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Definitions  

 

Definitions contained in the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime: 

Organized CrimeΥ άhǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ  ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΣ  

existing  for  a  period  of  time  and  acting  in  concert  with  the  aim of committing one or more 

serious crimes or offences established in accordance with  this  Convention,  in  order  to  obtain,  

directly  or  indirectly,  a  financial  or other  material  benefit1. 

Structured group: ά{ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇέ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƳŜŀƴ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŀƴŘƻƳƭȅ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

immediate commission of an offence and that does not need to have formally defined roles for its 

members, continuity of its membership or a developed structure2. 

Transnational offence: An offence is transnational in nature if: 

(a) It is committed in more than one State; 

(b) It is committed in one State but a substantial part of its preparation, planning, direction or control 

takes place in another State; 

(c) It is committed in one State but involves an organized criminal group that engages in criminal 

activities in more than one State; or 

(d) It is committed in one State but has substantial effects in another State3. 

 

Other definitions: 

Pollution crime: in the absence of an internationally agreed legal definition of pollution crime, 

Lb¢9wth[ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŎǊƛƳŜέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀ ǘŜǊƳ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ 

involving the trafficking and/or the illegal management of potential contaminants, and resulting in 

environmental pollution. It includes the following non-exhaustive types of crime: waste crime; marine 

pollution crime; fuel, oil and gas smuggling and illegal refineries; illegal use and trade in chemicals and 

plastic; and carbon trading crime. 

Several conventions contribute to create an international legal framework covering activities that are 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŎǊƛƳŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ, including: the Basel Convention on the Control of 

Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal; the Stockholm Convention on 

Persistent Organic Pollutants; the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent Procedure 

for Certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade; the Montreal Protocol on 

Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer; the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution 

from Ships (MARPOL) and the Protocols thereto, among others.  

 

 

                                                           
1 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, Art 2 (a).  
2 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, Art 2 (c).  
3 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, Art 3.2. 
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Acronyms  

 

INTERPOL International Criminal Police Organization 

NCB INTERPOL National Central Bureau 

OC Organized crime 

OCG Organized criminal group 

OC-PC Organized crime-pollution crime nexus 

PC Pollution crime 

PCWG INTERPOL Pollution Crime Working Group 

SIENA 9ǳǊƻǇƻƭΩǎ Secure Information Exchange Network Application  

TOC Transnational Organized Crime 

UNTOC United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
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Executive Summary  

Lb¢9wth[ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŎǊƛƳŜέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀ ǘŜǊƳ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ 

involving the trafficking and/or the illegal management of potential contaminants, and resulting in 

environmental pollution. It includes the following non-exhaustive types of crime: waste crime; marine 

pollution crime; fuel, oil and gas smuggling and illegal refineries; illegal use and trade in chemicals and 

plastic; and carbon trading crime. 

This report analyses the convergence between certain organized crime activities (OC) and pollution 

crime (PC) (or OC-PC nexus), with the objective to support law enforcement agencies (LEAs) in 

INTERPOL member countries to improve their response to such criminal activities.  

In particular, this report attempts to answer to three key strategic questions: 

¶ Is the OC-PC nexus a global or a localized phenomenon? 

¶ Does the OC-PC nexus proceed from organized criminal groups expanding their business into 

illegal pollution activities, or rather from the criminalization of the environmental compliance 

sector through a shift towards illegal practices by legitimate companies? 

¶ What strategies and operational tactics can law enforcement agencies deploy to disrupt the 

criminal networks behind pollution crimes? 

To address these questions, INTERPOL adopted the following methodology:  

¶ Collection of cases of pollution crime with indicators of organized crime investigated by 

INTERPOL member countries, through a request sent to all INTERPOL National Central 

Bureaus;  

¶ Analysis of 27 cases shared by member countries with the INTERPOL General Secretariat. Most 

of those cases concerned waste crime and involved a great variety of environmentally 

sensitive commodities. The analysis was developed by correlating ten key features concerning 

relations among suspects and modus operandi; and 

¶ Validation of the findings and consultations with national experts in the framework of a 

multiregional meeting organized by INTERPOL.  

Overall 19 INTERPOL member countries from every region of the world contributed to this report 

through their cases and expertise. Analysis suggests that an OC-PC nexus has almost certainly emerged 

globally and it represents a threat facing many, if not most, INTERPOL member countries. Organized 

criminal groups of any size have been found involved in cases of pollution crime in many countries 

worldwide, with illicit operations ranging from local activities to large-scale intercontinental trafficking 

worth millions USD. Despite significant data gaps on the links between organized crime and pollution 

crime in some regions of the world, the available information and intelligence deliver coherent and 

conclusive findings on the existence of such nexus. In particular, findings point to the coexistence of 

two parallel phenomena or operational models.  

