strategies.

The Current OC/Terrorism Threat Environment

Current security concerns in the E.U. are fundamentally shaped by seven key
dynamics:

1. The continued blurring between public/private and legal/illegal is creating an 
environment in which the operations of illicit networks are becoming 
increasingly difficult to identify and monitor. This has enabled OC and terrorist 
groups to engage in financing that either remains opaque, or sufficiently ‘licit’ so 
as not to attract suspicion. 

2. Most E.U. member-states treat militant Islamist terrorism as the greatest threat 
to security. This is reinforced by evidence that associated terrorist cells / 
networks operate in most European countries. Although independent terrorist 
cells have been responsible for most plots uncovered this past decade, the most 



serious terrorist plots were organised by cells that maintained operational 
connections to larger networks based outside the E.U.  

3. OCGs from the Balkans continue to play an important role in the operation and 
expansion of illicit markets within the E.U. This feeds into concerns that radical 
Islamist groups have sought to establish connections with Eastern European 
OCGs involved in the trafficking of human beings and the production of forged 
documents.

4. New immigration patterns are creating additional links between diaspora 
communities and ‘home jurisdictions’ that facilitate the introduction of new 
illicit networks and new opportunities for linkages between OC and terrorism to 
emerge. Political and security developments in North Africa and South Asia are, 
for example, contributing to shifting immigration patterns, with E.U. member-
states such as Greece becoming increasingly attractive to criminal and extremist 
entities.  

5. Coalition successes in the Afghanistan-Pakistan (AfPak) arena, as well as in Iraq, 
have made these areas less hospitable training environments for potential 
terrorist recruits originating from E.U. member states. This has several 
implications. 

First, ‘home grown’ groups are increasingly self-sufficient, and do not necessarily 
have previous operational experience. 

Second, new training grounds are emerging (i.e. northern Mali, Somalia, 
Yemen). As with the AfPak arena, northern Mali is an area that combines 
criminal trafficking with a terrorist presence. The implications for Europe are 
notable – with European ex-patriots targeted in kidnap for ransom operations, 
and European recruits (e.g. from France and the United Kingdom (U.K.)) 
traveling to the region for operational training. 

The recent In Amenas crisis – involving Mukhtar Belmukhtar – has highlighted 
the indirect impact this ‘reality’ has on members of the EU. 

6. Terrorism should be viewed as a complex, multi-layered brick wall – every 
associated activity has several criminal components such as false document 
procurement (incorporating counterfeiters, networks, access to primary 
materials, etc.), weapons and explosives (procurement, concealment, transfers), 
training, and travel (border crossing, smuggling in a third country, etc.). These 
activities have become increasingly regulated / controlled by states, thus 
pushing terrorist groups towards engagement with OC  - as long as the 
parameters of the relationship are strictly defined. 



Research has highlighted that most operational requirements of terrorist groups 
have benefited from a connection to OC; so long as there is money to pay for OC 
services, connections could be established at every level. 

7. As a result of evolving security dynamics in the countries and regions along the 
E.U. periphery, there is evidence of a generational crossover between European-
based criminal and terrorist operatives. For example, there are indications that 
this is occurring both in the Balkan and Pakistani diaspora communities – with 
third generation youth finding justification to engage in militant Islamist 
ideology and criminal behaviour simultaneously. 

What is evident in the current international security environment, and how this 
environment is reflected within the E.U., is that OC and terrorist groups have 
consistently shown an ability to match tactics to operational needs. This has ensured 
that, despite anti-crime and counter-terror efforts, both OC and terrorism continue 
to capitalise on new opportunities and present a continuously evolving challenge to 
national security and law enforcement agencies.  

The Nexus in Europe

Research and analysis conducted throughout the course of this project has identified 
that linkages between OC and terrorism in the E.U. are potentially best modeled by
terrorist typologies. Findings, for example, point to some key differences in terms of 
how militant Islamist groups, ethno-nationalist groups, and single-issue terrorist 
groups engage with the nexus. 

Linkages between ethno-nationalist groups and OC are the most varied, often 
developing away from alliances to encompass appropriation of tactics, and the 
creation of hybrid entities. Militant Islamist groups, on the other hand, very seldom 
(within the E.U. theatre) exhibit organisational or motivational linkages. In fact, 
common trends suggest that militant Islamist groups engage in alliances with OCGs, 
and in some cases directly participate in criminal activities, but are not commonly 
known to evolve into a hybrid group or lose their a priori motivation. 

