Synthetic drug precursor trafficking network broken up

The Hague, the Netherlands 

3 April 2014 

An international organised crime network, responsible for the supply of key precursors to the European Union for the production of synthetic drugs, has been broken up following an extensive operation by European law enforcement authorities.

The investigation led to the arrest of eight major players within the group and the dismantling of the criminal network that had been active in the European Union for several years. Authorities in Romania, Austria and the Netherlands seized 600 kg of APAAN and 425 kg of PMK glycidate mixed with piperonal. This amount would have produced around 1.5 million MDMA (ecstasy) pills and 400 kg of amphetamine. 

The operation, targeting a criminal network responsible for large-scale drugs (pre)precursor trafficking, was started by Romanian authorities back in 2012. Law enforcement agencies from Austria, Belgium, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands and Slovenia supported the case, with Europol facilitating cooperation between the agencies, right through to conclusion in early 2014. During the investigation it was identified that the group’s key players organised deliveries of PMK glycidate and APAAN from China, via Romania and other EU countries, to the Netherlands from where their business was run.

During the investigation law enforcement carried out several coordinated activities, involving Europol and the seven EU Member States, which revealed that the group trafficked at least 10.4 tonnes of APAAN and 650 kg of PMK glycidate and piperonal into the EU in 2012-2013.

Europol supported the investigation through the exchange of criminal intelligence, international operational coordination and operational analysis.

1 Alpha-phenylacetoacetonitrile – precursor used for production of amphetamine and methamphetamine. 

2 Methyl 3- [3'4'-(methylenedioxy)phenyl]-2-methyl glycidate – pre-precursor synthesised from piperonal which can be relatively easily converted to PMK, a key precursor used for MDMA (ecstasy) production.

129 stolen vehicles seized in Western Balkans

22 October 2013 

Three days of intensive law enforcement activity have resulted in the seizure of 129 stolen vehicles with an estimated value of almost EUR 2 million. Among the stolen vehicles seized were cars, trucks and construction machinery. Police also carried out 328 000 checks and 49 people were arrested on charges of trafficking stolen vehicles, illegal immigration and possession of drugs, weapons and falsified documents.

‘Joint Police Operation (JPO) Europe 2013’ was led by Italy and, with Europol’s support, saw the participation of law enforcement authorities from Albania, Austria, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Kosovo, Moldova, Montenegro, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia and the United Kingdom. In addition, EULEX, Eurojust, Frontex and Interpol took part in the operation. The aim of the JPO was to target vehicles stolen in the EU and smuggled eastwards. Involved law enforcement authorities were active on a 24-hour basis from 26 to 28 September 2013 in a wide geographical area, mainly covering southeast Europe.

This action was one of the key planned activities developed in the framework of the EMPACT[1]project on Western Balkans. Its organisation took several months and was intricately planned to allow for the first ever deployment of joint EU-Western Balkan patrols on the ground. Italy, in particular, deployed officers in all of the Western Balkan countries to share expertise on stolen vehicles and to support local police with their checks.

Thousands of law enforcement officers were deployed for JPO Europe 2013, and Europol’s operational room in The Hague ensured fast cross-checks of data and the effective coordination of involved police, customs officers, border guards and the judiciary.

[1] The European Multidisciplinary Platform Against Criminal Threats (EMPACT) is part of the intelligence-led policing approach to tackle organised crime. It identifies priorities and establishes an international team-work approach to bring down criminal groups that threaten EU security.

Illegal euro print-shop dismantled in Croatia

The Hague, the Netherlands 

27 March 2013 

With the support of Europol the Croatian National police dismantled an illegal currency print-shop yesterday and arrested 18 suspects belonging to a domestic organised crime group involved in the production and distribution of counterfeit 50 euro banknotes. The operation began in October 2012 and during yesterday’s operation 150 police officers were active in 5 different cities - Bjelovar, Cakovec, Koprivnica, Varazdin and Zagreb. The actual print shop was located in Bjelovar.

The operation became very dramatic when one of the suspects in Zagreb threatened the police with a hand grenade. Police overpowered the suspect before the grenade was dropped and luckily nobody was injured. With the arrest of the suspects, the entire organised criminal group was disrupted from top the top down. During the raids, all the equipment for the production of notes was seized, as well as 3600 counterfeit 50 euro banknotes (180.000 euro) and 63 pages of uncut, 50 British (sterling) banknotes were seized.

