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ORGANIZED CRIME :
NEW LABEL, NEW PHENOMENON

OR POLICY EXPEDIENT? (1)

Letizia Paoli (2)

Up until the mid-1980s organized crime was considered a problem
that concerned only a limited number of countries – primarily the
United States and Italy, with the eventual addition of Japan, China and
Colombia. Until then the scientific communities, the political leadership
and the general public in virtually all European countries aside from
Italy regarded themselves as largely unaffected by organized crime.
Twenty years later, the picture has changed dramatically, particularly in
Europe. Now virtually all European national law enforcement agencies
claim that each of their nations has a serious organized crime problem,
the fight against organized crime represents a priority of Europol and
most domestic law enforcement agencies, and there is much concern
about the threats posed by organized crime in the media and in public
opinion, not just in Europe but worldwide (Paoli and Fijnaut, 2004b).
Despite some delays and persisting deficiencies, academic research on
organized crime has also expanded rapidly, particularly in Europe, since
the 1980s.

The growing concern about organized crime has fed and justified pol-
icy reform. To control this form of crime, all European states and sev-
eral non-European ones as well, have passed far-reaching legal and insti-
tutional reforms, and all major international organizations, ranging
from the European Union (EU) to the United Nations (UN), have
adopted new international treaties and an even larger amount of soft
law. The UN Convention on Transnational Organized Crime, which
was opened for signature in 2000 and came into force in 2003, represents
the apotheosis of such international efforts.

A pertinent question is then to ask : ‘Why and how has this radical
change of perception and policies taken place?’ This is the main ques-
tion that this article is supposed to answer. Another way to frame this

(1) This article is an extended version of the keynote lecture delivered at the XV World
Congress of Criminology on July 22, 2008, in Barcelona. I would like to thank warmly Tony
Peters for inviting me to give that lecture and Cyrille Fijnaut for allowing me to draw exten-
sively upon the chapters we originally wrote jointly for Organized Crime in Europe (Fijnaut
and Paoli, 2004).

(2) Prof. Dr. Leuven Institute of Criminology. K.U. Leuven Faculty of Law, Belgium.

2080663_AIC_2008.book  Page 37  Wednesday, October 29, 2008  11:55 AM



— 38 —

question is to consider the extent to which organized crime can be best
defined in terms of one of the three following definitions :
— A new label attached to pre-existing illegal activities and actors that

have remained substantially unchanged
— A new phenomenon : that is, the growing use of the expression

‘organized crime’ effectively points to the rise of fundamentally new
actors or new ways of conducting illegal activities

— An expedient to promote and legitimize encompassing policy and
institutional reforms and enhance international police and judicial
cooperation.
To briefly anticipate my conclusion, there is evidence to support all

three definitions; however, there is no doubt that the first and third ones
fit more closely than the second one.

The article is organized in six parts. In the first section, I briefly
sketch and try to explain the above-mentioned perception change. In the
three central ones, I consider the contemporary patterns of organized
crime in Europe and elsewhere. The fifth section reviews the policy
changes introduced since the 1990s to tackle organized crime. In the
final section, I come back to the title question and provide an extensive
answer to it. In my conclusions, I also briefly consider the past and
future contributions of criminology to this research and policy area.

A few words on my sources : For Europe, I have relied to a large
extent on the findings of a project on organized crime in Europe that I
coordinated a few years ago with Cyrille Fijnaut and which involved
over 30 other experts covering 13 EU and non-EU countries (Fijnaut
and Paoli, 2004). For the rest of the world, I have used a variety of
sources. Among them, I also refer to a project on the world heroin mar-
ket, which I have just concluded with Victoria Greenfield and Peter
Reuter (Paoli, Greenfield and Reuter, 2009).

1. – PERCEPTION CHANGES

Several long-term processes and a variety of both far-reaching and
localized historical events have contributed to the changing perception
of organized crime. Some of these processes and occurrences directly
impinge on the activities and perpetrators typically associated with
organized crime; others are related to them only indirectly. Among the
former set of processes, the rise of the illegal drug industry (since the
late 1960s) and the phenomenal expansion of the human smuggling and
trafficking industries (from the late 1980s onwards) are the most prom-
inent (see infra). A variety of local crime-related events also contributed
to the changing perception of organized crime. Among them, the mur-
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ders of Judges Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino in 1992 and the
bombs attacks in Continental Italy in 1993 organized by the Sicilian
Cosa Nostra were certainly the most dramatic and received worldwide
coverage.

The changes affecting organized crime actors and activities cannot be
properly understood unless we consider wider social processes and
events. These have profoundly affected not only the organization and
flow of illegal markets but also the general perception of organized
crime. The worldwide processes of globalization have accelerated the
interconnection between previously separate domestic illegal markets
and increased the mobility of criminals across national borders. At the
same time, economic liberalization has reduced the ability of govern-
ments to withstand and regulate market forces and has unintentionally
facilitated the sectors of the global economy that remain criminalized
(Andreas, 2002).

Illegal exchanges were also further facilitated by the fall of the Iron
Curtain in 1989. The opening of the Eastern borders, once strictly
patrolled by Warsaw Pact troops, triggered a veritable boom of illegal
markets all over the former Soviet Union and its satellite countries and
objectively enhanced the movement of people, goods and capital
across – and between – the two formerly segregated portions of Europe :
criminals as well as non-criminals, drugs as well as regular commodities,
dirty as well as hot and legitimate money could all circulate more freely
than before. The fall of the Iron Curtain also had a tremendous impact
on the perception of the organized crime problem. Particularly in its
transnational variant, organized crime became one of the most frequent
and successful labels to express the rising sense of insecurity caused by
the sudden collapse of the bipolar world and the obscure menaces com-
ing from the East (Woodiwiss, 2001).

