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Summary highlights

1. Could war in Ukraine affect organized crime in the
Western Balkans?
The war in Ukraine has been raging for two months,
with a devastating impact on the country and its
people. It is also having spillover effects outside the
country. We look at how the war in Ukraine might
expand the opportunity space for organized crime in
the Western Balkans, including as a result of arms
trafficking, money laundering, sanctions busting, the
movement of fighters or a possible shift in
trafficking routes.

2. Bosnia and Herzegovina has become a key transit
country for weapons smuggling in Europe.
Bosnia and Herzegovina is both a source and a transit
country for the smuggling of small arms and light
weapons. Since the end of the Bosnian war in 1995,
the country has been awash with weapons. We look

at where the guns come from, where they go and who

is involved in this business that contributes to
terrorism, war and organized crime.
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3. Brcko: A market for organized crime.

In this issue, we focus on the hotspot of Brcko in
northern Bosnia and Herzegovina. This district, close
to Bosnia’s borders with Croatia and Serbia, which has
had a reputation since the early 1990s as a
marketplace for everything, has recently witnessed a
number of incidents concerning smuggling of
migrants, weapons and drugs. We look at the factors
of vulnerability and the current situation.

4. Extortion is underestimated and under-reported in

Serbia.

There have been reports of extortion, usury and
racketing in Serbia, but how big is the problem? A new
study carried out thanks to a scholarship from the
Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized
Crime (GI-TOC)'s Resilience Fund shows that the
problem is underestimated and under-reported.

5. Allegations of missing babies still haunt Serbia.

It is alleged that, over several decades, thousands of
babies have disappeared from maternity hospitals in
Serbia and been sold to parents who wanted to
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adopt a child. This shocking trade came to light as
the result of a case against Serbia brought to the
European Court of Human Rights. How is such a

ABOUT THIS ISSUE

Welcome to the 12th issue of the Risk Bulletin produced
by the GI-TOC'’s Observatory of lllicit Economies in
South-Eastern Europe.

Like many, we are transfixed by the horrible events in
Ukraine. We are also concerned about the impact of the
war, both in Ukraine and on its people, as well as
possible knock-on effects elsewhere. In line with our
mission, we put a special focus on the potential impact
of the war on organized crime in the Western Balkans.
As we did with COVID-19, we will closely monitor the
effects of the war in Ukraine on illicit economies in
south-eastern Europe.

There is often talk about how weapons from the
Western Balkans are smuggled, for example to be used
by criminal groups or terrorists in western Europe. In this
issue, we take a closer look at the problem in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. While we knew about how weapons that
are a legacy of the Bosnian war are smuggled on the
black market, we were surprised to learn that Bosnia and
Herzegovina is also a transit country. Furthermore,
recent arrests and seizures demonstrate transnational
cooperation, both by criminals and by law enforcement
- as revealed by several recent investigations.

As in every issue, we focus on a hotspot of organized
crime. This time, it is Brcko in northern Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Based on interviews and first-hand
observations, we explain the factors of vulnerability and
the types of trafficking that are prevalent in this small
region, as well as problems of corruption in the police.

Thanks to a scholarship from the GI-TOC’s Resilience
Fund, Milos Kati¢ from Vojvodina, Serbia, carried out
research on extortion and usury in the country. We
profile some of the main findings of his research,
published in December 2021.

practice possible, how organized is it and what is
being done to address it?

In recent years, the Serbian media has published reports
about missing babies. While most of the cases under
scrutiny are from decades past, it appears that stealing
and smuggling babies and even embryos may still be a
problem in a number of countries, with characteristics of
organized crime.

We recently published a report on illicit financial flows
(IFFs) in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia,
which follows the publication of a similar assessment in
2020 analyzing key drivers and current trends of IFFs in
Albania, Kosovo and North Macedonia.! The report
highlights the need to increase information on the impact
and harm of IFFs, as well as civil society’s capacity to
investigate and raise awareness on these types of crimes.
We hope to focus on these topics in the future.

We are always looking for new ways of presenting our
work. We have therefore developed an online interactive
platform to feature some of the data and main findings
of our reports. The first visualization is an overview of
the smuggling of migrants through the Western Balkans.
The information is based on data from our 2021 report
‘Spot prices: Analyzing flows of people, drugs and
money in the Western Balkans'? The tool provides data
on irregular border crossings along the Balkan route, the
numbers and nationalities of migrants and asylum
seekers, estimated profits of the migrant-smuggling
market and an interactive map displaying smuggling
routes and the prices paid for each route. Watch this
space for further visualizations of our work, including on
the link between organized crime and football
hooliganism, as well as trafficking through ports in
south-eastern Europe.