The distribution of these counterfeits reached an international level and were detected in EU countries such as Austria, Italy and Slovenia. Yesterday’s operation was supported by two Europol officials on the spot, and Europol has also supported the investigation during operational meetings and via analysis and coordination from its headquarters in The Hague, the Netherlands. Europol is the EU’s central office for combating euro counterfeiting.

Update - Results from the largest football match-fixing investigation in Europe

The Hague, the Netherlands 

6 February 2013 

A major investigation involving Europol and police teams from 13 European countries has uncovered an extensive criminal network involved in widespread football match-fixing. A total of 425 match officials, club officials, players, and serious criminals, from more than 15 countries, are suspected of being involved in attempts to fix more than 380 professional football matches. The activities formed part of a sophisticated organised crime operation, which generated over €8 million in betting profits and involved over €2 million in corrupt payments to those involved in the matches. 

The Joint Investigation Team (JIT), codenamed Operation VETO, ran between July 2011 and January 2013. Led by Europol, Germany, Finland, Hungary, Austria and Slovenia, it was also supported by Eurojust, Interpol and investigators from eight other European countries. The investigation coordinated multiple police enquiries across Europe and was facilitated by intelligence reports from Europol, based on the analysis of 13,000 emails and other material, which identified links between matches and suspects and uncovered the nature of the organised crime network behind the illegal activities. The investigation has since led to several prosecutions in the countries involved, including Germany where 14 persons have already been convicted and sentenced to a total of 39 years in prison. 

“This is a sad day for European football and more evidence of the corrupting influence in society of organised crime. But this investigation also proves the value of international police cooperation in fighting back against the criminals involved. Europol and its law enforcement partners are committed to pursuing serious criminals wherever they operate. Unfortunately this also now includes the world of football, where illegal profits are made on a scale and in a way that threatens the very fabric of the game. All those responsible for running football should heed the warnings found in this case,” says Rob Wainwright, Director of Europol. He also confirmed that he will be sharing the results of the investigation with UEFA President, Michel Platini. 

Among the 380 or more suspicious matches identified by this case are World Cup and European Championship qualification matches, two UEFA Champions League matches and several top-flight matches in European national leagues. In addition another 300 suspicious matches were identified outside Europe, mainly in Africa, Asia, South and Central America.

“We have evidence for 150 of these cases and the operations were run out of Singapore with bribes of up to 100 000 euros paid per match. Even two World Championship Qualification matches in Africa, and one in Central America, are under suspicion,” says Fridhelm Althans from Bochum Police, Germany, and a spokesman for JIT Veto. This information will be shared with Interpol for further action in the context of its long-term efforts to work with a broad community around the world to crack down on this problem. 

“Match fixing is a global issue requiring strong partnerships at the national, regional and international levels not only to target and dismantle the criminal networks making millions in illicit profits, but also to implement training programmes to better protect all those involved in football,” said Mr Gianni Baldi, Head of Interpol’s Drugs and Organized Crime Unit.

The organised criminal group behind most of these activities has been betting primarily on the Asian market. The ringleaders are of Asian origin, working closely together with European facilitators. During the investigation, links were also found to Russian-speaking and other criminal syndicates.

The international nature of match-fixing, exposed in this case, presents a major challenge to investigators and prosecutors. One fixed match can involve up to 50 suspects in 10 countries, spanning different legal frameworks and definitions of match-fixing and betting fraud.

Ms Michèle Coninsx, President of Eurojust, commented: “International cooperation was the key to the success of this challenging cross-border case, involving more than 30 countries. Coordination meetings at Eurojust, including video conferences with Asian counterparts, facilitated the opening of new investigations and the resolution of complex judicial issues. Eurojust provided access to funding for JIT Veto, one of the largest JITs in history.” The successful outcome of JIT Veto proves both the added value of Eurojust and the JIT Funding Project, which in 2012 financed 62 different JITs involving 22 Member States.

JIT Veto investigations are still ongoing.

Press conference on football match-fixing

The Hague, the Netherlands 

28 January 2013 

Press Conference, Monday, 4 February 2013 

Europol is proud to host a press conference at which we will announce the results of a Joint Investigation Team (JIT) on match-fixing in football.

Details will be revealed concerning a number of suspicious matches investigated, which includes top international games. Modus operandi and examples of the large sums of money involved in this worldwide criminal business will also be provided.

The results of the investigation will be presented by representatives from Europol, Finland, Germany, Hungary and Slovenia. Representatives will also be present from Eurojust and Interpol.

