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Introduction 

The impact of serious and organised crime in Asia varies from the extremes of state and organised crime 

symbiosis to the role of small-scale street gangs: not surprising given that Asia is an area even more 

diverse than Europe.  This difference challenges Western criminological definitions of organised crime 

but it is apparent that similar drivers and problems arise in the protection and regulation of illicit markets 

(Scheptyki 2008). In both East and West networks of organised criminals prevail, however the structure 

or morphology of these criminal networks vary due to culture as well as function (Ganapathy, and 

Broadhurst, 2008). 

Asia is host to the world’s four largest religions and contains reformed communist powers like China and 

Vietnam.  South Asia, with its population of 1.5 billion, has more people living in abject poverty than any 

other region in the world. Some of China’s inland provinces are also extremely poor.  At the same time, 

Asia contains many of the world’s emerging areas of great wealth, often located alongside extreme 

poverty. The close proximity of poverty and wealth motivates many forms of crime and the related 

problem of corruption which in turn facilitates organised crime  Corruption is important not just because 

it is a crime in itself, but because many elites, including the former presidents of the Philippines (Marcos) 

and Indonesian (Soeharto), were highly corrupt and thus some forms of organised crime flourished.     

Despite its great diversity, Asia is experiencing the same globalising trends and accompanying trade 

liberalisation as the rest of the world. But while trade is liberalising, diversity and traditional antagonisms 

have not been mitigated by regional governance mechanisms to the extent they have in Europe.  Both the 

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the Association of South East Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) have failed to keep pace with regional criminal and cross-border activities.     

The broader region also hosts a number of crime ‘hubs’ at transportation cross-roads, where criminals 

have been able to live, meet and transact criminal business such as planning, money laundering and 
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provision of false documents.  Although Hong Kong has become less conducive to criminal activities in 

recent years, it is still a convenient place from where criminals can conduct their business.  Vladivostok 

provides an important transport hub and criminal outlet for Russia, the Central Asian Republics, China, 

the Koreas and even Japan. Bangkok serves as a meeting place for criminals and provides criminal 

services such as false documents and money laundering. Dubai and Mumbai provide important money 

laundering venues through the traditional exchange process, hawala, and through ‘legitimate’ business.  

Criminals also avoid interdiction by locating themselves in locations of convenience from where foreign 

law enforcement agencies find it difficult to extradite them.  For example, Phnom Penh provided such a 

location for many years after the fall of Pol Pot and even to an extent fulfils that role today.  

South Asia’s crime environment   

As in some other parts of Asia, poverty is a key driver of crime and corruption in South Asia and also 

defines the nature of many crime types, such as prostitution and people smuggling and trafficking.  

Another factor behind the endemic corruption found throughout the region is that public officials such as 

police are often very poorly paid.  With recent economic liberalisation, they have to deal with far 

wealthier business people and corruption is the inevitable result.   

Not all countries are equally affected by corruption, but generally the regional countries reflect poorly in 

indices such as those of Transparency International’s Corruption Perception index.1 Corruption ranges 

from petty corruption of minor officials and police to mega-graft on the scale of that allegedly perpetrated 

by the former Chief Minister of Jharkhand state in India, Madhu Koda, who allegedly stole the equivalent 

of a billion US dollars in his short tenure (Guha Ray 2009).  

Corruption facilitated India’s most serious terrorism attack, the 1993 serial bombings in Mumbai in which 

257 were killed and 700 injured.  The alleged chief perpetrator, Dawood Ibrahim, used his crime network 

(known as ‘D Company’) to suborn police and customs officials to allow the RDX explosive into the 

country.  Corruption of senior Bangadeshi officials was also involved in Bangladesh’s largest known 

arms smuggling event in 2004, when a major shipment allegedly bound for Assam in India was 

interdicted at the Bangladeshi port of Chittagong (The Hindu 2009).  

Corruption weakens the justice system itself.  Police, witnesses, court officials and judges are bribed or 

                                                            

1 The 2009 Index ranks Afghanistan at 179 (second worst in the world); Nepal 143; Pakistan and Bangladesh 139; 
Sri Lanka 97; and India 84.  China is ranked 79 and is like India but Hong Kong is ranked 12.  
http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2009/cpi_2009_table, accessed 23 February 
2010. 
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intimidated.  Politicians throughout South Asia have become associated with criminal groups, either to 

enrich themselves or to use as enforcers.  Partly because of corruption and partly due to poor investigation 

practices, the conviction rate for Indian Penal Code crimes in 2007 was 42.3 per cent (National Crime 

Records Bureau 2007).  This compares with a conviction rate of 80.7 per cent in the United Kingdom 

(DPP Journal 2009) and 99 percent in Japan. (Ramseyer and Rasmusen, 2001).  The adversarial system of 

justice inherited from the British has resulted in a sclerotic legal system throughout South Asia.  India had 

an estimated backlog of cases of 14.5 million for Indian Penal Code crimes in 2007 (National Crime 

Records Bureau 2007). 