If you have a proposal for a story or would like to
provide feedback, please contact:

almedina.dodic@globalinitiative.net
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1. Could war in Ukraine affect organized
crime in the Western Balkans?

Organized crime is not foremost in our minds as we
watch with horror the devastation in Ukraine. But all
wars have spillover effects and long-term consequences,
as witnessed in Yugoslavia in the 1990s. The war in
Ukraine might expand the opportunity space for
organized crime in the Western Balkans, including as a
result of arms trafficking, money laundering, sanctions
busting, the movement of fighters or a possible shift in
trafficking routes.

One of the most astounding responses of the West to
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has been its
economic restrictions, including sanctions and travel
bans. One of the few remaining routes for Russians to
travel is via Belgrade. No doubt their money may also
move into or through the region. Indeed, in recent years,
several thousand foreigners have taken advantage of so-
called ‘golden’ passport schemes in some European
countries, including in south-eastern Europe.1 And some

Western Balkan countries, like Montenegro and North

Macedonia, continue to offer ‘citizenship for investment’
schemes.” In a recent case, Montenegro granted asylum
to a Russian tycoon wanted for murder.

While not among the biggest investors in the Western
Balkans, in the past Russian and Ukrainian oligarchs
have parked their wealth in Serbia, for example, or
along the Montenegrin coast. The Adriatic coast is a
playground for the ultra-wealthy; one of Russian
oligarch Roman Abramovich’s superyachts recently
docked at a marina in I\/Iontenegro.4

Wealthy Russians on the move could seek investment
opportunities in the region and might well draw on the
connections of well-established criminal groups with
contacts in political and business circles. There is a
danger that Russian money could be laundered into real
estate, tourism, gambling and other sectors vulnerable to
IFFs, impacting local economies and politics.

Ukrainian refugees cross into Poland, March 2022.




Russia is facing almost unprecedented sanctions, and if
the conflict continues, further penalties may be imposed.
Some countries of the Western Balkans have not joined
the ban on Russian flights, so airports such as Belgrade's
(and via Istanbul to all capitals in the region) have become
key hubs for Russian travellers. It is possible that Russian
assets, which are frozen in many countries, could find a
safe haven in countries of the Western Balkans where
Russians already feel comfortable doing business. The
Western Balkans could also be a conduit for the
trafficking of luxury goods, alcohol and cigarettes. But the
region is not contiguous to either Ukraine or Russia and
the amount of sanctions busting will probably be limited
- but worth keeping an eye on.

A frightening sign of the times is that a black market
could develop for medications that are designed to
reduce the impact of nuclear radiation: at the moment,
there are almost no potassium iodide pills available in
pharmacies in North Macedonia.” As in other parts of
Europe, there are also concerns about shortages of
certain commodities and rising prices; two of the most
obvious in the Western Balkans thus far are gasoline and
sunflower oil.® Scarcity markets could create incentives
for smuggling.

Shifts in trafficking routes

As Turkey clamped down on smuggling (particularly of
migrants) after 2015, it is thought that some trafficking
routes for drugs shifted towards maritime routes across
the Black Sea or even into the Adriatic.” The former
trend is confirmed by notable seizures of 400 kilograms
of heroin from Iran in the port of Varna, Bulgaria, and 1
400 kilograms in Constanta, Romania, by authorities in
February and May 2021, respecﬁvely.8 These ports may
become more attractive to illicit flows if trafficking is
disrupted in Odessa and other Black Sea ports because
of the war in Ukraine. An increase in trafficking through a
maritime Balkan route can also be noted by major
seizures in the north-eastern Adriatic ports of Koper,
Slovenia (where more than one tonne of heroin was
seized between 2019 and 2021); Ploce, Croatia; and
Trieste, Italy, in recent yearS.C) This shift in heroin
trafficking comes at a time when there is increased
evidence of cocaine trafficking into Adriatic ports. The
Danube river could also become a conduit for smuggling.

A massive amount of weaponry is pouring into Ukraine,
including from the Western Balkans. There are
indications that automatic rifles and mortars made in
Serbia are being used on the battlefield.'© According to

a source familiar with the criminal milieu in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, prices of firearms on that country’s black
market have risen by more than 100 per cent since late
February - a trend that is also apparently evident in
some countries of western Europe. It is possible that the
war has created an increase in demand, not least from
those heading to the region as volunteer fighters. There
is a danger that some of the weapons flooding into
Ukraine will trickle back into the Western Balkans, either
to be used by criminal groups or paramilitaries, or sold
on the black market.

Young men from south-eastern Europe have gone to
fight in Ukraine - on both sides - since the outbreak of
the crisis in 2014,11 although it is illegal to do so in most
countries of the region. It is anticipated that the
numbers will grow if the war drags on, not least since
Ukraine has created a so-called ‘foreign Iegioni12 As in
other situations, such as fighters going from Europe to
Syria or Irag, many will not return home.