Major people smuggling criminal network dismantled across Europe - 103 suspects arrested

30 January 2013 

Yesterday, 29 January 2013, a total of 103 persons suspected of being part of a people-smuggling network were arrested throughout Europe. 10 European countries and EULEX (European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo) were involved in the common action supported and coordinated by Europol.

In the early hours the suspects were arrested in Croatia, Czech Republic, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Poland, Slovak Republic, Turkey and Kosovo region. Other coercive measures were carried out in Switzerland; Austria also supported the common action.

All arrested persons are suspected of being involved in the clandestine smuggling of a large number of irregular migrants into and within the European Union mainly via Turkey and the Western Balkan region.

The irregular migrants were recruited mainly in Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Syria and Turkey by the criminal network, which was using various modi operandi to smuggle them into and within the EU. The migrants were often smuggled in inhuman and dangerous conditions, such as in very small hidden compartments in the floor of buses or trucks, in freight trains or on boats. In some cases falsified travel documents were used by the migrants. Marriages of convenience were also used as a modus operandi to regularise their status in the EU.

This is one of the largest co-ordinated actions against people smugglers made at a European level, involving more than 1200 police officers.

In total 117 house searches and searches of other properties were carried out. During the searches, mobile telephones, laptops, bank statements, a semi-automatic rifle with a large amount of ammunition and more than 176 500 EUR in cash were seized.

In September 2011 Austria and Hungary launched a joint response to the significant increase in illegal immigration into their countries by establishing Project FIMATHU (Facilitated Illegal Immigration Affecting Austria and Hungary). As a result, over 7.500 irregular migrants have been apprehended and 891 smuggling incidents identified in total in the two countries. The successful results have meant that interest in the project has grown and there are 10 new members of the project, namely: Bulgaria; Croatia; Czech Republic; Germany; Poland; Romania; Serbia; Slovakia, Slovenia and Switzerland. Recently Bosnia and Herzegovina and EULEX have also been invited to join the project. The common goal of the Project FIMATHU is to disrupt and dismantle the illegal immigration networks operating via the Western Balkans as well as in other European countries.

Europol supported the investigations by facilitating the information exchange amongst the respective countries and by providing operational analysis and other operational support throughout the investigation. Within the Project FIMATHU all relevant criminal intelligence has been shared with Europol, including data extracted from over 500 seized mobile phones. Europol has been processing and analysing the data to find important links between Austria, Hungary and the source and transit countries, and to identify the criminal networks organising the illegal immigration.

During the common action day Europol deployed one mobile office to Germany to support the operation with on-the-spot analysis. The International Coordination Centre was set up at Europol and was staffed by senior investigators from those countries in which arrests took place to coordinate the pan-European action and to conduct cross-checking and provide analysis of the data generated.

Europol supports successful cooperation between Austria and Hungary against illegal immigration

13 December 2012 

With the support of Europol, 16 operations against facilitated illegal immigration networks have been carried out by Austrian and Hungary authorities in the last 14 months, and 439 facilitators have been arrested.

In September 2011 Austria and Hungary launched a joint reponse to the significant increase of illegal immigration into their countries by establishing Project FIMATHU (Facilitated Illegal Immigration Affecting Austria and Hungary). As a result, 7249 illegal migrants were apprehended and 891 smuggling incidents were identified in total in the two countries. The illegal migrants were mainly smuggled via Serbia to Hungary. Once on Hungarian soil they were smuggled onwards in mini-buses or vans to Vienna, often hidden in concealed compartments.

Within Project FIMATHU all relevant criminal intelligence was shared with Europol, including data extracted from over 500 mobile phones that had been seized. Europol has been processing and analysing the data to find interesting links between Austria, Hungary and the source and transit countries, to identify the criminal networks organising the illegal immigration.

The successful results have meant that interest in the project has grown to the extent that 10 new countries have joined, namely: Bulgaria; Croatia; Czech Republic; Germany; Poland; Romania; Serbia; Slovakia, Slovenia and Switzerland. The common aim is to dismantle the illegal immigration networks operating via the Western Balkans as well as in other European countries.

Europol’s support to the project is integrated in the EU Operational Action Plan on Immigration which has been prepared to meet the strategic goal: “To use the intelligence picture and risk analysis for more effective and cost-efficient border control, investigation and prosecution at the external borders and within EU territory”.
International network of Cocaine smugglers dismantled

25 June 2012 

The Hague, the Netherlands


An international investigation carried out under the leadership of the Police of the Czech Republic, with the support of Europol, has succeeded in dismantling a large network of cocaine smugglers.

