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CAUSES AND CHALLENGES OF THE FIGHT AGAINST ORGANIZED
CRIME IN THE BALKANS
Dr. sc. Kole Krasniqi220

Abstract: Legal systems are put in jeopardy and social stability and welfare are harmed
wherever there are organized criminal activities. In the Balkans, organized crime is also
tantamount to a main obstacle to the European integration of the region. The permanent
influence of organized crime on the state structures, the cooperation between different
criminal organizations and especially their collaboration with some extremist groups impact
political stability in an extremely negative way. The states in the Balkans have recognized the
dangers for their peoples constituted by organized crime and have already taken a number of
required legal, institutional and political measures in order to be able to successfully combat
organized crime. However, organized crime still constitutes the main risk to the new
democratic states in the Balkans in spite of these measures. For that reason, combating
organized crime may not treated just as the task or responsibility of one single state but it
needs to be understood as an obligation and responsibility of all the states in the entire region
as well as of the European Union. Therefore, cooperation and coordination of joint activities
for combating organized crime have to be based on modern international standards. Besides,
a continual perspective is required according to the interest of the peoples of the region to
live together in peace and mutual harmony and to establish a society where human rights are
not threatened by criminal violence but protected just like in the European Union.
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INTRODUCTION

T

he Balkans is a geopolitical region of Southeast Europe that includes an area of
550,000 km², where about 55 million people with different identities, who sometimes
are in adversarial ethnic, cultural and political positions, live together (Okey, 2007).

Such confrontations led to the discourse of the Balkan Peninsula where the word "Balkanism"
was increasingly used during the nineteenth century to refer to a disintegrating geographic
area in which small states and the states which had been recently liberated from the Ottoman
Empire developed expansionist policies towards each other, committed cruel acts of violence
against members of other peoples and instigated various ethnic conflicts in the Balkans. So
over the last two centuries, the Balkans has been adequately treated as a problematic area of
Europe by the Western World (Hobsbawm, 2005).
After the end of the ethnic conflicts of the twentieth century, the Balkan countries, supported
by the European Union and the U.S., started opposing the past practices of confrontation
among each other by engaging in active policies of mutual friendship and cooperation as
fundamental European values. Since that time, the Balkan countries have begun more openly
to reject their being labeled as “Balkan countries", on the grounds that their countries no
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longer undergo ethnic or political crises and that there they have passed their own bills of
rights into laws and have built functional institutions according to European models
(Hobsbawm, 1990).

In no other region in Europe are more people, languages, cultures and religions as in the
Balkans and South East Europe. See national and religious structure of the Balkans: Orthodox
55%, Muslim 35%, Roman Catholic 8% Others 2%. (Westermann 1997)
In reality, despite many successes that have been achieved in some regions of the Balkans,
there are still obstacles: the functioning of the rule of law and the development of a
democratic life. These countries, which have been characterized by a relatively low degree of
economic development and by significant deficits in their democratic education, are faced
with two new enemies, called "organized crime" and "corruption”, after they have left the
bloody mutual conflicts of the past behind and established democratic governments.
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There can be no doubt that these criminal phenomena which are present in different forms and
sometimes accompanied by various national or religious sorts of extremism are tantamount to
a major disruptive force for any attempt to achieve social development and the cultivation of
democratic values in this part of Europe (Krasniqi, 2009). Therefore, the successful fight
against these criminal phenomena amounts
currently to the main challenge for the new
democratic governments in the Balkans
and South Eastern Europe (Department of
Crime Problems, 2005).
THE
EMERGENCE
AND
DEVELOPMENT OF ORGANIZED
CRIME IN THE BALKANS

Historically the Balkans served as a bridge
between Europe and Asia. In this way, the
Balkan Peninsula was also used by various
criminal groups as a transit country for
trafficking and smuggling various goods to
Europe. Despite these activities having
taken place for centuries, the phenomenon
of organized crime in the Balkans has only
become so alarming during the last decades
of the twentieth century (Stojarova, 2011).