But the flow of weapons and fighters between the
Western Balkans and Ukraine could increase the risk of
(particularly right-wing) violent extremism, homicides
and paramilitary violence. The latter threat is particularly
worrisome in relation to the destabilizing impact of
armed groups in regions where ethnic tensions can be
quickly stoked. The Night Wolves motorcycle club, for
example, has branches in Serbia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Montenegro. There have been reports
in the past of Russian-trained mercenaries in Serbia and
the Republic of Srpska with links to organized crime.®
The flow of weapons and fighters back and forth from
the war zone in Ukraine could swell the ranks of criminal
and paramilitary groups in the Western Balkans,
strengthen their arsenals and increase radicalization.

The high number of people - particularly women and
children - fleeing Ukraine could increase vulnerability to
human trafficking. The longer the crisis goes on and the
more desperate people become, the greater the danger
that some could be vulnerable to becoming victims of
sexual exploitation, including in the Western Balkans -
for example in big cities, resorts on the Adriatic coast or
online. Indeed, Europol has issued an early warning
notification highlighting how women, children and
vulnerable persons are potential victims of criminal
networks engaging in trafficking in human beings.14 They
have warned that unaccompanied minors are most at risk
for sexual and labour exploitation, as well as forced

criminality and begging, or other criminal activities.




The war in Ukraine has created the biggest upheaval in
European security since the end of the Cold War and the
most profound shake-up of the world order since 1945.
Criminals are always first movers in times of change and
conflict. The war will no doubt affect geopolitics in the
Western Balkans and possibly even national politics and
inter-ethnic relations. It could also revive discussions
about the EU accession process, particularly given
Ukraine’s application for EU membership,15
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2. Bosnia and Herzegovina has become a
key transit country for weapons

smuggling in Europe.

Bosnia and Herzegovina has long been a source country
for weapons smuggling. Since the end of the Bosnian
war in 1995, the country has been awash with small
arms and light weapons. While some of these weapons
have been trafficked into conflict areas in the region,
others were used in terrorist attacks in western Europe.
Prices on the black market have soared since the start of
the war in Ukraine. Recent police operations reveal that
the trade is well organized and transnational, and that
Bosnia and Herzegovina is now also a transit country for

weapons smuggling.

Arsenals past and present

Bosnia and Herzegovina has a population of around 3.2
million people. In 2010, the United Nations
Development Programme estimated that there were
about 750 000 weapons in illegal possession in the
country.1 Based on data of locations of police actions
where weapons were found or criminals arrested, it is
evident that there are illicit firearms in almost all parts of
Bosnia, but mostly in the east of the country, as well as
the Tuzla and Sarajevo regions, western Herzegovina,
Bosanska Gradiska area, Banja Luka, Tesanj, Doboj,
Bijeljina and Zenica.

Furthermore, it is estimated that since 2006 there have
been nine thefts of weapons from warehouses of the
Bosnian armed forces. In March 2017, eight pistols and
six automatic pistols went missing from the barracks in
Bileca,2 while arms and ammunition were stolen by a
solider in the barracks in Pale in 2018.% In February
2021, the Ministry of Defence informed that ‘a certain
amount of weapons disappeared’ from the basic training
centre in Pazaric, and that the security seal at the
entrance to the weapons and military equipment
warehouse had been damaged.4 The deputy chair of the
joint parliamentary commission for defence and security,
Dusanka Maijki¢, asked how it was possible for 25 high-
quality pistols to disappear from the ministry’s premises
and how someone could enter the warehouse and know
exactly where to go and what to take.” It is worth noting
that many of these cases were never solved. According
to Majki¢, ‘weapons usually end up in foreign markets...
it is a matter of good, fast and easy trade’®

According to information by Bosnia and Herzegovina's
Border Police, a number of recent seizures indicate that
smuggling of firearms from Bosnia and Herzegovina is
very active. In 2021, police in Bosnia and Herzegovina
recorded 18 crimes related to arms smuggling; 27
weapons, a bomb and 1 135 pieces of ammunition were
seized. In the same period, seven misdemeanour charges
were filed against suspected smugglers, while two
weapons and 231 pieces of ammunition were
temporarily seized.”

Drugs and guns follow similar routes

Organized criminal groups that smuggle weapons are
usually involved in smuggling drugs. The most travelled
routes are through well-known hotspots of organized
crime, for example through main highways and border
crossings using sealed trucks. However, sometimes less
passable terrain is used, for example forest roads along
the border between Montenegro8 and the Trebinje9 and
Bileca regions of Bosnia and Herzegovina, using rafts
and boats in the Bijeljina region of Serbia or the Brcko
District of Bosnia and Herzegovina,lo or forest trails
around Capljina, Ljubuski or Grude in Croatia.™
According to a convicted member of an organized
criminal group from Trebinje, when weapons smugglers
use these routes they hire local guides and porters.