On the one hand, organized criminal groups expand and/or diversify their illicit activities to infiltrate 

the waste management sector and other profitable markets involving environmentally sensitive 

commodities. These criminal groups usually have a hierarchical structure with a centralized command. 

They commit mainly illicit waste disposal (sometimes coupled with waste trafficking), fraud and 

racketeering. The relatively simple logistic organization and limited number of stakeholders involved 
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in these offences allow the group to manage the entire crime cycle through a centralized decision-

making process and a strict chain of command.  

On the other hand, legitimate companies operating in the environmental compliance sector shift 

towards illegal business practices and commit pollution crime to increase their profits. From an 

organizational perspective they appear more flexible and decentralized chains of individual suspects 

or clusters of various companies/criminal groups. Such structure better serves the purpose of 

trafficking waste across borders. The complex logistics of transnational waste trafficking requires a 

more sophisticated division of roles among suspects with diverse capacities and expertise, who 

cooperate opportunistically at the different stages of the criminal activity.  

Despite those organizational variants, some patterns and characteristics are commonly found across 

most, if not all, of the OC-PC cases and regions of the world. These include motives, modus operandi 

and divisions of roles among the suspects, as described in the following paragraphs. 

A financial motive is almost certainly the main driving factor for suspects to commit an OC-PC offence, 

as well as the key common denominator among different OC-PC offences. Pollution crime can be 

remarkably lucrative to those companies and criminal groups involved, sometimes representing a 

multi-million dollar illegal business.  

Pollution offenders are innovative, adaptive and at times sophisticated in their methods of operation. 

In most cases analysed, suspects were organized in the form of flexible groups or networks, with the 

ability to infiltrate several different industries and markets where environmentally sensitive 

commodities are involved. This includes the agricultural, construction, energy, mining, and waste 

management markets, among others. They are also skilled in moving commodities for profit globally 

by relying on an international network. By often running a legitimate business as a cover, those 

criminal groups and networks move swiftly between legal and illegal activities. Their professional 

business competencies allow them to expand and diversify their illegal activities taking advantage of 

legislative gaps and changes in market value following new policies. In some cases, they are able to 

penetrate the public sector and local politics as well, and exercise their influence on public tenders, 

policymaking and law enforcement to succeed in their criminal activities.  

The most common modus operandi identified in cases of pollution crime, particularly when committed 

by organized criminal groups, is the use of various types of frauds and financial crimes as a core 

component or facilitator of the pollution offence. Precisely, document fraud, tax evasion and money 

laundering are common components of pollution crimes. Corruption is sometimes involved as well. 

These financial flows are significant as pollution crime often involves multi-million dollar businesses. 

Identifying the specific pollution crime types where most financial flows concentrate may better guide 

law enforcement agencies in strategically deploying the use of financial investigations to tackle the 

proceeds of crime, and therefore identify the suspects. 

The majority of OC-PC cases presents a clear division of roles among individuals and/or companies 

participating in the offences. The division of roles usually responds to two complementary needs. First, 

the provision of different resources (personnel, equipment, etc.) and services (facility management, 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦŀƭǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŜǊǿƻǊƪΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ŜǘŎΦύΣ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ 

respective expertise in different branches of the business. Second, the need for cooperation and 

coordination between individuals and companies in different countries to manage the international 

trade. Based on these criteria, three key role types were found across different cases and regions of 

the world: initiation of the business and procurement of the commodities; brokering and 

transportation; reception and treatment and/or retail of the commodities.  
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The analysis conducted on these cases indicates also that the OC-PC activity is likely to be conducted 

over a period of several years by the same suspects. Several experts contributing to this report argued 

that all too often law enforcement fails to deter pollution offending, possibly generating the 

perception among suspects that pollution crime is a high profit but low risk crime. In fact, suspects of 

pollution crime are rarely charged with organized crime offences. In the cases under review, suspects 

were rarely prosecuted, and when subject to criminal justice they were mostly prosecuted pursuant 

to environmental and/or fraud-related offences. Sentences ranged from short-term imprisonment to 

fines corresponding to a limited share of the profits made from those criminal activities. By 

comparison, these penalties are significantly lower than those usually applied to organized crime 

offences.  

If not already, law enforcement authorities in INTERPOL member countries should prioritise 

investigation of pollution offences. Pollution crime often transcends national borders. It threatens 

legitimate businesses, security and the rule of law through regular convergence with other serious 

crimes, infiltration in public administrations and the sophisticated professional expertise displayed by 

many waste criminals. The global challenge of the OC-PC nexus represents an urgent call for increased 

law enforcement action at the national level. INTERPOL supports its member countries in tackling this 

challenge by-facilitating international cooperation and capacity building activities.  