Within the countries of the European Community/Union, the wide-
spread feeling of insecurity was further increased by the completion of
the internal market and the abolition of internal border controls. Since
the late 1980s ordinary people and politicians alike realized that in the
new united Europe, free movement, increased economic interdependency
and the facilitation of cross-border financial activities rendered internal
borders increasingly ineffective, both as instruments of control and as
obstacles to the movement of criminals and their activities.

Wider social changes have also radically affected the perception of
organized crime : together with several other, at least partially overlap-
ping, concepts (the drugs and arms trafficker, the white slaver and, after
September 2001, the terrorist), organized crime has become a convenient
tool to express the anxieties of the general population about living in the
ever more uncertain and insecure world of the late- or post-modern age.
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These anxieties tend to manifest themselves as perceptions of threats to
one’s own personal and material safety (Bauman, 2000) and have con-
tributed to make organized crime a veritable ‘folk devil’ (Cohen, 1972).

The radical change in perception has been made possible by three
connotations of the very concept of organized crime. The first one is the
idea of organized crime as a threat that comes from the outside (an
‘alien conspiracy’, as its critics would say; e.g., Smith, 1975 : 138-41), an
idea that is underpinning much of the public debate on organized crime
since its origins in the U.S. in the 1950s. The prototypical image is that
of the Sicilian mafia organization invading and corrupting the U.S. first
and later the rest of Europe (e.g., U.S. Senate, 1951 and 1963). In David
Garland’s (2001) words, organized crime is clearly a case of ‘criminology
of the other’.

The extreme vagueness and elasticity of the concept constitutes the
second connotation. As Mike Levi puts it, organized crime is like the
psychiatrist’s Rorschach blot, whose ‘attraction as well as … weakness
is that one can read almost anything into it’ (2002 : 887). Even within
the scientific discourse it is still unclear whether organized crime consists
of a set of criminalized activities, primarily the provision of prohibited
goods and services, or a set of actors engaging in crime and, specifically,
criminal organizations with a well-defined collective identity and subdi-
vision of work among its members (Paoli, 2002).

The third trait is the transnational dimension of organized crime,
which has been increasingly emphasized since the early 1990s, primarily
but not exclusively by the United Nations and other international
organizations to point to the growing cross-border criminal activities
(e.g., Fijnaut and Paoli, 2009).

The mix of these three traits has allowed, and indeed fostered, the
development of a very serious gap between the rhetoric of much discus-
sion on organized crime and the definitions officially adopted. In official
statements and reports, organized crime is presented as a most worrying
threat with a strong emphasis on its transnational dimension. At the end
of the UN World Ministerial Conference on Organized Transnational
Crime, which took place in Naples in 1994, for example, its participants
declared themselves ‘deeply concerned about the dramatic growth of
organized crime over the past decade and about its global reach, which
constitute a threat to the internal security and stability of sovereign
States’ (United Nations General Assembly, 1994 : 2).

On the other hand, the definitions of organized crime officially
adopted are very loose and vague. The UN Convention against Tran-
snational Organized Crime of 2000, for example, has clearly adopted a
‘lowest common denominator definition’ with no strict criteria in terms
of number of members and group structure. Article 2, paragraph (a) of
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the Convention states : ‘“Organized criminal group” shall mean a struc-
tured group of three or more persons, 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 benefit’
(United Nations General Assembly, 2000 : 25). Serious crime is defined
by paragraph (b) of the same article as any offence punishable by a
maximum deprivation of liberty of at least four years (ibid.). This means
that the incisive investigative methods and other legislative and institu-
tional changes recommended by the World Ministerial Conference of
1994 and now to a large extent included in the Convention can be also
applied to cliques, gangs and networks that are very far removed from
the stereotypes of organized crime dominating the media and political
discourse.

An analogous ‘double-track’ approach has been pursued by the
European Union executive bodies. To justify its intervention, the EU
Council presents organized crime as a new threat, whose novelty lies in
the increasing involvement of criminal organizations in the supply of
criminal goods and services. Such a view is clearly stated in the first pro-
grammatic document dealing with organized crime, the ‘Action Plan to
Combat Organised Crime’, which was adopted by the Council of the
European Union on 28 April 1997. Its opening statement maintains :
Organized crime is increasingly becoming a threat to society as we know
it and want to preserve it. Criminal behaviour no longer is the domain
of individuals only, but also of organizations that pervade the various
structures of civil society and indeed society as a whole (European
Union Council, 1997).

When it comes to defining what a criminal organization is, the Euro-
pean Union also proposes a very loose interpretation, setting low
numerical standards. In the Joint Action adopted by the European
Council on May 1998, a criminal organization is defined as ‘a structured
association, established over a period of time, of more than two persons,
acting in concert with a view to committing offences which are punish-
able by deprivation of liberty or a detention order of a maximum of at
least four years or a more serious penalty. . .’ (European Union Council,
1998). (3) If three people only are sufficient to form a criminal organiza-
tion, one might justifiably ask if the (alleged) increasing presence of
these entities in the illegal arena really represents a major innovation in

(3) This approach is confirmed by the proposed EU Framework Decision on the Fight
against Organized Crime, which the European Council approved in April 2006 but has not
yet entered into force because parliamentary reservations in some countries (Calderoni,
2008).
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regard to the past and the threatening menace that the Plan assumes it
to be.

2. – ORGANIZED CRIME ACTORS AND …

Despite the lack of regular and reliable data on organized crime and
the poor cooperation between law enforcement agencies and independ-
ent researchers in many countries, the available empirical research
allows us to sketch a rough outline of organized crime in Europe.