Kolë KRASNIQI was born in Gllaviçicë in the
area of Pejë in the Republic of Kosovo on
27.11.1961. He graduated from Law School
and completed graduate studies in Prishtina,
Republic of Kosovo, where he obtained the
academic titles of “graduated lawyer” and
“MA of Penal Law Studies”. Later on, he
continued his studies at the university of
Vienna where he wrote his dissertation on the
issue of “International Terrorism” and got his
PHD. He also completed a court internship
which lasted for 12 months over there in
Vienna. He was a full professor and dean at
the Law School of the University FAMA in
Prishtina from January 2006 until December
2012. Since October 2012, he has been
working as a full professor and dean at the
Law School of the University of Pejë.
Besides, he is the author of several books and
scientific articles published in numerous
national and international scientific journals.

Specifically, the great economic crisis of
the early 80-ies of the XX century that
gripped the former Yugoslavia and other
countries of Eastern Europe, followed by
economic sanctions and various political
conflicts, provided optimal conditions for
the emergence of organized crime in the
Balkans. Meanwhile, social factors as well
as legal and institutional vacuums, which
developed during the transition period
most of the countries in the region
underwent, contributed to the rapid
development of organized crime in the
Balkans so that after a short time, the
whole Balkan region had become one of
the most important epicenters of the
international organized crime (Stojarova, 2012).
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Number of suspected persons in the involvement of organized crime per 100,000 inhabitants in 2003
UNODC, Crime and Junior Impact on the Balkans, Vienna International Centre 2008. p.12

The main factors that have contributed to the emergence and development of organized crime
in the Balkans are:
The geographical position
Short-cuts crossing through the Peninsula link Europe with the Middle East and Asia. This
geographical position has caused the “Balkan Route” to be used for smuggling people and
various goods from Asia and the Middle East to Europe and vice versa more than any other
historical, cultural or national factor.
The Balkan route
After heroin had been discovered on 21. 08. 1897 by the German scientist Felix Hoffmann, it
was at the time considered “an effective drug against cough and pain" and called heroin
because it was thought to be a heroic discovery back then. It soon started to be consumed on a
large scale in some European countries (cf. Briesen, 2005). Several international conferences
were organized in Shanghai (1909), Den Haag (1912, 1913, 1914) Geneva (1925, 1931, 1936)
etc. ( Schmidtbauer/v. Scheidt, 1999), because of the alarming dimensions of drug addiction.
Due to some different political and social influences, some European countries passed their
first laws against the consumption and trafficking of narcotics. These restrictions obviously
had a considerable impact on the beginning of secret and illegal drug trafficking towards
Europe (UNODC, 2011).

One of the main routes for drug trafficking from Turkey and other Asian countries to Europe
is the so-called "Balkan route". According to the international agencies for fighting organized
crime (Interpol, Europol and the Global Monitoring Agency based in Paris Drug /
Observatoire des Drogues Geopolitique), the "Balkan route" came more and more into use
during the 1970’s. Due to the geopolitical advantages on the Balkans, this route had become
one of the most important venues for human trafficking and drugs smuggling towards Europe
after 10 years (UNODC, 2011).
This is also evidenced by the data published by the International Organization for Migration
(IOM), according to which about 400,000 women are being trafficked to Europe through
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various routes over the Balkan each year, while the number of trafficked women in the Balkan
countries is estimated to be around 170,000 (Amnesty International,2004).
Other international organizations also state that the trafficking of prohibited goods through the
"Balkan Route" is extremely alarming. According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC), about 65 tons of heroin reached the Balkans in 2009, of which 14 tons were
trafficked to Italy and the rest, amounting to 45 tons, was trafficked towards the UK, Holland,
France and Belgium (UNODC, 2011).
However, after two years, the extent of drug trafficking through the “Balkan Route” had
increased significantly. According to Europol, about 100 tons of heroin came to the Balkan in
2011, of which 85 tons were smuggled into the direction of the European Union (Europol,
2011), mainly through: the "Classic Route," which begins in Turkey and goes through
Bulgaria, Macedonia, Kosovo, Serbia, Bosnia and Croatia, towards the European Union;
the "Northern Route", which also begins in Turkey and goes through the Black Sea and
Ukraine or Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, towards Austria and Slovakia; and the "Southern
Route", passing through Greece, Macedonia and Albania to Italy (cf. Baghdoyan, 2003).