Around the world, law enforcement agencies are faced with similar challenges when investigating 

pollution crimes. Key challenges include: limitations of investigative powers; cooperation gaps 

between environmental regulatory authorities and police responsible for enforcement of organized 

crime; low prioritization of pollution enforcement; inadequate knowledge of pollution crime and lack 

of specialized training in most law enforcement agencies, which results in limited detection capacity; 

and legal obstacles where pollution crime is not one of the predicate offences that can be prosecuted 

under organized crime laws. International law enforcement cooperation is often hindered by poor 

contacts between specialized investigators; legal restrictions to information sharing; and limited 

Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ. 

As a result of analysis, it is recommended that national law enforcement agencies consider the 

following: 

¶ Elevate pollution crime to a priority level in national law enforcement agendas, shifting from 

a reactive to a proactive approach when investigating such crimes domestically, and 

proactively engaging in cooperation with foreign authorities and INTERPOL to tackle 

transnational cases.  

¶ Integrate tools and techniques of organized crime and financial investigations into 

environmental crime investigations on a regular basis, either through a more multi-

disciplinary training of investigators, or by establishing permanent multi-agency task forces. 

¶ Undertake systematic and accurate data collection and intelligence analysis (particularly 

network analysis) on the companies and criminal networks charged with pollution crimes, to 

support intelligence-led operations.  

In order to operationalise the three recommendations outlined above, managers of national law 

enforcement agencies may consider implementing a comprehensive approach to pollution crime 

enforcement, comprising of four mutually reinforcing pillars: prevention, intelligence gathering, 

enforcement and strategy. 
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¶ Prevention of pollution crimes involves raising awareness among law enforcement agencies 

and deterring offences through preventive searches and intensive scrutiny of suspect 

companies and hotspots.  

¶ Intelligence gathering is instrumental to executing intelligence-led enforcement actions. It 

may be conducted via different tools and techniques depending on the powers of each 

agency, such as undercover agents and a trustful network of sources on the ground, including 

informants (criminals, private sector stakeholders, and whistleblowers), community sources, 

or NGO experts. Financial intelligence is particularly relevant to OC-PC cases. 

¶ To promote effective enforcement, relevant agencies should take steps to establish multi-

agency, multi-disciplinary task forces, as well as to use specialized investigative techniques 

(e.g. controlled deliveries, surveillance technologies, databases of companies) whenever 

relevant and within their powers. Channels of international cooperation, including through 

INTERPOL operational and investigative support, shall be pursued as much as possible when 

addressing transnational crimes.   

¶ At the strategic level, law enforcement leaders should invest in continuous specialized 

training in both environmental and financial investigations for frontline officers. They should 

also pursue partnerships with regulatory authorities, private sector entities and relevant 

international partners, including INTERPOL. 
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Introduction  

In recent years, INTERPOL-coordinated global law enforcement operations4 targeting pollution crimes 

committed on land, in internal waters and at sea, have exposed indicators of the likely involvement of 

(transnational) organized crime in a number of cases. This involvement, its nature and implications 

need to be better understood by the international law enforcement community in order to develop 

targeted law enforcement strategies able to disrupt the criminal networks behind illicit waste trade 

and other pollution crimes. 

The OC-PC nexus has been previously assessed by INTERPOL and its Pollution Crime Working Group 

(PCWG) in a number of analytical reports starting from 20065. For example, in 2009 such link could be 

established by reviewing 36 closed court cases from eight countries6. INTERPOL analysis also showed 

that criminal networks involved in pollution crimes have been found to be involved in theft, human 

trafficking, fraud, drugs and firearms trafficking, and money laundering as well7. More recently, 

another report highlighted how criminal networks have quickly adapted to new environmental 

legislation concerning plastic waste, and they have diversified and displaced their illegal activities 

across different countries and plastic waste markets8. 

The OC-PC link has also been explored in many academic studies and documented by other relevant 

organizations, including the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime9, the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime10, and Europol11, among others. However, previous data collection 