As part of this international cooperation, on 6th January 2012 the French navy frigate Ventosa, supported by the French drug unit OCRTIS, intercepted 2 boats sailing under British and Spanish flags off the coast of Martinique. On board one of the vessels 1.2 tonnes of cocaine, destined for the European market, was seized and 7 persons of varying nationalities were detained.

The seizures were the culmination of an investigation launched by detectives of the National Drug Headquarters of the Criminal Police and Investigation Police ( NPC) in the Czech Republic in December 2009. The aim was to uncover the international operations of an organised group of persons engaged in the sale and distribution of cocaine in several European countries.

With the support of Europol, a target group of investigators was established in August 2011 composed of representatives of the police anti-drug units from the Czech NPC, U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) and police forces of Bulgaria, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and Uruguay. 

Within the Czech Republic, Operation "FENIX", led to the arrest of 8 persons, 6 of whom remain in custody. Two further suspects remain at large. During the course of a number of house searches, a total of 400 grams of cocaine was seized as well as a computer and communication equipment, jewellery, a CZ 52 calibre 7.65 mm pistol, a Kora revolver and a hunting rifle with optical sights. Two cars - a Hyundai HQ 1 and a Mercedes-Benz 320 - were also seized.

All offenders arrested in the Czech Republic are being prosecuted for a number of serious drug trafficking offences for which, on conviction, are liable to terms of imprisonment ranging between 2 and 12 years.

As a direct result of the international cooperation, undertaken in Operation Fenix, a further 14 persons were detained in Slovenia.

Investigations continue in relation to this operation.

Europol supports the seizure of 6.5 tonnes of heroin precursor

The Hague, the Netherlands 

27 April 2011 

On 5 April, 6.5 tonnes of a critical heroin precursor (acetic anhydride) were seized by the Hungarian police. The consignment was stored in a warehouse used by members of an organised crime group. This seizure results from the intensive cooperation between Slovakia, Hungary and several other EU Member States, with the support of Europol and Eurojust. Through the analysis of case data, Europol identified operational links and organised operational meetings to exchange information.

These investigations led to the dismantling of a major organised criminal network heavily involved in acetic anhydride trafficking. Several places were searched in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Slovenia, and the main suspects were arrested. The organised crime group was involved in the trafficking of at least 30 tons of this precursor. The seizure is highly significant in terms of the quantities involved and the amount of heroin that could have been produced, had the consignment reached the laboratories for which it was destined.

Police arrest 26 smugglers of illegal Afghan immigrants

The Hague, the Netherlands 

12 January 2011 

On 11 January 2011, Europol supported an Italian-led day of action to disrupt a major illegal immigrant smuggling network. This cross-border investigation ran for almost two years and has resulted in 26 arrests, mainly in Italy but also in France and Germany.

The investigation focused on the smuggling of Afghan nationals from Afghanistan via Pakistan, Iran and Turkey. Having first smuggled the migrants into Greece, the facilitators transported the migrants to Rome via Albania, Bosnia, Croatia, Montenegro or Slovenia. Once in Rome, the migrants were moved north, towards the three favoured destination countries: Norway, Sweden and the UK. The main transit countries used for this second phase of the smuggling were Austria, France, Germany and the Netherlands. The illegal immigrants journeys could take anything from a few days up to many weeks, and they each paid around 3500Euro - 5000Euro for the leg of their journey from Afghanistan to Italy.

The criminal network of facilitators was well established with cells in many countries: France, Germany, Greece, Norway, Sweden, the UK, Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan. The network had access to falsified EU identity documents and made use of the Hawala private money broker network to transfer funds between the criminals based in France, Greece, Italy, Iran, Pakistan and the UK.

It is thought that this network was responsible for smuggling around 200, mainly Afghan, migrants per month from August 2008 to date. Around 20 percent of those smuggled are believed to have been minors and indeed minors were found during house searches carried out as part of this operation.

The Europol mobile office was deployed at Italian Police HQ in Rome for the duration of the live operation. An illegal immigration specialist and an analyst were also present. Throughout the investigation, Europol experts provided technical expertise and operational analysis support, as well as preparing several intelligence reports and facilitating the exchange of information. Coordination of the operation was also supported by Eurojust.