There are also indications of weapons being smuggled
through Bosnia and Herzegovina from elsewhere in the
Western Balkans. A lawyer who has been defending
arms trafficking suspects in Bosnian courts for the past
15 years said: ‘There is a smuggling channel going from
Albania and Montenegro via eastern and western
Herzegovina to Croatia and Europe, and Croats and
Serbs are doing it. | think it's the strongest channel that
goes roughly from Montenegro through those “wild”
crossings in Bileca and the surrounding area. It goes
through western Herzegovina, where the other team

takes over for Croatia.'?

In other cases, the weapons are destined for western
Europe. In March 2022, an international investigation
conducted jointly by French and Croatian police revealed

that a criminal group including members from Croatia,
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Bosnia and Herzegovina, and France were trying to

smuggle weapons to France.'®

In December 2018, the Croatian Office for the
Suppression of Corruption and Organized Crime
launched an investigation against two Croatian members
of a criminal organization who were allegedly smuggling
Ecstasy from the Netherlands to Croatia, as well as
optical equipment for weapons and 37 kilograms of
plastic explosives from Bosnia and Herzegovina to
Croatia. The criminal group’s plan was to procure,
smuggle and resell large quantities of Ecstasy and
cocaine to pre-agreed buyers from the Netherlands to
Croatia, and to smuggle and sell large quantities of
weapons from Bosnia and Herzegovina to Croatia and
then to western European countries. Police seized
weapons and explosives in the area of Slavonski Brod

and Okucani.*

The links between weapons and drug trafficking can also
be seen in a December 2021 police operation called
Storage 2,15 carried out in the town of Bosanska
Gradiska in the Republic of Srpska, close to the border
to Croatia. The operation was launched to disrupt a drug
trafficking ring, but after searching several locations, the
police discovered large quantities of weapons,

ammunition and mines. Twenty suspected members of
an organized criminal group were arrested.

According to media reports, the police had been
monitoring the group from Bosanska Gradiska via the
‘Sky’ application.lé They had observed that drugs and
firearms were temporarily stored in hidden locations in
Bosanska Gradiska and that the group had vans and
passenger vehicles with special compartments for hiding
narcotics and weapons. Prosecution documents disclose
that the group had links to accomplices in Zagreb and
Osijek in Croatia, as well as clients in Serbia and western
Europe‘17 For example, in November 2020, members of
the group allegedly trafficked 23 pistols from Bosnia and
Herzegovina to Germany, earning them €53 000.

It is worth noting that members of the criminal group
from Bosanska Gradiska have been linked to a number
of executions in Serbia, Montenegro and Bosnia and
Herzegovina. For example, when looking for the
murderer of Strahinja Stojanovi¢, who was killed on 13
September 2020 when a bomb exploded under his car,
the Serbian police discovered a ‘house of horrors’ in
Ritopek that is thought to be the home of the assassin. It
was full of weapons, some of which were allegedly
procured from criminals in Bosanska Gradiska. ™




Direct sales

While criminal groups from Bosnia and Herzegovina
appear to be part of multinational criminal networks, in
other cases they seem to be trying to sell weapons ‘first
hand’, which returns a higher profit. In January 2020,
German and Bosnian police thwarted an attempt by a
Bosnian citizen to smuggle weapons to Germany and the
Netherlands. According to an indictment from the
Prosecutor’s Office of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 95 hand
grenades, four semi-automatic rifles, eight pistols and a
significant amount of ammunition of various calibres, all of
which was intended for the illegal market, was discovered
in Dresden in a car with Bosnian licence plates.19
Similarly, in May 2021, police in Bosnia and Herzegovina
arrested four men trying to smuggle large quantities of
illicit firearms (including a hand-held rocket launcher) into
western Europe.20 Three of them were previously
convicted of similar crimes. More recently, in August
2021, members of the Bosnian border police seized an
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3. Brcko: A market for organized crime.

In recent years, the Brcko District in Bosnia and
Herzegovina has been the scene of a number of incidents
concerning smuggling of migrants, weapons and drugs.
This is due in part to Brcko's location along trafficking
routes as well as weak governance and corruption.