Compare: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, UNODC World Drug Report 2012. Heroin, p.122

According to some analysts, the criminal groups operating along the "Balkan Route" gain
about 2 billion € per year merely by selling the drugs that were produced in Afghanistan
(Kosta, 2011).
This massive financial benefit has obviously led to an increasing number of crimes and raised
the level of corruption in several Balkan countries. Regional criminal groups got so
strengthened that they are operating on a global scale by now.
A typical example is the capture of 486 kilos of cocaine originating from Venezuela at a
border-crossing point between Kosovo and Macedonia (City of Skopje, 2008).
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Estimate about the illegal drugs production in Afghanistan 1990-2011 – According to the UNO, ¾ of all heroin
that is trafficked worldwide stem from Afghanistan

The liberalism of Yugoslavia
During the late '70s of the XX century, the Yugoslav regulations for the movement of persons
and goods were rather liberal. Meanwhile, in all other dictatorial countries of the region, such
movements were much more limited and strictly controlled. Undoubtedly, this sort of
economic liberalism (compared to other countries in the region) and geopolitical advantages
offered by the Yugoslav state had a lot of influence on the Balkan Route being used for
trafficking and smuggling various goods to Europe and vice versa.
The economic crisis
During the last decades of the 20th century, former Yugoslavia and other socialist countries
were facing a major economic crisis, which had caused a drastic economic downfall and a
radical increase of inflation and unemployment. The economic crisis resulted in severe
political tensions mainly among different Yugoslav republics as well as in Moldova.
Under such circumstances characterized by seriously weakened institutions, organized groups
of individuals involved in criminal activities, such as human trafficking, smuggling of drugs,
counterfeits of diplomas and other official documents, financial fraud, etc. came into
existence in the region.
Corruption
The economic crisis, political tensions and the weakened state institutions enabled the
development of corruption all over Eastern Europe. Officials of these countries, disappointed
by the communist ideology and demoralized by their low salary, were not showing any
interest in public welfare, but were merely concentrating on their own rapid and illegal
financial advancement. Thus, through corruption, illegal contacts and networks were created
between government officials, mainly from customs services, the police, the tax
administration and the health care and education system etc. on the one hand and criminal
structures on the other hand, which has undoubtedly contributed to serious criminal activities
and the development of organized crime in the Balkans.
The sanctions of 1992 against former Yugoslavia
The consequences of the restrictions on the import, export and transit of sanctioned goods
within the territory of the former Yugoslavia during the 90s led to the appearance of criminal
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groups that cooperated with each other and particularly so with Milosevic’s regime in order to
access channels for the import or export of prohibited goods or to act as mediators in
supplying the Serbian market with scanty goods, such as fuel, rare sorts of medicine, tobacco
etc. Under these circumstances any form of smuggling was legalized and all those who broke
the UN blockade were treated by the Serbian propaganda as "heroes" (Kosovo Democratic
Institute, Prishtina 2011). Thus, all the towns and cities along the Serbian border became an
area of trafficking and smuggling. The difference between state-organized crime, on the one
hand, and corruption and mafia, on the other hand, became invisible under these
circumstances. Serbian criminal groups from all the territories of former Yugoslavia, tolerated
and supported by the state, had gained so much power as to exert a strong political influence.
Due to the contacts established with the Albanian mafia groups, the UN embargo was broken,
making it possible to supply the Bosnian Serbs and the Yugoslav army with fuel. Meanwhile,
due to the support of the Macedonian mafia, approximately 1,000 trucks crossed the
Macedonian border to Serbia each week (cf. Hislope, 2001).
The weapons embargo
The weapons embargo had prevented several opposed republics of Yugoslavia from buying
arms legally. In the event of war, they were forced to buy weapons on some regional and
international black markets. However, the payment of these weapons was usually made by
uncontrolled budget positions and voluntary funds. During these transactions, major financial
frauds were committed, some of which have ended up in the courts, such as the "Diamonds
affair" involving the Croatian General Vladimir Zagorec (Zagorec, 2010) etc. Since then,
several regional groups belonging to the organized crime have been involved in weapons
trafficking.
After the fall of the Ponzi schemes in Albania and the resulting chaos, police depots and
military arsenals were massively looted under the absence of the rule of law and in a context
of wars between rival clans. The trafficking of these weapons on domestic and regional
markets contributed to the creation of various local gangs and their rapid development into
organized criminal groups.
The transition
The dismantling of Yugoslavia and the collapse of the socialist regimes in Albania and in
other countries of the former socialist bloc marked the beginning of the transition period. This
time implied the start of significant structural changes and the transition of a state-controlled
society to a democratic one. During this period of great economic, legal and political
transformations, legal and institutional loopholes were created which enabled the
development of various organized criminal activities in many countries in the Balkans.