                                                           
4 Operation 30 Days of Action (2017), Operation 30 Days at Sea (2018), Operation 30 Days at Sea 2.0 (2019) and 
Operation 30 Days at Sea 3.0 (2020-2021). 
5 The report of the INTERPOL Pollution Crime Working Group entitled Assessing the links between organized 
crime and pollution crime (2006) established the link between organized criminal groups and pollution crime by 
reviewing case studies from several countries. The report is available at: 
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5175/file/INTERPOL%20Pollution%20Crimes%20Working%20Gro
up%20-
%20Assessing%20the%20Links%20between%20Organized%20Crime%20and%20Pollution%20Crimes.pdf 
(accessed March 2022). 
6 The INTERPOL report entitled Electronic Waste and Organized Crime ς Assessing the Links (2009) analysed 
information on 36 closed court cases from Canada, Italy, Germany, Japan, Mexico, Sweden, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States of America. The report is available at: 
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5174/file/Electronic%20Waste%20and%20Organized%20Crime%
20-%20Assessing%20the%20Links.pdf (accessed March 2022). 
7 INTERPOL, Environmental crime and its convergence with other serious crimes, 2015, 
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5086/file/INTERPOL%20Strategic%20Report%20-
%20Environmental%20Crime%20and%20its%20Convergence%20with%20other%20Serious%20Crimes.pdf 
(accessed March 2022).  
8 INTERPOL, Strategic Analysis Report: Emerging criminal trends in the global plastic waste market since January 
2018, 2020, 
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/16123/file/Public%20INTERPOL%20Report%20_criminal%20tren
ds-plastic%20waste.pdf  (accessed March 2022). 
9 The Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime, The Global Response to Transnational Organized 
Environmental Crime, 2014, https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/TGIATOC-The-Global-
Response-to-Transnational-Organized-Environmental-Crime-web.pdf (accessed March 2022). 
10 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific 
ς A Threat Assessment, 2013, chapters 9 and 10 on E-waste and ODS trafficking in Asia, 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/TOCTA_EAP_web.pdf (accessed March 2022). 
11 Europol, Environmental Crime in the EU ς Threat Assessment 2013, chapter 2 on waste trafficking, 
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-events/publications/threat-assessment-2013-environmental-
crime-in-eu (accessed March 2022). 

https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5175/file/INTERPOL%20Pollution%20Crimes%20Working%20Group%20-%20Assessing%20the%20Links%20between%20Organized%20Crime%20and%20Pollution%20Crimes.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5175/file/INTERPOL%20Pollution%20Crimes%20Working%20Group%20-%20Assessing%20the%20Links%20between%20Organized%20Crime%20and%20Pollution%20Crimes.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5175/file/INTERPOL%20Pollution%20Crimes%20Working%20Group%20-%20Assessing%20the%20Links%20between%20Organized%20Crime%20and%20Pollution%20Crimes.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5174/file/Electronic%20Waste%20and%20Organized%20Crime%20-%20Assessing%20the%20Links.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5174/file/Electronic%20Waste%20and%20Organized%20Crime%20-%20Assessing%20the%20Links.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5086/file/INTERPOL%20Strategic%20Report%20-%20Environmental%20Crime%20and%20its%20Convergence%20with%20other%20Serious%20Crimes.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5086/file/INTERPOL%20Strategic%20Report%20-%20Environmental%20Crime%20and%20its%20Convergence%20with%20other%20Serious%20Crimes.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/16123/file/Public%20INTERPOL%20Report%20_criminal%20trends-plastic%20waste.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/16123/file/Public%20INTERPOL%20Report%20_criminal%20trends-plastic%20waste.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/TGIATOC-The-Global-Response-to-Transnational-Organized-Environmental-Crime-web.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/TGIATOC-The-Global-Response-to-Transnational-Organized-Environmental-Crime-web.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/TOCTA_EAP_web.pdf
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-events/publications/threat-assessment-2013-environmental-crime-in-eu
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-events/publications/threat-assessment-2013-environmental-crime-in-eu
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efforts by both INTERPOL and other relevant organizations have left several information and 

intelligence gaps that the present report aims to fill through an updated and more comprehensive 

assessment.  

A key gap that is currently unclear is whether the OC-PC nexus is a global or a localized phenomenon. 

This gap is due to the lack of a multiregional comparative analysis based on a global data collection 

process. Information on the OC-PC nexus has traditionally been available to both law enforcement 

agencies and the general public only in a limited number of countries. This reflects a significant global 

discrepancy between a narrow set of countries where this nexus has been widely recognized and 

investigated, and the rest of the world where pollution crime investigations from an OC angle have 

been rare; therefore, information on this nexus is very limited. 

In order to fill the abovementioned gap, the present assessment looks at the OC-PC nexus from new 

angles. In particular, it tries to overcome a traditional view of organized crime as a structured 

hierarchical mafia, considering instead that the organization of criminal activities can take more loose 

and flexible forms. In fact, an earlier INTERPOL report pointed out that άǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

traditional hierarchical, centralized structure of organized crime, the involvement of organized 

criminality in pollution crimes is more loosely structured. Small groups organize for a period of time 

to commit crime to obtain financial or other benefit, but disperse under pressure to form new 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎέ12. Based on these considerations, one key issue to address in the present report was whether 

it is established organized criminal groups conducting illegal pollution activities, or rather the 

criminalization of the environmental compliance business sector.  

 

 

Objectives 

This report aims to address the following strategic questions:  

¶ Is the OC-PC nexus a global or a localized phenomenon? 