Before the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina broke out in
1992, Brcko was a multi-ethnic city and a well-known
regional transport hub where the main rail, road and
river routes connecting Yugoslavia intersected. With the
break-up of Yugoslavia, Brcko is now situated in a
triangle where the borders of Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia
and Herzegovina meet. The port of Brcko used to be
one of the most important river ports in the former
Yugoslavia. This strategic position was the reason why
Brcko suffered enormous destruction during the war. As
a result of heavy fighting, the city was destroyed and the
Croat and Bosniak populations were expelled. Brcko's
status was so contested that it was decided during the
Dayton peace talks that the city would not only be part
of both entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina, but it would
also be granted the status of a separate mixed entity
formally recognized as a district.

During the war, Brcko was the hub of black-market
activity. After the war, peacekeepers cleared an area and
soon traders began to set up makeshift buildings to sell
their wares. The so-called Arizona market became a
notorious tax-free marketplace where it was possible to
buy almost anything. As a result, it was a magnet for
smuggling and other types of crime, including
prosﬁtuﬁon.1 It is estimated that in 1996 the black
market accounted for 98 per cent of the district’s
economy.

In order to bring trade under control, the local
government and its international partners built a new
market, which has become a place where people from all
over the region buy and sell goods. Today, the market
hosts more than 2 000 business units, and it is
estimated that between 5 000 and 6 000 people visit it
every da\/.2 Around €10 million in taxes flow annually
into the state budget from the revenues of the Arizona
market, which has become the largest market in the
former Yugoslavia.3 Nevertheless, Brcko remains one of
the poorest regions in the country; in December 2021,
the average monthly salary was €502, the lowest in
Bosnia and Herzegovina.4

But transforming a black market for licit goods into a
legal market did not eliminate illegal activity in the
district. Criminals sought other opportunities, primarily
trafficking in drugs and human beings, and smuggling of
firearms and high-tariff goods.

Cooperation among criminals, corruption within the
police

Brcko's geography makes it a key node for smuggling
between Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Serbia. Its
location just across the Sava river from the EU makes it
an attractive place for smuggling outside the region,
including of migrants. Criminal groups in Brcko engage in
transnational criminal activities with their counterparts in
the two neighbouring countries. Over the past two
years, several police operations have disrupted the
smuggling of drugs, firearms and migrants involving
multinational criminal groups.5 Criminals from Croatia
and Serbia have been known to sometimes cross the
border to lie low in Brcko.® That is not say that Brcko is
always peaceful. Because of the criminal milieu, there
have been a number of violent incidents, both in terms
of criminals settling scores as well as armed robberies
and attacks.”

Although criminals move through the region relatively
easily, Bosnia's complex system of government - which
is also reflected in the police and judicial system -
sometimes hampers cooperation among law
enforcement officials. Poor collaboration between
cantonal and federal, as well as with state agencies in
joint actions on countering crime, not to mention a lack
of data sharing, gives space for criminals to operate.

Corruption also hampers the fight against organized
crime. Criminal groups have managed to recruit police
officers from Brcko to personally participate in drug
trafficking and smuggling, as well as to protect and
mediate drug handovers. In 2018, the assistant chief of
the Brcko District criminal police was arrested with 1.1
kilograms of pure cocaine, worth €130 00O, in his car®
As irregularities continued, in April 2019 the chief of
police temporarily suspended seven police officers on
suspicion that they had committed serious breaches of
official dut\/.9 Shortly thereafter, police officers were
arrested again in the Brcko District area, as were border
police officers, on criminal offences of bribery and

smuggling of migrants and drugs. It is striking that there
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Figure 2 Brcko, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, is a key smuggling node in the region.

are so many cases of corruption in such a small area,
despite the fact that police are paid better than in other
parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina, have good equipment,
receive training and support from the international
community and work in a new building that cost more
than €5 million.*°

Despite the problems of organized crime in the region
and corruption within the police service, Brcko police
have carried out several successful operations against
the smuggling of migrants, weapons and drugs,
particularly when cooperating with counterparts in
Croatia, Germany and Austria.

In a police operation codenamed Cer in 2019, 17 people
were arrested, including two former and one current
police officer. A large quantity of narcotics, intended for
street sale, was found, and about three kilograms of
drugs were seized. These include marijuana, speed and
Ecstasy worth about €20 000, as well as packing
accessories, weapons and mobile phones. Over €8 000

in local currency was confiscated. ™

During a police action codenamed Bjegunac, carried out
in November 2021, two members of Brcko's police were
part of the organized criminal group that was buying and
selling drugs in the Brcko District as well as in the area
of Bijeljina, Pelagicevo and Orasje. During the operation,
about a kilogram of marijuana was found, along with a

little more than a hundred grams of cocaine.™?