Though much of the concern about organized crime since the 1980s
has been dictated by the fear of the expansion of the Italian mafia to
the whole of Europe and to its becoming a model for others involved
in organized crime, these pessimistic scenarios have not been realized. In
no Western European country except Italy – nor in northern or central
Italy itself – do Italian mafia groups control a significant portion of
local illegal economies or exercise a systematic influence over the legal
economy or the political system. Contrary to the exaggerated predic-
tions of the early 1990s, other organized crime groups have not shown
any interest in imitating the culture and structure of the Italian mafia.
Nor are the average perpetrators in the EU interested in, or capable of,
exercising a quasi-political power similar to that of the largest and most
stable mafia organizations in southern Italy (Paoli and Fijnaut, 2004a).

Europol itself has recognized the poor level of organization of organ-
ized crime actors within the European Union : As it wrote in its 2003
European Union Organised Crime Report : ‘the traditional perception of
hierarchically structured organised crime groups is being challenged.
There is now a development suggesting that a greater percentage of
powerful organised crime groups are far more cellular in structure, with
loose affiliations made and broken on a regular basis and less obvious
chains of command’ (Europol, 2003 : 8). Whereas it is disputable that
non-Italian mafia groups have ever complied with the ‘traditional per-
ception of hierarchically structured organised crime groups’, Europol’s
departure from the Italia mafia model can only be welcomed.

A growing body of literature (4) shows that the great majority of ille-
gal exchanges in Western European countries are carried out by numer-
ous, relatively small and often ephemeral enterprises. This is because all
illegal market actors are subject to constraints deriving from the

(4) This literature includes both the reports on organized crime in ten EU countries and
Switzerland produced for Organised Crime in Europe (e.g., Besozzi. 2004; Hobbs, 2004, Kin-
zig, 2004, Kleemans, 2004) as well as studies conducted by various authors in different coun-
tries (e.g., Van Duyne and Levi, 2005; von Lampe, 2005; Swedish National Council for
Crime Prevention, 2007; Spapens, 2008; Spapens and Fijnaut, 2005).
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enforcement of prohibition. These constraints have to do with the fact
that illegal market entrepreneurs are obliged to operate both without
and against the state.

First, since the goods and services they provide are prohibited, illegal
market suppliers cannot resort to state institutions to enforce contracts
and have violations of contracts prosecuted. Nor does the illegal arena
host an alternative sovereign power to which a party may appeal for
redress of injury. As a result, property rights are poorly protected,
employment contracts cannot be formalized, and the development of
large, formally organized, long-lasting companies is strongly discour-
aged (Reuter, 1983).

Second, all suppliers of illegal commodities are forced to operate
under the constant threat of arrest and confiscation of their assets by
law enforcement institutions. Participants in criminal trades will thus try
to organize their activities in such a way as to assure that the risk of
police detection is minimized. Incorporating drug transactions into kin-
ship and friendship networks and reducing the number of customers and
employees are two of the most frequent strategies illegal entrepreneurs
employ to reduce their vulnerability to law enforcement moves. Due to
the threat of police intervention, either in terms of seizing assets or
imprisoning participants, the planning time horizons of illegal entrepre-
neurs are likely to be much shorter than those in legal markets. Since
an illegal enterprise can hardly be sold as the entrepreneur ages, he is
likely to divert an increasing share of his profits to legal assets which
can be passed on to his heirs.

Finally, since they are operating against the state, illegal firms are
prevented from marketing their products. They cannot create their own
brand image and try to bind customers to it. Strong economies of scale,
however, are associated with advertising and the advantages linked to
the nationwide marketing of one’s own products have long been recog-
nized as a very important factor in the rise of modern large-scale cor-
porations. According to most economists, for example, advertising rep-
resents the single most important basis of large-firm advantages (Scherer
and Ross, 1990 : 130-38). Illegal firms, however, are by definition
excluded from the possibility of exploiting these advantages because, by
doing so, they would obviously attract law enforcement attention and
damage their own businesses.

For all the above reasons, it is rather unlikely that large, hierarchi-
cally organized firms will emerge to mediate economic transactions in
the illegal marketplace. The factors promoting the development of
bureaucracies in the legal portion of the economy – namely taking
advantage of economies of scale of operations and specialization of roles
– are outbalanced in the illegal arena by the very consequences of prod-
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uct illegality. Listing these constraints thus leads to the conclusion that,
within the illegal economy of countries with efficient governments, there
is no immanent tendency towards the consolidation of large-scale, mod-
ern illegal bureaucracies (Paoli, Reuter and Greenfield, 2009). Even
southern Italian mafia families are subjected to the constraints deriving
from the illegal status of products and, when they deal in drugs or other
illegal commodities, they do not operate as monolithic productive and
commercial units. On the contrary, their members frequently set up
short-term partnerships with other mafia affiliates, or even non-mem-
bers, to carry out illegal transactions (Paoli, 2003). In other words, in
the illegal markets of most industrialized countries ruled by relatively
strong and efficient state apparatuses, the dominant model is not organ-
ized crime, but – following the title of a famous book by Peter Reuter
– ‘disorganized crime’ (1983).

3. – … AND ACTIVITIES IN EUROPE

Recognising the relatively ‘disorganized’ nature of organized crime in
Europe does not imply an optimistic assessment of its nature, scale and
danger. Forming flexible and changeable networks, the small and
ephemeral enterprises comprising the bulk of European organized crime
since the mid-1970s have sustained a phenomenal expansion of illegal
markets in Western and, after the fall of the Berlin Wall, in Eastern
Europe as well.