¶ Does the OC-PC nexus proceed from organized criminal groups expanding their business into 

illegal pollution activities, or rather from the criminalization of the environmental compliance 

sector through a shift towards illegal practices by legitimate companies? 

¶ What strategies and operational tactics shall law enforcement prioritize to disrupt the criminal 

networks behind pollution crimes? 

To answer these questions, this document pursues two complementary objectives. First, to raise 

awareness among the INTERPOL community on the prevalence and threats posed by the OC-PC nexus 

through analysis. Second, to instigate greater discussion and action across the INTERPOL community 

on innovative measures to tackle organized pollution crime. 

 

 

                                                           
12 INTERPOL, Electronic Waste and Organized Crime ς Assessing the Links, op. cit., page 30.  
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Methodology  

The methodology underpinning the present report consists of a three-step process: data collection, 

analysis and expert review. 

Step 1: Collection of cases of pollution crime  involving organized crime   

In August 2018, INTERPOL launched a call for case studies of pollution crimes involving organized 

crime, reaching out to all INTERPOL National Central Bureaus (NCB) and members of the INTERPOL 

Pollution Crime Working Group (PCWG). This call resulted in the collection of 27 cases covering a 

variety of pollution crime types, submitted by eleven member countries13. The cases are summarized 

in Appendix 1: Snapshots of the cases analysed.  

These cases presented indicators of organized crime, including 19 cases of transnational nature that 

may amount to transnational organized crime. Interestingly, the large majority of cases highlighted a 

convergence with other crime types, particularly fraud, money laundering and corruption; but 

sometimes also illegal labour, violation of immigration laws, and illicit drug trafficking. 

Step 2: Comparative analysis  

INTERPOL conducted a comparative analysis of the collected cases to identify the key patterns and 

modus operandi in the organization of pollution crimes. To capture the actual profile of the pollution 

crime area, INTERPOL adopted an analytical approach consisting of interpreting the concept of 

organized crime as a modus operandi ς a way of perpetrating an offence according to the parameters 

of a structured division of roles and a financial motive. Therefore, we looked into the roles and 

articulation among actors involved in the offences, to verify if the constituent elements of the 

universally agreed definition14 of organized crime were met.  

To deliver a more comprehensive profile of pollution criminality, such criminal network analysis was 

embedded in a comparative analysis correlating ten variables: 

¶ Type of criminal organization 

¶ Structure of the chain of command and articulation of relations and roles among the suspects 

¶ Presence of clear division of roles among the suspects 

¶ Prevalence of individuals or companies 

¶ Type of pollution offences 

¶ Geographical scale of the crime (domestic or transnational) 

¶ Number of individual suspects involved 

¶ Presence of corruption and infiltration in politics and the public sector 

¶ Regions of the world where the offences took place 

¶ Convergence with other crimes 

                                                           
13 Australia, Germany, Italy, Malawi, Netherlands, Slovakia, Spain, Timor-Leste, United Kingdom, and Zambia. 
One country chose to remain anonymous.  
14 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, Art 2 (a) and (c). 
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This analytical correlations scheme is illustrated in a simplified graphic presented in Appendix 2: 

Correlations scheme. 

Step 3: Expert review in the framework of the Analytical and Investigative Expert Group 

Meeting  

In order to review and expand the analytical findings on the OC-PC nexus and to discuss strategies to 

disrupt this nexus, INTERPOL convened a meeting of national experts from countries who provided 

the above mentioned case studies and/or where high risk indicators of the OC-PC nexus were 

identified by INTERPOL through intelligence review. The meeting ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά!ƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ LƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛǾŜ 

Expert Group Meeting on ǘƘŜ LƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ /ǊƛƳŜ ƛƴ tƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ /ǊƛƳŜέ όǘƘŜǊŜƛƴŀŦǘŜǊ 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ aŜŜǘƛƴƎέύ took place from 20 to 22 March 2019 at INTERPOL General Secretariat 

in Lyon, France, with the participation of 22 experts from 16 member countries15. Experts in 

attendance included police investigators, environmental enforcement officers, and criminal 

intelligence analysts.   

INTERPOL preliminary analytical conclusions on the spatial distribution, the scale, the economic value 

and profile of the OC-PC nexus had been disseminated to all participants through a discussion paper 

prior to the meeting. Based on this common understanding of the OC-PC nexus, the participantsΩ 

discussion focused on: reviewing cases of pollution crimes with linkages to organized crime in order 

to identify common denominators across countries and regions, and discussing common investigative 

challenges and develop a set of investigative guidelines to support countries in addressing and 

disrupting the OC-PC nexus. 

The conclusions of the meeting, complementing the analytical findings from the cases review, are 

included in the present report. 

Overall, this report is based on data and contributions provided by 19 countries from many regions of 

the world: Australia, Germany, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Italy, Malawi, Malaysia, the Netherlands, 

Nigeria, Norway, Slovakia, South Africa, Spain, Thailand, Timor-Leste, United Kingdom, and Zambia16. 