Brcko has many of the characteristics evident in other
hotspots of organized crime in the Western Balkans: a
location attractive for trafficking, weak governance (in
this case exacerbated by corruption) and economic
vulnerability. It suffers the additional handicap of
misusing funds that are desperately needed to
strengthen resilience among civil society. In such a
small place, everybody knows each other. This makes
change hard. On the other hand, the committed
approach of honest officials, strengthened by the
support of the international community, can make a big
difference very quickly. More efforts are needed to
bolster civil society and to build bridges between civil




society and government institutions with integrity to
reduce the space for criminal groups to exploit.
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4. Extortion is underestimated and under-

reported in Serbia.

How big a problem are extortion and usury in Serbia?
That is a question that Milos Kati¢, executive board
president of the Independent Journalists’ Association of
Vojvodina, set out to investigate in 2021 thanks to a
scholarship from the GI-TOC’s Resilience Fund. Motivated
by his personal experience in a small community, Kati¢
analyzed institutional responses and citizens’ perceptions
of extortion, racketeering and usury in Serbia. His findings
were published in December 20211

The main difference between extortion and usury (also
referred to as loan sharking) is that the perpetrator in
extortion coerces the victim to illegally obtain property,
while in usury, the victim seeks financial services from
the perpetrator in the form of a loan and is then
exploited. In Serbia’s criminal code, extortion is a criminal
offence of a property nature. It implies the intention to
illegally obtain property or other benefits by force or
threat. The force can be direct or indirect, while the
threat must be of such intensity as to create a feeling of
fear. The perpetrator does not need to intend to
personally receive this benefit; extortion could also be
committed for someone else’s benefit.

According to Kati¢'s report, individuals generally extort
relatively small sums of money from people who are in a
difficult financial situation. For example, hooligan
criminal groups that operate private security companies
in Belgrade and Novi Sad often extort restaurants or
clubs, asking for thousands of euros to ‘protect them'’.
‘This is classic racketeering’, said Kati¢. ‘Owners pay for
the protection even though they did not ask for it
because it is the only way to work or not to damage
their reputation.

Based on his research, Kati¢ concluded that extortion is
widespread but underestimated in Serbia. ‘People in
Serbia do not take extortion seriously until it knocks on
their door. When that happens, they are not sure how to
react, said Katic. It is also a relatively unknown
phenomenon. ‘People know more about racketeering
and usury, perhaps because of television series and
movies, but also because they know more victims or
perpetrators, he explained.

In his study, he noticed a big difference between the
number of cases reported and how citizens view these
crimes. According to Kati¢, people believe that the
Serbian legal system will not protect them, which is why
it is not surprising that most people are afraid to report
extortion, racketeering and usury’.

He added: ‘For example, a person borrowed €500 000
and agreed on an interest rate. After some time, he
could not return the amount, and the loan shark took
away his hotel. The court procedure started, and the
court expert reduced the value of the hotel to €1
million, which was not enough to repay the debt to the
loan shark, who is always asking for more and more
money. In the end, it turned out that the loan shark was
working in an organized manner and that this was not
the only hotel he took. He has a team of lawyers making
contracts and has connections in the judiciary.

Kati¢'s findings reveal that people in cities more often
dare to report cases of extortion, especially when
extorted by individuals rather than organized groups. On
the other hand, fear is present in smaller communities
because victims face the risk of running into the
perpetrators. Figures 3 and 4 show that more than a
third of all criminal complaints of extortion and usury in
Serbia are made in the capital, Belgrade.

In the Western Balkans, the highest sentences for
extortion are in Serbia and Montenegro, which provide
for imprisonment of up to eight years. The lowest
penalties are in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo,
where perpetrators face three-month prison sentences.

According to Kati¢, most racketeers are men, although
women are also involved. Minors often carry out
racketeering and extortion schemes. Betting shops are
hubs for gatherings of victims and perpetrators, as well
as the recruitment of minors, especially in cities.

The study concludes that closer cooperation between
the media and civil society is needed because of the
press’s sensationalist approach to the topic. ‘The press
mainly reports on these cases when a tragic outcome
occurs. A more professional approach is necessary.

Professionals in cooperation with civil society and media




need to prevent these crimes, and it is important to between civil society, the media and state institutions is

the only solution to bring real results, noted Kati¢.

target young perpetrators. Education is key. Trust
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5. Allegations of missing babies still haunt

Serbia.

Criminal markets often treat human beings as
commodities. Victims of human trafficking are bought
and sold mainly for forced labour or sex, while migrants
are smuggled for a price, sometimes under conditions
that cost them their lives. There is even a black market
for babies.

Over the past 70 years, as many as 10 000 babies have
allegedly disappeared from maternity hospitals across
Serbia under questionable circumstances.” The story is
always the same: parents are told that their child died
after birth, but they were neither allowed to see the
child’s body nor told where it was buried. As one mother
testified in 2018 about her 1988 case, ‘a doctor came to
me and told me ... that my baby was dead. They said it
was better not to see the dead child because | would
remember that image for the rest of my life.?