South Asia in general also suffers from low standards in policing.  Policing is still widely based on the 

British colonial model.  This was an authoritarian, paramilitary system designed to suppress subjected 

communities.  There is no proper separation of powers.  Most police are poorly paid, educated and 

trained.  This is not conducive to best practice ‘community policing’.  It also seriously undermines the 

capacity of police to investigate crime and provide adequate intelligence from the grass-roots level (Patil 

2008: 10). 

Issues of race, caste and religion can define criminal gangs and networks, but this is by no means always 

the case.  For example, Dawood Ibrahim’s ‘D Company’ was syncretic in its composition prior to the 

1993 bombings.  After the bombings, non-Muslims mainly left the gang.  Even though India and Pakistan 

have been at loggerheads since independence in 1947, this has not affected the cross-border smuggling 

networks that criss-cross the region.  It seems that for criminals at least, profit often trumps other loyalties 

(Gordon 2009: 84).  But syncretism is not always the case in criminal gangs.  In Chennai, many criminal 

gangs consist of Chettia caste people whose descendents were expelled from Burma after the British left 

(Gandhirajan 2004). 

Another feature of South Asia is the particularly close links between criminality on the one hand and 

terrorism and insurgency on the other.  These links go well beyond the oft-cited case of Dawood Ibrahim.  

In India’s extensive coalfields, Maoist insurgents rub shoulders with the so-called ‘coal mafia’ to extort 

money from coal miners. Extremist groups across South Asia maintain a close nexus with sympathetic 

criminal groups, who provide funding, people, weapons and money laundering facilties.  The hawala, or 

traditional money transfer system is widely used by both criminal networks and terrorists.  Separatists and 

terrorists alike tap into the cross-border trade in stolen explosives and illegal weapons (Congress Research 

Service 2010: 16; Asia-Pacific Group on Money Laundering 2005: 14-15; Lal: 295). 
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South Asia’s crime problems 

Due to the traditional high tariff levels in South Asia, extensive smuggling networks crossed the region 

and were important vectors of transnational crime.  With lower tariffs on consumer goods, such 

commodities no longer feature so heavily in the smugglers’ repertoire.  Instead, the groups concentrate on 

human trafficking for exploitation, smuggling of arms, explosives and illicit drugs. Other important 

transnational crimes include intellectual property piracy and money laundering.  Cybercrime is a rapidly 

growing problem.   

South Asia has for many years been at the crossroads of the international illicit drugs market.  In the 

1980s and 1990s, Pakistan grew and manufactured heroin, provided an outlet for Afghan heroin and was 

an important source of cannabis resin. In these years, heroin was trafficked by the ‘scattergun’ technique, 

often by West African organised crime groups.  Pakistan’s role as a conduit for drugs has diminished, but 

is still significant.  

By the 1980s, India was also prominent as a conduit for drugs from South East and South West Asia.  

Today, West African groups are prominent in trafficking heroin from Indian cities like Mumbai and also 

selling heroin within India, but indigenous groups are also heavily involved.  Tribal groups located on the 

Indo-Burmese border in India’s North East bring drugs across the border from Burma.  Precursor 

chemicals for the production of heroin flow back to South East and South West Asia.  Australia noted that 

in 2008 India provided the source of the second largest number of heroin seizures over 500 grams 

(Australian Crime Commission: 2007-08: 51-53). The US State Department in its 2007 report designated 

India as a major ‘hub’ for illicit drugs.  The State Department was concerned at the possibility of 

diversion of India’s substantial licit opiate production and noted the sudden surge in discoveries in illicit 

growing in 2007 (The Economic Times 2007).  

Since the early 1990s, Afghanistan has emerged as the largest grower of illicit opium in the world.  

Traditionally, opiates were trafficked out of Afghanistan in the form of opium gum or morphine base. 

Most went through Iran from where it was taken to Turkey to be made into heroin. The northern route 

through the Central Asian Republics has also become important.  Today, an increasing volume of heroin 

is produced in Afghanistan itself.  However, the recent NATO surge, including in the main production 

areas of Helmand Province, may stem this rise in heroin production.  Production was also reduced in 2008 

by crop reduction and substitution policies pursued by the Afghan government and UNODC.  A disease 

currently affecting opium poppies may further reduce production by 25 percent. (BBC News, 13 May 

2010).  At the height of production in 2007, Afghanistan was producing 8200 metric tonnes – or 92 per 

cent of the world’s opium (UNODC 2009: 34). 
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Afghanistan is often cited as a centre of so-called ‘narco-terrorism’.  During the period of direct Taliban 

rule (1996-2001), the Taliban ‘taxed’ the production of opium and they also hosted terrorist groups such 

as al Qaeda.  In this sense, drugs had an indirect role in supporting terrorism.  Following the fall of the 

Taliban in 2001, the Taliban became more directly involved in the trafficking of drugs, raising an 

estimated US$70-400 million per annum (Schmitt 2009).  Key criminal figures like Haji Bashir Noorzai, 

who was arrested in the US in 2005, provided linkages between the Taliban and overseas trafficking 

routes (US Southern District Court, NY: 2005).  