This represents an unprecedented multiregional data basis for a report on this topic. 

 

  

                                                           
15 Australia, Germany, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Italy, Malaysia, the Netherlands, Nigeria, Norway, South Africa, 
Spain, Thailand, Timor-Leste, United Kingdom, and Zambia. 
16 One additional country from the Americas declined to be identified.  
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Analysis : Reviewing the cases 

 

The cases of pollution  crime  analysed in this report  

The 27 cases analysed in this assessment came from four regions of the world, as depicted in Figure 1 

below: Africa (four cases), the Americas (two cases), Asia-Pacific (two cases) and Europe (19 cases). 

 

 

Figure 1. Number of OC-PC cases submitted and reviewed, by region 

 

Despite this regional imbalance, similar crime types were found across various regions.  

Figure 2. Number of OC-PC cases, by type of crime below shows that the large majority of the cases 

submitted by member countries for this report and referred to in Figure 1 involved waste crimes (22), 

particularly waste trafficking and waste mismanagement / illegal dumping. Two cases concerned 

illegal mining, another two cases were regarding fraud, and there was one case of racketeering 

associated with breach of environmental regulations. These types of crime represent only some areas 

of pollution crime. The reason why they were the only pollution crime types reported in this data set 

may be that these are the pollution crime areas where countries focus their attention the most and/or 

where the links with organised crime are the most prevalent compared to other forms of pollution 

crime.   

The analysis of these cases indicates that the OC-PC activity is likely to be conducted over a period of 

several years by the same suspects. The offences referred to in Figure 2 occurred between 2010 and 

2018, with the large majority of them taking place between 2015 and 2018. There was not enough 

information to establish for how long such offences were perpetrated on average. However, a limited 

sample indicated that the time-frame of the violations was usually four to five years, extending to 15 

years in one case.  

н 
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Figure 2. Number of OC-PC cases, by type of crime 

 

Some of the cases mentioned in Figure 2 generated a related or a follow up investigation. For example, 

in Germany, a major case of waste crime led to the discovery of 90 subsequent cases with regard to 

the origin of the waste, economic crime, corruption and organized crime.  

 

 

Environmen tally sensitive commodities  involved  in the  cases 

As shown in Figure 3 below, offences involved a wide range of waste types as well as other 

environmentally sensitive commodities such as non-biodegradable plastic bags, pesticides and 

fertilizers. There were also some cases of environmental frauds including CO2 emission allowances, 

waste-to-energy based cryptocurrency, and contracts for waste disposal. 

 

 

Figure 3. Environmentally sensitive commodities involved in the reviewed OC-PC cases by number of cases 
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The variety of substances involved in criminal activities indicates that organized pollution crime 

infiltrates several industries and markets, including the agricultural, construction, energy, mining, and 

waste management markets, among others.   

 

Geographical scale of crime s 

Of the 27 pollution crime cases referred to INTERPOL, 19 were related to transnational offences and 

eight to domestic crimes. The transnational cases encompassed all types of pollution crimes with the 

exception of illegal waste management and dumping, though this was prevalent at a domestic level. 

Transnational offences involved an equal proportion of intra-regional and interregional flows. At the 

regional level, flows usually occurred across neighbouring countries. The most prevalent interregional 

flows involved exports from European countries to African countries (mainly in West Africa) and to 

East Asian countries. In limited instances there were links Europe-Middle East, Europe-Latin America 

and North America-Latin America. 

 

The economic value of the  offences 

A third of the 27 cases showed figures related to the proceeds17 of these criminal activities. Profits of 

each case ranged from USD 175 000 to USD 58 million, corresponding to an average of USD 19.6 million 

for each case. An estimate projection18 indicates that the proceeds of crime of the 27 cases combined 

may have amounted to USD 529.45 million. These figures indicate that pollution crime can be 

remarkably lucrative to those companies and criminal groups involved, sometimes representing a 

multi-million dollar illegal business.  

Corruption of public officials was reported in the context of several cases reviewed in this assessment. 

For instance, one case of fraud relating to licence for waste disposal involved also USD nine million of 

bribes. However, it seems that corruption took place more commonly in the form of obtaining some 

benefits from public officials in exchange for a share of the profit from the criminal activity, rather 

than in the form of an upfront payment (bribe). 

A financial motive is almost certainly the main driving factor for suspects to commit an OC-PC offence, 

as well as the key common denominator among different OC-PC offences. This consideration is 

supported by several findings: (i) there was no other apparent benefit in any of the cases other than 

the financial one; (ii) the multi-million dollars proceeds of some of the crimes suggest that there was 

an obvious financial interest in undertaking such illegal activities; (iii) other key motives behind 

suspects committing an OC-PC offence were, such as gaining concurrence power on a market or 

cultivating drugs, were described as anecdotal by participating countries, and always leading to an 

ultimate financial goal (personal enrichment or increased profit of a company). 