Since the early 1970s, in particular, a rising demand for a variety of
illegal drugs – first cannabis and heroin and then since the early 1990s
cocaine, ecstasy and other amphetamine products – has fostered the
development of an international drug trade from producing to consumer
countries and the emergence of nationwide drug distribution systems in
all European states. To meet expanding popular demand, pre-existing
criminal organizations – such as Italian mafia groups – and thousands
of individuals, cliques and groups with or without previous criminal
expertise have entered the drug trafficking business, attracted by the
anticipation of large profits. The expansion of the drugs market has
resulted in the progressive re-conversion of professional crime to the
drug business, with a progressive decline of the ‘traditional’ underworld.
Today the drug market is most probably – despite the absence of relia-
ble estimates for other illegal activities – the largest illegal market world-
wide, with an annual turnover of over 320 billion dollars according to
the UNODC (2005 : 123-143).

It is important to stress that European countries are not just con-
sumers and thus – so to say – victims of drug trafficking. In the last two
decades of the twentieth century, several European countries acquired a
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pivotal role in the world illegal drug trade. Due to their geographic posi-
tion, Turkey and Spain have constituted for at least two decades the
main gateway for Afghan heroin as well as Moroccan hashish and
Colombian cocaine, respectively. Since the 1970s Turkey has been the
main gate for Afghan heroin on its way to Western European markets.
Likewise, due to its geographic position, Spain has since the 1980s
become the main entry point for Moroccan hashish, as shown by the
fact that it accounts for about 75 percent of all hashish seizures in
Europe. For smuggling cocaine into Europe, Colombian traffickers also
seem to prefer Spain (together with the Netherlands), as they are aided
by a mutual language and by the presence of a consistent community
of co-nationals (Gómez-Céspedez and Stangeland, 2004). In some coun-
tries, most notably the Netherlands and Belgium but also more recently
Poland and Albania, we find not only illegal drug traffickers and dis-
tributors but drug producers as well. Cannabis is cultivated nowadays,
at least indoors, in most European countries (e.g., Spapens, van de Bunt
and Rastovac, 2007). From the early 1990s onwards the Netherlands
and Belgium have become the major European and, possibly, world pro-
ducers of ecstasy (Spapens, 2006). Polish chemists have specialized in the
production of amphetamines for both Western and Eastern markets,
and Albanians have taken up the cultivation and sale of marijuana, re-
launching a product that had for almost twenty years disappeared from
many Western European markets (Paoli and Fijnaut, 2004a).

Despite the re-conversion of many professional criminals to drug
trafficking and dealing, several – traditional and non-traditional –
profit-making criminal activities have continued to proliferate. Some,
such as the illegal trade in weapons, are instrumental to a life ‘on the
other side of the law’. Other activities – ranging from car thefts, to rob-
beries and the exploitation of prostitution – experienced an unexpected
revival in the years immediately following the fall of the Iron Curtain,
when Eastern European criminals primarily resorted to violence and
ruthlessness to earn a ‘fast buck’ in Western Europe.

As a few scholars and particularly Mike Levi (1999) and Tom Naylor
(2004) have shown, a third group of entrepreneurial crime activities also
flourished in the 1980s and 1990s and continue to do so today, though
they are hardly the prerogative of traditional underworld members.
These activities range from fraud and other financial crimes to bid-rig-
ging in public works tenders and the illegal wholesale trade in toxic
waste, weapons, diamonds and gold. They undoubtedly form a part of
organized crime, if one accepts the loose definitions of organized crime
that dominate the political and scientific discourse on organized crime
in Europe today. As Dick Hobbs (2004 : 422) puts it, ‘by acknowledging
[these activities] as organised crime, both the curricula vitae of contem-
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porary felons and the range of ideological and material support struc-
tures for their activities are considerably expanded’. Though difficult to
estimate precisely, their financial turnover and the harm they cause to
society may also be considerably higher than those of most types of
crime traditionally considered to be an exemplification of organized
crime.

Whereas the more white-collar forms of organized crime usually
attract public attention only in the immediate aftermath of a big scan-
dal, a second wave of expansion of European illegal markets, which
started to develop fifteen years after the first, drug-related wave, has
raised much concern in government institutions and from the general
public. This expansion was largely triggered by the enactment of increas-
ingly restrictive immigration policies in most Western European coun-
tries during the 1980s and 1990s, which created a large demand for
human smuggling services. The number of potential customers as well
as victims of veritable human trafficking suddenly multiplied, as the lib-
eration of Eastern Europe in 1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union
in 1991 finally abolished restrictions on the mobility of almost four hun-
dred million Eastern European and former Soviet citizens. Crises in
other parts of the world, ranging from several African countries to Iraq,
Afghanistan and East Timor, also engorged the flow of prospective
migrants, at the same time as growth and improvement of transporta-
tion facilitated their movements, by drastically reducing logistical con-
straints.

To meet this demand, human smuggling ‘companies’ popped up at
all the crucial borders of ‘Fortress Europe’. Though many smugglers
merely sell services desperately wanted by their customers, not only are
their prices in most cases extortionate, but conditions are often inhu-
man, as proven by the many accidents all over Europe that cost the lives
of undocumented migrants. Moreover, this flourishing black market has
opened up space for all kinds of exploitation that sometimes end up as
real trafficking in human beings. According to U.S. Department of State
(2008), 600-800,000 persons are trafficked across borders each year,
though the scientific bases of this figure remain unclear.

Organized crime’s infiltration of the legitimate economy, civil society
and politics has been investigated and studied much less than its illegal
market activities, and even in many EU countries it is impossible to go
beyond guesswork and speculation. Despite the serious shortcomings of
information sources, it can safely be stated that in all ‘old’ EU countries
– with the exception of Italy – traditional organized crime groups’ abil-
ity to infiltrate the legitimate economy and corrupt civil and political
institutions was grossly overstated when organized crime began to
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attract media and political attention in the late 1980s (Paoli and Fijnaut,
2004a).