Babies started to disappear during the communist period
in the former Yugoslavia. At the time, many parents
could not fathom the lack of information concerning the
death of their child. But under communism, people did
not question official narratives.> As one mother
observed, ‘at that time, in that system, any woman who
tried to condemn a doctor and dispute such a sudden

death of her child would be declared insane’”

For many years, the disappearance of babies from
maternity wards in Serbia was an open secret.” But this
situation changed in 2013 when the mother of a missing
baby, Zorica Jovanovi¢, won a case against Serbia before
the European Court of Human Rights.6 The case had
been filed with the Court after Serbian authorities had
continuously denied Jovanovi¢ access to information
about the fate of her son, who had allegedly died in
1983 while in the care of a state-run hospital. The case
focused on Article 8 of the European Convention on
Human Rights, which provides a right to respect one’s
private and family life. Jovanovi¢ was awarded €10 000
in non-pecuniary damages due to the court’s finding that
Serbia had failed to provide her with credible
information as to the fate of her son. She has never
been given his body or informed about where he is
allegedly buried. In addition, his death was never
properly investigated or even officially recorded. The
court also ordered Serbia to take all appropriate

measures to establish a mechanism aimed at providing
individual redress to all parents in a similar situation.

It took Serbia until 2020 to pass legislation on the
missing babies.” The government established a
commission to gather facts on the status of all newborn
babies suspected of having gone missing from maternity
hospitals in Serbia and to provide up to €10 000 in
compensation to the parents. At that time, many people
testified publicly about their cases. One mother recalled
how she was haunted by the thought that someone
could bury a child without the parents’ knowledge, and
decided to report her case once Serbia adopted the law.

Thus far, a total of 694 applicants (mostly from Belgrade)
have filed motions to begin proceedings to determine
the fate of newborn babies believed to have
disappeared from one of the country’s maternity wards.8
Ana Stameni¢, a judge in the Special Unit of the Higher
Court for the Suppression of Corruption in Novi Sad,
noted in July 2021 that although one case had been
resolved, another 99 cases were still pending.9

However, there is increasing hope for resolution of at
least some cases. In September 2021, Mladan
Radivojevi¢, after multiple DNA analyses, managed to
find his biological family and prove that he was abducted
from a hospital in Serbia 40 years ago.10

How is the market organized?

While stealing babies is irrefutably a heinous act, can it
be considered a type of organized crime? The United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized
Crime describes criminal groups as a structured group of
three or more people, existing for a period of time

for the purpose of achieving illegal monetary gain.11

In Serbia, illegal adoption seems to have been the main
modality for stealing babies from their biological parents.
In these cases, a non-existent woman is registered on the
documents as the mother, after which falsified documents
declare that she gives the child up for adopﬁon.12

The illegal adoption procedure takes about one week.
The process is usually arranged by legal mediation

agencies or lawyers that provide buyers with the




necessary contacts. For a fee of around US$10 000,
which was the price in 1998,13 they fill out the
necessary paperwork and arrange the handover, logistics
and accommodation.

Testimonies sometimes point to the involvement of state
officials in falsifying the child’s documents: state officials
are reported to have listed non-existent women as
mothers in official documents or created documents in
which a mother renounces the baby and gives it up for
adoph‘on.14 Sometimes mistakes revealed their
complicity, such as in cases where children without
names and surnames or without their parents’ names
were registered in official documents in violation of the
law.™> There were also cases in which funeral companies
stated that the supposedly deceased children never
reached the cemeteries and had not been buried or
cremated.'® In another incident, it was discovered that
the files for 29 babies adopted from 1976 to 1981
disappeared from a Serbian centre for social work.t

Doctors have reportedly also been complicit in these
schemes. An American woman who adopted a baby from
Serbia in 1998 stated that she paid a doctor US$2 800
together with a donation of US$1 000 to a maternity
hospital to facilitate the adoption.18 There are also cases
in which doctors allegedly mediated the illegal sale of
children or signed the child’s birth and death certificate.!’
In another example, a letter from a maternity hospital in
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Novi Sad stated in 2019 that they had 72 stillborn babies
that were all sent to a certain cemetery. However, the
cemetery declared in 2019 that it had received the
bodies of only 15 stillborn babies from that particular

hospital.zo Given the pattern of apparent cooperation
between lawyers, doctors and state officials, this could be

seen as a type of organized crime.