The extent of the development of organized crime has recently caused the Balkan region to be
treated not only as a transit region but increasingly considered a place of destination and
storage for drug trafficking, human trafficking, weapons smuggling and money laundering as
well as a place where various forms of organized economic and financial crime are committed
(US Department of State, 2013).
The alarming fact that the number of users of different sorts of drugs at the same time has
increased in the Balkans during the recent years should also be mentioned (Carpo, 2006).
According to some analyses, the Balkan countries have been found to be places where drugs
are cultivated (mainly cannabis sativa), where marijuana and hashish oil is produced, and
where all kinds of drugs have been abused and traded during the recent years (cf. Qaja, 2011
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). Therefore, Europol explained that the dominant region for the production of the hashish that
supplies the EU market is Albania, followed by Serbia, Bulgaria and Kosovo (Mapo, 2013).
According to this source, the cannabis cultivated in Albania, Macedonia and Kosovo region is
not only distributed in Greece, Italy, Slovenia, and Hungary but also trafficked to Turkey with
the aim of exchanging it over there with heroin.

The number of heroin users in several Balkan countries (ESPAD, 2011)

Another alarming fact is that not only drugs which are produced in Afghanistan, Iran, Turkey,
Albania and Macedonia pass through the Balkans to Europe. Acetic anhydrite which is
produced in the European Union and is used for the production of heroin in Afghanistan and
Turkey is also smuggled on the Balkan Route to Turkey and other Oriental countries
(Europol, 2011). Classical synthetic drugs such as Amphetamine, Ecstasy and new drugs
which are mainly produced within the European Union where 41 new psychoactive
substances were discovered in 2011 alone are also smuggled on the Balkan Route to Turkey
and the East. The said drugs had been produced in about 90 illegal labs that had been
operating in all the states of the European Union (cf. Europol, 2011).

Amphetamine and Ecstasy trafficking (Spiegel Online, 2010 )
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COOPERATION BETWEEN CRIMINAL GROUPS IN THE BALKANS