There was no clear correlation between the highest profits and a specific crime type or commodity. 

As a result, it is currently difficult to accurately assess whether an illicit market is most profitable than 

others. This point could be further investigated in the future with the support of additional 

                                                           
17 άtǊƻŎŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛƳŜέ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƳŜŀƴ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǊ obtained, directly or indirectly, through the 
commission of an offence [United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, article 2 (e)]. 
18 The estimate projection corresponds to the average proceeds of each offence based on figures available for 
ten cases (USD 19.5 million), multiplied for the total number of cases. 
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information and intelligence provided by member countries. Identifying the specific pollution crime 

type where most financial flows concentrate may better guide law enforcement agencies in 

strategically deploy the use of financial investigations to tackle the proceeds of crime, and therefore 

the offenders.  

Some countries also reported the alarming figures related to the decontamination costs that were 

necessary to clean up unauthorised landfills following illicit waste dumping activities. These costs 

ranged between USD six million and 37 million for a single site or case (USD 15.6 million on average). 

Although decontamination costs do not relate directly to law enforcement, they provide a measurable 

indicator of the significant impact of pollution crimes on society, among other measurable indicators, 

such as pollution indexes, that fall outside of the scope of this assessment.  

Considering such impacts, along with the high profits generated by pollution crimes for criminal 

groups, is important to determine the significance of the OC-PC phenomenon. As a result, law 

enforcement agencies may be better informed to afford adequate attention and efforts to address 

such threat.   

 

Key suspects identified  

As discussed in the Methodology section, the core assessment was developed through a comparative 

analysis correlating ten variables. This complex correlations scheme, illustrated in the graphic in 

Appendix 2: Correlations scheme, led to the classification of four main types of criminal organizational 

structures recurring in connection with pollution crimes:  

(i) Centralized criminal groups (nine cases);  

(ii) Chain of individual suspects operating at the different stages of the offence (six cases); 

(iii) Clusters of centralized criminal groups (three cases); and 

(iv) Mafia clans (three cases)19. 

Due to similar characteristics across the different variables, these four types of organizational 

structures can be grouped in two categories or patterns. 

 

Pattern 1: Centralized criminal group s and mafia clan s 

This structure consists of a single cohesive group of suspects that manage the entire life cycle of the 

offence. There is a clear chain of command articulated either through the hierarchical structure of the 

group (where a leader supervises the other members), or through a centralized command jointly 

handled by a few members of the group (where the group is small in terms of number members).  

In most cases, the group is comprised of private individuals, but in some cases it may also correspond 

to a single company. These groups include both large criminal syndicates and formal long-lasting 

criminal organizations, as well as informal short-term groups. The link to large crime syndicates was 

identified in seven cases. For instance, in the reporting year, the UK Environment Agency detected 16 

organized criminal groups in the pollution crime area. In another country that chose to remain 

                                                           
19 In six cases, information was insufficient to allow for this analysis. 
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anonymous, police identified 18 criminal organizations managing illegal mining operations across 281 

municipalities of the country in 2018 alone. However, in cases presented by other countries, it could 

have rather been a more temporary, lose informal group coming together opportunistically for a 

period of time to commit one or a series of offences.  

These criminal groups and clans tend to engage in illicit waste disposal (occasionally coupled with 

waste trafficking), fraud and racketeering. While these offences typically involve a limited number of 

stakeholders, the crime itself can be of high profile. The majority of cases involving domestic offences 

were linked to this type of organizational structure.  

Analysis suggests that when the crime does not involve a sophisticated logistical organization, 

especially if perpetrated at the local scale, it is mainly conducted by centralized criminal groups or 

mafia clans, who can manage the entire crime cycle through a centralized decision-making process 

and a strict chain of command.  

An exception to this pattern is represented by one case where a single criminal group with a strong 

hierarchical structure and chain of command, was managing alone very complex logistical operations 

extending within and across national borders. This was made possible by the establishment of a very 

strong network of accomplices in the political, public administration, military, law enforcement and 

aerial transportation ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎΣ ŀƭƭ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀƴΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΦ    

 

 

Figure 4: Outline of the organizational structure defined as centralized criminal groups and mafia clans 
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Pattern 2: Decentralized networks and c hain s of individual suspects  

This type of organizational structure consists of a linear chain or horizontal network of individual 

brokers and middlemen, companies or criminal groups, each of them covering a specific stage of the 

offence.  Based on their sectorial expertise, suspects make profit and then leave the business in the 

hands of the subsequent stakeholder who follows up with the next stage of the offence. Instead of a 

vertical chain of command, these chains/networks rather operate according to an opportunistic logic 

of business complementarity and a division of roles. Companies are the key actors in this type of 

criminal scheme. 