There are 5 key threats that emanage from OC-terrorism alliances in the E.U:

1. Within the EU there is ample evidence of what many intelligence and law enforcement 
officials have referred to as a marriage of convenience between OC and terrorist groups. 
For example, in 2012 it was discovered that the IRA was laundering money on behalf of 
the ‘Ndrangheta in Northern Ireland; and, Italian militant Islamist cells are believed to use 
connections to Balkan OCGs to transport arms and explosives.

2. The OC-terrorism alliances that exist in the Balkans, and along the periphery of the 
Balkans, create the impetus for drugs and human smuggling.

3. The greatest threat emanating from the presence of Caucasian OC in Europe emerges 
from the fact that these groups are known to have few limitations on whom they 
cooperate with. For example, in August 2011 a group of Chechen and Turkish accomplices 



were arrested for planning a terrorist attack in Spain. Sources have speculated that the 
Chechens were connected to Chechen OC.

4. Militant Islamist groups are utilising criminal networks throughout Europe for logistical 
support. AQIM, for example, participates in the heroin trade through West Africa en 
route to Europe by means of providing ‘route security’. 

5. As a transit country between Turkey and the Balkans, Greece is becoming increasingly 
important for OC and presents potential opportunities for a convergence between 
criminal and terrorist activities.

There are 4 key ‘threats’ emerging from terrorist appropriation/integration of 
OC capabilities in the European theatre:

1. Militant Islamist terrorist are increasingly securing ways to become directly involved in 
criminality as a source of financing and logistical support. These cells are driven by the 
need for self-finance, and a requirement to organise operations independently.

2. North African and Pakistani terrorist cells indigenous to the E.U. are increasingly engaged 
in criminal activity to fund terrorist operations. Externally based terrorist cells, such as 
AQIM, pose a two-fold threat: targeting European citizens in its kidnap-for-ransom 
operations and using Europe for their drug trafficking operations. 

3. For example, between 2007 and 2010 there were several cases in the UK that included 
militant Islamists who had engaged in criminal activity. One Tariq Al-Daour, helped fund 
website development for AQ in Iraq through fraudulent credit card transactions. 

4. The 2012 case of Mohamed Mera (who killed seven people in Toulouse, France) also 
provides an illustrative profile. Although initially described as a ‘lone wolf’, it 
subsequently became apparent that he was part of a larger network that crossed both OC 
and militant Islamist circles. 

The European theatre naturally presents different variations of the nexus that do not 
necessarily follow the trends established in the stereotypical environments -
dominated by political instability, periods of sustained conflict, embedded 
insurgents, and criminal activity that simultaneously fuels and feeds cycles of 
violence - of countries like Afghanistan and Colombia. 

Relative political stability and social cohesion mean that the operating environment 
in most E.U. member-states is rather more complex than that which exists in 
transitional and (post) conflict states. However, this reality has not hindered the 
emergence of linkages between OC and terrorism; on the contrary, it has resulted in 
the careful development of operational and organisational linkages that are used to 
increase the effectiveness of both types of activities and organisations within the 
European context.  

Recommendations / moving forward

The linkages between OC and militant Islamist cells are a growing concern for E.U. 
member-states. Their operational capacity varies depending on whether these 
relationships exist within E.U. borders, in particular states on the periphery, or 
outside the E.U. These types of relationships pose a threat to member-states in 



terms of potential terrorist attacks on E.U. territory, or the growth and sustainability 
of criminality within communities.

Despite gaps in intelligence and research regarding the prevalence and future trends 
of OC and terrorism linkages, denying or ignoring linkages that clearly exist threatens 
the efficacy of counter-terrorism and anti-crime activities and policies.

Intelligence sharing between E.U. member-state agencies is a key component in 
combating the crime-terror nexus. At an operational level member status must 
ensure that anti-crime and counter-terrorism units engage one another in order to 
identify and monitor potential linkages between OC and terrorism.

It is paramount to understand that the effective fight against OC and terrorism 
depends on an integrated approach involving all stakeholders (public and private) on 
a national and E.U. level.

The private sector, particularly the financial industry, plays a crucial role in 
combating OC and terrorist financing by identifying and reporting cases of fraud, 
money laundering and other suspicions transactions. The financial sector must work 
more closely with government agencies to identify gaps in current regulations and 
implement innovative techniques to address these issues.
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