In many European countries, however, perpetrators of organized
crime invest in several legitimate industries – above all in the transport,
finance, real estate, hotel and night-life sectors – to facilitate their illegal
activities and reinvest their illicit proceeds. Organized crime’s investment
in hotels, night-clubs and pubs in several Dutch cities (especially in
Amsterdam) and in real estate in the south of Spain as well as extensive
mafia infiltration in the southern Italian legitimate economy are most
worrying (Kleemans, 2004 and Gómez-Céspedez and Stangeland, 2004).
The picture becomes even less clear-cut if one considers the perpetrators
of non-traditional organized crime activities, such as fraud, the manip-
ulation of public tenders and the illegal trade in toxic waste, weapons
and gold. These white-collar criminals have no need to ‘infiltrate’ into
the legitimate economy as they are already an established part of it, and
the revenues of their ‘dirty’ activities are barely distinguishable from the
flows of ‘clean’ and ‘hot’ money that are traded incessantly around the
world.

4. – BROADENING THE VIEW :
ORGANIZED CRIME MANIFESTATIONS

IN THE REST OF THE WORLD

Some distinctions to the picture I have sketched so far need to be
made for Eastern Europe. Before pointing to the differences, however,
let me first stress the similarities between organized crime activities and
actors in Western and Eastern Europe. Long curtailed by socialist dic-
tatorships, illegal markets have boomed in all Eastern European coun-
tries since the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989. In particular, illegal drug
consumption and trade have expanded phenomenally in Russia and
most other former Warsaw Pact countries. Today, Russia probably con-
stitutes the second largest market in the world for opiates and the larg-
est one if only heroin is considered – and this although heroin was vir-
tually unknown to Russian and Eastern European until the mid-1990s
(Paoli, Greenfield and Reuter, 2009). All illegal markets in Eastern
Europe and Russia have integrated into the world ones and rapidly
internationalized.

During the early phases of the transition, large criminal groups
formed in numerous former Warsaw Pact countries, as the former Com-
munist government agencies did not have the necessary resources to
effectively counter their activities, and many civil servants with misera-
ble or no regular pay were happy to accept bribes from criminals or
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even to enter themselves into illegal profit-making and protection busi-
nesses, as for example, the work of Federico Varese (2001) and Vadim
Volkov (2002) on the Russian mafia have masterly shown. Almost
twenty years after 1989, most Eastern European countries are well
advanced in closing the legal and institutional gap separating them from
Western standards and as a result, organized crime has also tended to
assume the more disorganized and network-like patterns typical of
Western Europe. Large and violence-prone criminal groups remain,
however, active in countries where the government is unable or not
interested in enforcing criminal law prohibitions strictly (e.g., Arsovska,
2007).

The distinction between organized crime, business crime and the
legitimate economy also became blurred after 1989 in countries where
up until few years earlier all forms of private entrepreneurship had been
considered criminal and where it was long virtually impossible to con-
duct a business without violating some laws. Again, paths have diversi-
fied across former Warsaw Pact countries. In some of them, particularly
those that have entered the EU, the local governments have set up a via-
ble legal framework to regulate the legitimate economy and to separate
the latter from the underground and tout court criminal economies. In
other contexts, however, a clear-cut distinction still does not exist, and
organized crime groups are still heavily involved in key legitimate eco-
nomic sectors, are able to influence the political decision making and
thus threaten economic and political stability (e.g., Shelley, 2004).

The organized crime picture becomes less clear-cut once we leave
Europe, all the more so as research on organized crime has been scarce
except for a few countries, such as the United States, (5) Canada (Beare,
1996), Colombia (Thoumi, 2003) and Japan (Hill, 2003). There is no
time here for a full-fledged review. With some caveats, I hypothesize
that the model of varying illegality I have recently developed with Vic-
toria Greenfield and Peter Reuter (2009) for the world heroin market
can be extended to other illegal activities as well. Namely, in countries
with effective governments the organized crime picture by and large
resembles that in the EU, with the main exception being Japan, where
the government long preferred accommodation with the Yakuza (Hill,
2003). Such countries tend to host illegal enterprises that are relatively
small and ephemeral, use violence sparingly because it is counterproduc-
tive for their own businesses and are unable to corrupt systematically

(5) In the United States, research on organized crime has a long tradition, as it began
already in the 1920s with the seminal work of John Landesco ([1929], 1968). However, since
the 1980s the topic of organized crime as such has stimulated limited empirical research (e.g.,
Reuter, 1983; Chin, 1996; Jacobs, 1999; Finckenauer and Waring, 2001), although there is
a large body of scientific literature on activities considered typical of organized crime, such
as drug trafficking and human smuggling.
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the public administration or extensively infiltrate the legitimate econ-
omy.

Where governments are weak, corrupt or do not control parts of
their own territory, such as in Colombia, Afghanistan, Tajikistan or
some African countries (e.g., Thoumi, 2003; Paoli et al., 2007; Gastrow,
2003), large organized crime enterprises may consolidate, and these have
no restraints in using extensive violence and corruption or in infiltrating
the legitimate economy and influencing politics. Indeed, these enterprises
are often no longer mere economic entities but frequently fuse with
guerrilla, insurgency or paramilitary groups.

5. – ORGANIZED CRIME CONTROL POLICIES

To a much higher degree than in other contexts, the fight against
organized crime has been a major theme in justice and home affairs pol-
icy-making in Europe since the 1990s. At least up until 9/11, the need
to tackle organized crime had become one of European politicians’ and
government agencies’ most effective arguments to enact criminal and
criminal procedural law reforms, introduce new offences and special
investigative powers for law enforcement agencies and propel the tran-
snationalization of crime control and criminal justice (Fijnaut and Paoli,
2004a).