Organized crime in the Balkans could not have developed to this point without establishing
networking and cooperation between regional groups belonging to organized crime. These
groups, becoming more and more criminally sophisticated all over the Balkans, are
characterized by their ability to work together and to adapt to any new social circumstances
well enough in order to achieve their criminal goals.
This is evidenced by the fact that the development of recent ethnic wars in former Yugoslavia
or the armed conflicts in Moldova, Romania and Albania have not brought about the
termination of such sorts of cooperation between criminal groups in the region - regardless of
their belonging to “opposed" ethnicities or religions. In reality, these criminal groups have
always cooperated with each other in the area of drug smuggling, human trafficking,
smuggling of stolen vehicles, cigarettes smuggling, weapons smuggling, fuel smuggling and
money laundering despite their strong but merely formal nationalistic rhetoric.
The "theft" of 930 passports from the Croatian Consulate in Mostar and their distribution
throughout the territory of the former Yugoslavia ( Daskaloviü, 2003), the smuggling of
Serbian weapons and goods into Kosovo (Region Press, 2013), the smuggling of "Made in
Kosovo" cigarettes into Serbia and the Republika Srpska in Bosnia etc. clarify this point.
Such kinds of cooperation between regional groups of organized crime is also evidenced by
plenty of investigated cases when individuals from all over the Balkans, such as Albanians,
Serbs, Bosnians, Montenegrins, Turks, Hungarians, Austrians, Ukrainians, etc. have been
taken to court as suspected criminals (Riegler, 2003).

Cigarettes with "Republic of Kosovo" occupy kiosks in “Republika Srpska" and Serbia (Presheva Online,
2013).

Several reports of international organizations combating crime also prove the cooperation of
criminal groups from different peoples, nationalities and ethnicities. Thus, according to
Europol, heroin smuggling in the European Union is not controlled or organized by merely
one single criminal organization, but carried out through a cooperation and partnership
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network of Turkish organizations and some other criminal groups, which are mainly from the
Western Balkans (Mapo, 2013).
The phenomenon of cooperation between criminal groups with different ethnic or religious
affiliations in the Balkans is again evidence of the fact that organized crime knows no laws,
no state borders, no nation or religion, but only their material interests ( Riedeland & Marnix,
2009). Therefore, it can be concluded that "The Balkans is a region where people with
different ethnic or religious background fight against each other and at the same time
cooperate with each other in matters of crime (Kauzlarich, 2006).”
CHALLENGES IN COMBATING ORGANIZED CRIME IN THE BALLKANS

The fight against organized crime cannot be carried out without understanding this
phenomenon at a core level and without political will and institutional determination. Current
practices of this fight in several Balkan countries are faced with challenges and problems of
different natures, such as:
The reluctance of state authorities
In most Balkan countries, some offenders had had previous militant careers or had been
members of the opposition movement against the communist regime. These people had been
promoted in their countries as heroes fighting for freedom, for the protection of the state or for
democracy. In cases where these individuals were charged with any criminal offense or were
caught red-handed, they were usually punished only symbolically, even though some of them
were deeply involved in criminal activities.
In other cases, government authorities have often been reluctant to deal with the fight against
organized crime out of fear of different threats, lack of motivation due to social insecurity or
low salaries and professional uncertainty. Some of the officials who have acted this way had
been promoted through family ties or political influence and not in accordance with their real
professional values. As a result, they have been vulnerable to pressure and intimidation,
which has considerably increased the amount of interference in the internal affairs of the
police and the justice system in some Balkan countries.
Involvement of officials in illegal activities
In some Balkan countries, state institutions have been unable to successfully combat
organized crime because of their involvement in corruption and the involvement of official or
political structures in criminal activities. This phenomenon has been influencing the
development of organized economic crime, ware piracy and organized scientific crime in
most of the Balkan states more than any other factor.
Lack of transparency and cooperation between local and international institutions
In some cases, the lack of cooperation between local and international institutions, in
particular the phenomenon of insufficient transparency of the work of the international
institutions in Kosovo and Bosnia, has also proven to be an impediment to the successful
achievement of their primary mission: combating organized crime. These phenomena have
contributed to creating a climate of distrust and an environment where local and international
institutions in Kosovo and Bosnia blame each other for their mistakes or failures in the fight
against organized crime and corruption.
Lack of effective cooperation between the Balkan states
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Despite the fact that the Balkan states have left behind the times when they had been reluctant
to cooperate with each other, it is obvious that they have not yet established effective forms of
cooperation with each other. On the other hand, the rapid development of organized crime
beyond language, geographical and political barriers on the Balkans and especially its
transnational and international nature, necessitate the need to overcome any historical relics
and to develop new forms of mutual cooperation among countries in the region.
In fact, with the help of the international community, the countries in the region ratified the
"Initiative for Cooperation in South East Europe" by setting up the SECI Center for
establishing cooperation in the field of policing and customs and the SELEC Center for Legal
Cooperation between countries of the region in 1999 (UNODC, 2010). These countries have
also ratified the Convention on Police Cooperation in Southeast Europe, the UN Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime, the UN Convention against Corruption and the
Second Additional Protocol to the European Convention on Mutual Assistance in Criminal
Matters.
Based on such international acts, regional states are obliged to cooperate closely with each
other, to develop joint investigations and to set up joint investigative authorities in order to
combat organized crime. However, despite these international obligations, current practices
have proven that state borders, visa requirements and various customs barriers in the Balkans
have not served as obstacles for cooperation between criminal groups until now, but merely as
obstacles for the cooperation between the institutions of the regional countries in the fight
against organized crime.
CONCLUSION