The chain/network structure is prevalent when the crime is logistically complex, requiring movements 

across borders, interventions by a variety of stakeholders, and a higher degree of organization. This 

horizontal structure responds to the need to coordinate actions among individual companies or 

brokers with specific capacities and expertise, who cannot control the overall business cycle alone, or 

are not able to operate transnationally alone. Chains and networks are particularly active in 

transnational waste trafficking, which involves sophisticated logistical organization in order to manage 

the steps relating to waste collection, export, import and delivery carried out by different operators 

in different places at the international scale.  

 

 

 

Figure 5: Outline of the organizational structure defined as decentralized networks and chains of individual suspects 

 

The articulation of roles among suspects 

The majority of cases collected detailed a clear division of roles among individuals and/or companies 

participating in the offences. This was the key characteristics of all cases where the criminality was 

structured in a chain of suspects or network of criminal groups; to a lesser extent, it was also a very 

relevant feature of several centralized criminal groups. 

The number of different roles identified in each case ranged between two and ten, with the highest 

frequency of cases involving three or four roles. Overall, the division of roles responded to two 

complementary needs: first, the provision of different resources (personnel, equipment, etc.) and 

services (facility management, transportation, falsification of paperwork, political support, etc.), 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ respective expertise in different branches of the business. Second, the 

need for cooperation and coordination between individuals and companies in different countries to 

manage the international trade. 
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Three similar role types or role groups were found across cases, crime types and regions:  

 

Role type 1: Initiation of the business and procurement of the commodities  

   

 

This role typically consists of companies (or sometimes 
individuals) based in the country where the crime or the 
criminal group originates, who plan the illicit business and 
arrange (legally or illegally) the commodities subject to the 
offence (such as by extracting natural resources or 
collecting waste). It includes collectors, buyers, drivers and 
consignees. 

   

Role type 2: Brokering and transportation 

 

 

Middlemen who provide administrative, commercial 
distribution and logistics services to facilitate the offences. 
They may be part of the same group who initiated the 
business (in centralized criminal groups), or may be external 
intermediaries contracted by the initiator of the business 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ϦŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴŎȅ ŦŜŜǎϦ ƻǊ ŀǎ άŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴŎȅ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎέ 
(in chains and networks of suspects). It includes a variety of 
jobs covering the issuance of documentation such as 
customs declarations and disposal invoices, the sourcing of 
commercial partners and destination sites, and 
transportation: waste brokers, exporters, trading 
companies, shipping agents and companies, helpers loading 
containers, drivers, buyers, and other types of facilitators. 

 

 

  

Role type 3: Reception and treatment and/or retail of the commodities 

 

 

 

 

At the final stage of the offence, recipients of the 
commodities take care of their disposal or 
commercialization. These actors include managers of 
dumping sites, accomplices at licenced landfills, individuals 
contracted to dump waste, business partners in destination 
countries, wholesale agents and retailers.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Role types frequently identified among suspects in the reviewed OC-PC cases 
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Additional roles were recognized in some cases involving financial crime and corruption, namely: 

trustees located in tax havens facilitating illicit money flows, especially payments of bribes; and public 

officials facilitating the offence(s) by obstructing inspections and enforcement, sharing confidential 

information, etc. 

This assessment lacked information to establish whether or not all the individuals involved in each 

role knew they were part of a criminal activity. In some cases, professional shippers, brokers and 

retailers may have not be aware that they were participating in an illegal scheme. When investigating 

pollution crimes, law enforcement agencies may bear in mind that such crimes often represent an 

illegal business within a regulated industry. Therefore, particular attention should be given to 

determine the exact role and responsibilities of each actor in order to uncover organized illegal 

conducts.  

 

 

Figure 7: Seizure of an illegal end-of-life vehicles management site in Italy by the Carabinieri during the global Operation 30 
Days of Action, coordinated by INTERPOL 

Case Study One 

In a case provided by the Slovakia, an organized criminal group consisting of individuals with 

family bonds unlawfully operated a premises used for waste management according to clearly 

divided roles: 

¶ Father: bought the premises, dealt with the high profile customers and made the most 
serious decisions. 

¶ Son 1: dealt with lower profile customers, decided where the waste stored in the 
premises would be disposed of. 

¶ Son 2: dealt with running office and supervising office personnel. 
CŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘΥ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭ ƛƴ ŎŀǎƘΦ 

¶ Girlfriend of Son 1: dealt with running office and supervising office personnel, as well as 
lower profile customers. 

¶ Landfill operator: actual disposing of waste, handling waste within the promises, taking 
care of waste management premises. 


































