It is by no means excessive to say that under the aegis of the Euro-
pean Union, policy on organized crime in Europe has increasingly tran-
scended national boundaries and since the late 1990s become a matter
of international politics and hence also of the foreign policy of individ-
ual countries. This internationalization of organized crime control policy
explains why the changes that have taken place on several fronts in indi-
vidual countries in Europe are so similar, whether they involve the cen-
tralization of the police, the judiciary and the customs authorities, or the
creation of special units within these institutions, or the introduction of
intrusive methods of investigation, such as the use of phone tapping,
anonymous witnesses and undercover agents. The reports on organized
crime control policies in 13 European states (6) and their comparison in
Organized Crime in Europe (Fijnaut and Paoli, 2004) document these
similarities and also the pressure EU Member States and particularly the
old ‘Candidate States’ were put under to accept a common approach to
organized crime.

The first EU policy initiative on organized crime was the already-
mentioned ‘Action Plan to Combat Organised Crime of April 1997’.

(6) The reports were produced by scholars such as Levi (2004), van de Bunt (2004), Kilch-
ling (2004), Cornils and Greve (2004), Scheinost (2004) and Plywaczeski and Filipowski (2004).
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This comprehensive plan consisted of a raft of measures to forcefully
promote cooperation between the Member States in criminal matters, as
intended in the Maastricht Treaty on European Union : expansion of
the system of legal assistance, greater involvement of Europol in coop-
eration between the Member States, mutual evaluation of the legal and
organizational measures that the Member States implement in this area
in their own country, etc. The plan also included a few proposals to
devote more attention to preventing organized crime : transparency in
public administration, screening of individuals and companies in public
tender procedures and social and economic measures for cities to pre-
vent them becoming ‘breeding grounds for organised crime’.

In the same year, the fight against organized crime was elevated to
the rank of an EU treaty issue in the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997),
becoming central to the Third Pillar, whose main aim is to create an
‘area of freedom, security and justice’ within the countries of the EU.
In the reformulated Title VI (‘Provisions in the Field of Justice and
Home Affairs’) strengthening police and judicial cooperation was sup-
posed to serve just one purpose : to combat organized crime. At a spe-
cial summit in Tampere, Finland, in October 1999 the European Coun-
cil expressed itself ‘deeply committed to reinforcing the fight against
serious organized and transnational crime’ and launched a ‘Unionwide
Fight against Crime’, meaning primarily organized crime (European
Union Council, 1999).

In the following years many initiatives were introduced by the Euro-
pean Council and Commission to implement the agreements reached.
For instance, Eurojust (a sort of European prosecutor’s office with the
task of facilitating the proper coordination of national prosecuting
authorities), the Police Chiefs Operational Task Force and joint inves-
tigation teams were set up, and in 2005 an EU Convention on Mutual
Assistance in Criminal Matters entered into force.

The latest culmination of this internationalization process is repre-
sented by the Lisbon Treaty. If it ever comes into force, this could rep-
resent a ‘Copernican Revolution,’ as Cyrille Fijnaut (personal commu-
nication) puts it, for the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice. In
particular, police and judicial cooperation in criminal matters should de
facto become matters of old ‘First Pillar’ and as such be decided with
qualified majority voting. In such a legislative framework, however, the
fight against organized crime may lose some of its policy relevance :
once maintaining domestic security becomes a joint task of the Euro-
pean Union and the Member States together, it might no longer be nec-
essary to stress so much the transnational dimension of organized crime
to legitimize the EU intervention.
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Organized crime control has also acquired a growing relevance in EU
foreign policy. In 1998 the applicant countries that joined the EU in
May 2004 were made sign a ‘Pre-Accession Pact on Organised Crime’
and put under considerable pressure to adopt Western European policy
in this area : the famous acquis communautaire. At the same time, a vari-
ety of programs were initiated by the European Commission and the
Council of Europe to help all former communist European countries
strengthen their political and judicial capacities in the fight against
organized crime and corruption. (7)

This important development – the interweaving of the domestic and
foreign policies of the European Union, particularly in the field of com-
bating organized crime – culminated in the European Security Strategy,
which was adopted in December 2003. In this document, organized
crime is considered one of the key threats to Europe, alongside terrorism
and regional conflicts. Its control is thus singled out as one of the most
relevant EU’s strategic objectives and ‘better coordination between
external action and Justice and Home Affairs policies is’ stated as being
‘crucial in the fight against both terrorism and organised crime’. This
perspective is obviously influenced by the philosophy that underlies the
U.S. policy in this area, namely that ‘the first line of defence is often
abroad’ (e.g., Andreas and Nadelmann, 2006). This development means
that in the EU, too, the question of internal security has become inex-
tricably linked with that of external security. The fight against organized
crime is no longer an internal European matter for the Member States,
but has become a global priority of the EU as such.

An interesting paradox here is that the United States, the country
that first introduced most of the new investigative methods as well as
the ‘first line of defence’ philosophy, has resorted much less frequently
than its European partners to the umbrella concept of organized crime
to back policy changes. Even before launching the ‘War on Terror’, the
United States has exploited other causes, such as the ‘War on Drugs’
and the fight against money laundering, as the main justifications for
introducing the new investigative methods, marketing them among allied
and satellite countries and intensifying international police cooperation
(Nadelmann, 1993; Andreas and Nadelmann, 2006). Not surprisingly,
this lower political relevance has also resulted in much less academic
interest in the topic.