Organized crime is a widespread phenomenon all over the world. Wherever organized crime
is present, it affects the political stability, puts the legal system at risk, threatens social
security and violates human rights. As such, organized crime amounts to a threat to the
society in the Balkan countries. These countries are aware of the risks organized crime
represents and therefore, they have taken a range of necessary measures by building a solid
legal foundation, by reorganizing and reforming state institutions and by continuously
improving the cooperation between national and international institutions in order to facilitate
the development of a more successful war against organized crime. Although these measures
have been taken and the fight against the organized crime has been advanced to a top priority,
its forms and dimensions still represent one of the main obstacles for the EU integrationprocess in some of these countries.
What is most surprising is the fact that in the Balkans, neither the blood-shedding during the
political conflicts of the last century nor strict visa requirements, tough border controls and
high customs barriers have prevented the regional cooperation between organized criminal
groups - even those belonging to "opposed" nationalities. This means that political conflicts
and state borders in the Balkans have served as obstacles for establishing effective
cooperation between countries of the region in the fight against organized crime and other
forms of criminal activities rather than as facilitators in preventing and fighting organized
crime.
Current practices in the fight against organized crime have shown that this war cannot be
fought with the desired success just by approving laws according to European standards and
reforming institutions of law enforcement. The introduction of new forms of organized crime
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necessitates the need for specialized joint institutions consisting of the police, the prosecution
and the courts, based on European practices, as well as continuous education of their
personnel on the issues of criminology, law, economics, banking, finance, financial auditing,
etc.
The Balkan states should also abandon the old practices of state institutions acting only within
their administrative limits and begin to build new forms of cooperation with other competent
institutions. Regarding this aspect, the establishment of joint authorities consisting of police
officers, prosecutors and courts would give a new impetus to the fight against organized
crime.
As a matter of fact, the fight against organized crime in the Balkans should not be seen or
understood only as a duty or responsibility of one state. The success of the fight against
organized crime in the Balkans depends to a certain extent also on the cooperation and
networking between the various national and international stakeholders. Therefore, the
establishment of cooperation between countries of the region is an imperative which must be
developed in compliance with the obligations arising from the SELEC Convention
(Southeastern Law Enforcement Center) and the Police Cooperation Convention for Southeast
Europe (Vienna Convention). Also, countries of the region should strengthen their
cooperation with relevant organizations and other international institutions, such as
INTERPOL, EUROPOL, UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime), INCB
(International Board of Narcotics Control) and EMCDDA (European Monitoring Centre for
Drugs
and
drug
Addiction).
At the end, it can be stressed that the real possibilities of the Balkan states, as regards the
common assessment of the situation, the identification of the aforementioned problems and
coordinated action, might hopefully be able to turn the Balkans into a region where the
different peoples may live together in mutual peace and harmony and enjoy continual
perspectives and where human rights are not endangered by organized crime.
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