A wider problem

This crime is not unique to Serbia. For instance, from the
1950s to the 1990s in Spain, more than 50 000 babies
were reportedly stolen from their mothers.”! The modus
operandi was similar to the one in Serbia: the biological
mother was informed that the infant had died shortly
after birth, while the newborn baby was actually given
up for adoption, often making it appear as if the
adoptive parents were the biological parents.22

Further steps are necessary to stop illegal adoption
worldwide. After an official inquiry, in February 2021 the
Netherlands suspended all adoptions from abroad.?® In
addition, in August 2021, the United Nations Committee
on Enforced Disappearances urged Switzerland to
investigate illegal adoptions from Sri Lanka that took
place over a period of three decades, beginning in the
1970s.2* One would hope that with Serbia’s new law
and greater attention to this crime at home and abroad,
the risk of missing babies would be reduced in the future.
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A 2019 protest in Serbia to denounce pending cases of missing babies.
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However, a new danger appears to be emerging: a black

market for embryos in Serbia and the Balkans.? In

2019, police in Greece traced 24 embryo sales.?® The
president of the Association of Missing Babies of
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Latest from the Observatory of lllicit
Economies in South-Eastern Europe

CIVIL SOCIETY’S ROLE IN UNCOVERING ILLICIT
FINANCIAL FLOWS

A new GI-TOC report on IFFs in Bosnia and @ IGNLI?IBAAT%VE
Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia highlights the IS SHIE A
need to increase information on the impact and harm of
IFFs, as well as bolster civil society’s capacity to
investigate and raise awareness of these types of crimes.
The report uncovers how IFFs are being siphoned out of
the three economies due to corruption, tax evasion and

organized crime.

The financial system is the key channel through which
illicit proceeds are moved. All three countries have
significant domestic and international banking sectors,
and all have problems with money laundering. From 2 to
5% of GDP is estimated to have been laundered in 2020
alone. Much of this money goes into real estate, tourism
and cash-based businesses.

All three countries have given important attention to
IFFs through enhanced anti-corruption efforts, financial
governance and public sector transparency. And yet, it

appears that their damaging impact is poorly
understood by civil society and government actors alike.

There is a need for civil society to increase the quantity .
. . stakeholder group that should be engaged by providing
and quality of data available on all components and ) e )
: ) : evidence for new policies, and oversight and
channels of IFFs, as well as to enter into dialogue with e -
monitoring of government progress, as well as raising

state officials, the private sector and the general public .
public awareness.

on the topic.

Civil society in the Western Balkans may not - yet -
have core expertise on IFFs, but it is an important
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This report follows the publication of a similar
assessment in 2020 analyzing key drivers and current

trends of IFFs in Albania, Kosovo and North Macedonia.®

NEW ONLINE TOOL TRACKS MIGRANT
SMUGGLING IN THE WESTERN BALKANS

In 2015, an estimated 1.5 million asylum seekers and
migrants - triggered in part by the wars in Syria and Irag
- made their way through Turkey and Greece to the
Western Balkans, and from there to western Europe. To
this day, the Western Balkans remains a hub for migrants
trying to reach western Europe.

In 2021, the GI-TOC analyzed the market for migrant
smuggling in a report entitled ‘Spot prices: Analyzing
flows of people, drugs and money in the Western
Balkans’’ As a follow-up, taking into account the dynamic
nature of criminal markets, the GI-TOC has developed an
interactive online tool that provides an overview of the
migrant-smuggling landscape in the region.

NOTES

1. Tuesday Reitano and Kristina Amerhauser, lllicit financial flows in
Albania, Kosovo and North Macedonia: Key drivers and current
trends, GI-TOC, August 2020, https:/globalinitiative.net/analysis/
iffs-western-balkans/.

2. Walter Kemp, Kristina Amerhauser and Ruggero Scaturro, Spot
prices: Analyzing flows of people, drugs and money in the

This tool provides data on irregular border crossings on
the Balkan route; the numbers and nationalities of
migrants and asylum seekers; estimated profits of the
migrant-smuggling market; and an interactive map
displaying smuggling routes and the prices paid for
each route.

With a user-friendly layout and periodic updates, the
tool is accessible to the wider public, including civil
society organizations, media outlets, analysts, students
and law enforcement authorities. Users can share the
whole tool and/or specific sections and graphs with
their networks through social media.

This is the first in a series of interactive analytical tools
created by the Observatory, which are designed to not
only provide an alternative way to publish research
findings but also to trigger analysis-supported dialogue,
policies and awareness among stakeholders.

To explore the tool, visit https:/globalinitiative.net/
analysis/migrant-smuggling-western-balkans.

Western Balkans, GI-TOC, May 2021, https:/globalinitiative.net/
analysis/western-balkans-crime-hotspots-3/.
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Risk Bulletins are regular outputs of our regional observatories, which

draw on civil society networks to provide new data and contextualize
trends related to organized-crime networks, illicit trade and state
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the Risk Bulletin, please sign up here or email
almedina.dodic@globalinitiative.net.
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