Despite these differences, the United States was, along with the EU
countries, an outspoken supporter of the 2000 UN Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime, which propagates many of the new

(7) The Council of Europe also takes initiatives of its own accord to combat organized
crime. For a brief review, see Fijnaut and Paoli (2004).
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investigative methods and enhances police and judicial cooperation
among its 143 parties (Gastrow, 2002). The Convention criminalizes the
participation in an organized criminal group, defined according to the
loose criteria discussed earlier, as well as money laundering and corrup-
tion and foresees tough measures to combat these phenomena, prosecute
offenders and confiscate proceeds. Important procedural issues are dealt
with in detail in the second part of the convention : extradition and
mutual assistance, special investigative techniques and joint investiga-
tions, exchange of information, protection of witnesses and law enforce-
ment cooperation. All these measures clearly demonstrate the influence
of the United States and the EU on the Convention.

This explains why the Convention was and still is regarded with a
certain amount of suspicion in other parts of the world. Does it not
serve the interests of the West too much? Is it not a direct application
of the ‘first line of defence’ doctrine? The fact that Article 30 creates the
possibility of assisting ‘developing countries and countries with econo-
mies in transition’ in the implementation of the Convention can, of
course, easily fuel this suspicion (Fijnaut and Paoli, 2009).

6. – CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS

ON CRIMINOLOGICAL RESEARCH ON ORGANIZED CRIME

It is now time to give a full answer to the title question : ‘Does
organized crime constitute primarily a new label, new phenomenon or
policy expedient?’. Let us first acknowledge the changes that have
occurred and thus the extent to which organized crime represents a new
phenomenon. Criminals and criminalized commodities travel today
much faster than ever before, and previously separate domestic illegal
markets have become much more tightly interconnected. Areas of the
globe that were previously isolated – either for political reasons, such as
the former Warsaw Pact bloc, or because of their underdevelopment,
such as many African countries – have now become integrated in the
world illegal markets. These developments should not be a source of
surprise, though, as they mirror analogous changes in the broader soci-
ety and economy.

Moreover, this picture needs to be nuanced and sharpened with some
facts contradicting the thesis of organized crime as a new phenomenon.
First, despite the growing emphasis placed on the transnational dimen-
sion of organized crime since the early 1990s, many organized crime
activities – and their impact – remain local. For example, consider the
illicit drug trade, which is often considered a prototypical transnational
activity : drugs are produced, distributed and consumed in specific
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places. What is transnational in their trade, as in most forms of criminal
activities, are the transportation, communication and money flows.
From a policy perspective, an important corollary of this more balanced
understanding of organized crime is that its containment is first and
foremost the responsibility of local authorities. To operate effectively,
however, these authorities often need to cooperate with each other, and
so they need the support of international institutions such as Interpol
or, in a European context, Europol and Eurojust to bridge the gaps
between them.

Second, the powerful large-scale and hierarchical criminal organiza-
tions that have long been considered exemplary of organized crime have
by and large not materialized in any country with a government effec-
tively enforcing its criminal law. In these contexts, a myriad of small
and ephemeral enterprises continue to constitute the bulk even of those
illegal industries that expanded significantly in the late twentieth cen-
tury. From such a perspective, organized crime appears to be more a
new label than a new phenomenon.

Despite its lack of an empirical basis, the spectre of transnational
mafia-type criminal organizations has served a key policy function – and
it is for this reason that organized crime must also be considered a pol-
icy expedient. With varying degrees of good faith, in fact, such a spectre
has been propagated by the media, politicians, law enforcement agencies
of many countries and, more recently, by international organizations to
pass reforms that would otherwise meet resistance from lower-level
agencies seeing their competencies reduced and provoke the opposition
of civil rights organizations.

At the same time, however, the legal definitions of organized crime
adopted by most states and international organizations hardly reflect the
mafia fixation of much political and media discourse. As mentioned ear-
lier, most of these definitions are very broad, if not vague, so much so
that they – and the special powers granted to organized crime investiga-
tors and prosecutors – can be applied to a wide range of criminal phe-
nomena and people involved. Indeed, by reading most official definitions,
one can barely grasp the specificity of organized crime vis-à-vis other
types of crime and understand the novel dangers of this phenomenon,
which are cited to justify the introduction of incisive investigative powers
and the restriction of defendants’ and common people’s rights. It is in
this gap between the dramatic images presented by political and media
rhetoric and the wide-ranging and petty behaviours included in most offi-
cial definitions that a serious deception of the general public lies.

I would like to conclude this article with a few considerations on the
past and future contributions of criminology to this area of research and
policy. Especially in Europe and North America, criminologists have
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played a key role in improving our understanding of organized crime
activities and actors through a series of empirical studies at the local,
national and, less frequently, at the regional level. The overall picture of
organized crime in these contexts is fairly clear, though additional stud-
ies, especially ethnographic research projects, could certainly improve
our understanding of the details and new trends.

Criminologists have also been most vocal in showing the political
uses of much concern about organized crime and, in my opinion, some
have gone even too far in completely denying the underlying changes in
international illegal markets. Together with criminal laywers and other
social scientists, criminologists – again especially in Europe and North
America – have also critically reviewed the legislation adopted, sharply
criticizing it when these measures appeared not commensurate or went
too far in restricting suspects’ and citizens’ rights.

As for the potential of future research, I see three main gaps that
should be filled in the coming years. First, not much is yet known about
organized crime activities and actors in large parts of Africa, Asia and
Latin America. Research in these contexts should be intensified : Article
28 of the UN Convention on Transnational Organized Crime calls par-
ties to promote scientific research on organized crime, but this article
has so far remained a dead letter in most countries. Comparative
research across different parts of the world should also be encouraged.

Second, most policy reforms on organized crime are justified with the
reasoning that organized crime represents a major threat to society. In
the last few years many European police agencies, including Europol
(2008) have begun Organized Crime Threat Assessments to set their pri-
orities (see also SOCA, 2008). In my opinion, these assessments should
not be left to government agencies alone, which often use poor and
opaque methodologies. Criminologists should at the very least exercise
a critical review of the official Threat Assessments or, even better,
develop independent scientific methods to establish what kind of threat
(and to whom or what) the different organized crime activities and
actors really represent. Consider, for example, the case of smuggling
migrants. This activity is often lumped together with human trafficking,
which is a most heinous activity. In the case of smuggling of migrants,
however, the harm is certainly much lower and seems to be more the
result of criminalization than of the criminalized activity itself. (8)

Finally, the flurry of initiatives adopted in the past fifteen years to
fight against organized crime has been subject only sporadically to eval-

(8) Tom Vander Beken from the University of Gent and myself, together with two junior
colleagues from our universities, have just started a project in this area in collaboration with
the Belgian Federal Police, and at the next World Congress of Criminology we should have
some findings to report.

2080663_AIC_2008.book  Page 54  Wednesday, October 29, 2008  11:55 AM



— 55 —

uation. Some of my former colleagues at the Max Planck Institute for
Criminal Law in Freiburg have done some pioneering work in this
respect for Germany (Albrecht, Dorsch and Krüpe, 2003; Kinzig, 2004)
and, as far as confiscation is concerned, also Europe-wide (Kilchling,
2001). But except for these and a few other studies in other countries
(e.g, Levi, 2004), we basically do not know how, how often and against
whom most organized crime provisions are applied. We neither know if
these provisions have had the desired impact on organized crime activ-
ities and actors nor what their unintended consequences have been.
Given the wide-ranging definitions of organized crime adopted, it is
fairly reasonable to assume that there has been a significant net-widen-
ing effect. An independent evaluation of organized crime control policies
seems to me crucial for enhancing the long-term legitimacy of the over-
all crime control system.
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ABSTRACT

The perception of and the policies against organized crime have dras-
tically changed since the mid-1980s in Europe and the rest of the world.
Whereas organized crime was long considered a problem that affected
only a few countries, in the past three decades there has been a growing
concern worldwide about this form of crime, which has fed and justified
policy reform.

Given this huge and sudden shift, the article considers the extent to
which organized crime can be best defined in terms of one of the three
following definitions : (1) a new label attached to pre-existing illegal
activities and actors that have remained substantially unchanged; (2) a
new phenomenon : that is, the growing use of the expression ‘organized
crime’ effectively points to the rise of fundamentally new actors or new
ways of conducting illegal activities; (3) an expedient to promote and
legitimize encompassing policy and institutional reforms and enhance
international police and judicial cooperation.

After reviewing organized crime manifestations and policies in
Europe and elsewhere, the article concludes that there is evidence to
support all three definitions; however, there is no doubt that the first
and third ones (organized crime as a new label and policy expedient,
respectively) fit more closely than the second one (organized crime as a
new phenomenon).

RÉSUMÉ

La perception du crime organisé et les politiques qui sont dévelop-
pées à son encontre ont changé radicalement depuis le milieu des années
1980 tant en Europe que dans le reste du monde. Alors que le crime
organisé a longtemps été considéré comme un problème propre à certai-
nes contrées, les trois dernières décennies ont vu croître dans le monde
entier la préoccupation de cette forme de crime, alimentant et justifiant
la volonté de changer la politique à son égard.

Face à ce changement important et soudain, l’auteur examine dans
quelle mesure le crime organisé trouve le mieux sa définition dans les
trois formules suivantes : (1) un nouveau label pour des activités illégales
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préexistantes et des acteurs qui n’ont pas substantiellement changé; (2)
un phénomène nouveau : l’usage accru de l’expression “crime organisé”
répondrait à l’augmentation d’acteurs fondamentalement nouveaux ou
de nouvelles manières de mener des activités illégales; (3) un expédient
pour promouvoir et légitimer des politiques et des réformes institution-
nelles et favoriser la coopération internationale en matière policière et
judiciaire.

Après avoir passé en revue les manifestations du crime organisé et les
politiques développées en Europe et ailleurs, l’auteur de l’article conclut
qu’aucune preuve n’étaye aucune des trois définitions, mais qu’il n’y a
pas de doute que la première et la troisième (nouvelle étiquette, ou jus-
tification de politiques) rendent mieux compte de la réalité que la
deuxième (phénomène nouveau).

RESUMEN

La percepción y las políticas relacionadas con el crimen organizado
han experimentado un cambio drástico desde mediados de los años
ochenta, tanto en Europa como en el resto del mundo. Durante mucho
tiempo se consideró que el crimen organizado era un problema que sólo
afectaba a unos pocos países, pero en las tres últimas décadas el interés
por este tipo de crimen ha ido creciendo en todo el mundo, alimentando
y justificando así una reforma de su política.

Dado este enorme y repentino cambio, el artículo examina cuál de las
tres definiciones que siguen a continuación sería la mejor para definir el
crimen organizado : (1) una nueva etiqueta para actividades ilegales ya
existentes y actores que no han cambiado substancialmente; (2) un
nuevo fenómeno : la creciente utilización de la expresión “crimen orga-
nizado” respondería fundamentalmente al aumento de nuevos actores o
nuevos modos de realizar actividades ilegales; (3) un recurso para pro-
mover y legitimar políticas y reformas institucionales y favorecer la
cooperación internacional en materia policial y judicial.

Después de revisar las manifestaciones del crimen organizado y las
políticas desarrolladas en Europa y en otros lugares, el artículo concluye
que ninguna prueba apoya ninguna de las tres definiciones pero que no
hay duda de que la primera y la tercera (nueva etiqueta o justificación
de políticas) aprehenden mejor la realidad que la segunda (crimen orga-
nizado como fenómeno nuevo).
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