People smuggling and trafficking are significant crime types in South Asia.  Economic refugees cross 

illegally from Bangladesh or the hills of Nepal into the wealthier cities of the region such as Delhi and 

Mumbai, where they can obtain work.  There are an estimated 10 million illegal migrants from 

Bangladesh in India (Joseph 2006). 

People trafficking involves the movement of large numbers of women and girls from poorer countries like 

Nepal and Bangladesh to work in the sex industry in large cities such as Mumbai or in sweat shops and 

domestic service throughout the region.  In Nepal, official connivance reportedly exacerbates the problem 

(US State Department 2009: 217-18).  Organised criminal groups are frequently involved.  

Arms and explosives smuggling are widespread throughout the region.  A major firearms smuggling route 

is from South East Asia into South Asia via the Bangladeshi ports of Chittagong and Cox’s Bazaar.  

During the Sri Lankan civil war, another major route was by sea via the Ten Degree Channel from South 

East Asia to Sri Lanka. Explosives and weapons are also widely smuggled across the porous India-Nepal 

border.  Although India has tightened control over the border between India and Pakistan in recent years, 

explosives and weapons are also still smuggled across this border.  

Money laundering, especially via the traditional channel of hawala, is pervasive throughout South Asia.  

Hawala provides the major conduit for tax evasion and the laundering of criminal and terrorist funds.  

There is a major hawala ‘triangle’ between Mumbai, Karachi and Dubai.  The issue is complicated by the 

fact that traditional banking still plays a legitimate role in the hundreds of thousands of villages of South 

Asia.  India has tightened its anti-money laundering provisions, but they still arguably fall short of FATF 

requirements (The Economic Times 2009). 

Given India’s affinity with information technology, vigorous pursuit of outsourcing and rapid 

development of call centres, cybercrime and intellectual property crime are major emerging problems.  

Cases of spam, hacking and on-line fraud have escalated 50-fold in India between 2004 and 2007, but that 

the problem is still not as great as it is in China, Russia and Brazil (Rush et al 2009).  As elsewhere, this 
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type of crime tends to be based on individual activity or relatively small groups.  But major organised 

crime groups, including ‘D Company’, are now involved in intellectual property crime in Mumbai 

(Treverton et. al. 2009).  In another disturbing trend, the counterfeiting of medicines – or worse the sale of 

products having no therapeutic value – is now a growing problem in India.  

This brief survey of transnational crime in South Asia cannot do justice to a problem that is now of vast 

dimensions.  South Asia needs urgently to develop effective regional mechanisms to deal with its growing 

cross-border crime problems. Individual countries also need to provide more resources towards 

developing policing services based on modern best practice, as opposed to the paramilitary model 

inherited from the former colonial power.   

Chinese Organised Crime  

The re-emergence of criminal gangs (bang) and expansion of triads in the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) has occurred in the context of rapid modernisation, globalisation and socio-economic change. 

Socialist market reforms and economic development provided attractive illicit opportunities that have 

encouraged the revival of the different forms of organized crime (OC) that once flourished in pre-

communist China. The transition from austere communism to capitalism helped to induce the re-invention 

of criminal groups or triads who are usually known as ‘dark societies’.  

In largely immigrant societies, such as Hong Kong (HK) and the other coastal cities with a large ‘floating’ 

population, dark societies represent a vital form of social capital in lieu of the family, place associations 

and clan. Membership offered protection for otherwise vulnerable individuals exposed to unemployment 

and social exclusion. In HK, triads had long been regarded as a criminal conspiracy.  

Triads devolved from mutual self-help organisations among the disenfranchised immigrant labourers 

drawn to the rapid economic growth of Shanghai and HK as ports for the valuable China opium trade. 

Their violent subculture originated in the vigorous market competition in the 19th and early 20th centuries 

over waterfront labour and competition over the lucrative (illicit) opium trade (Morgan, 1960). Because 

triad societies often had a patriotic and ritualistic element, the distinction between contemporary ‘dark 

society’ and criminal groups of the early modern period is important (Wakeman, 1995). Xian (2008) 

argued that the HK style triads rather than the Shanghai green gang prevailed because they were more 

egalitarian and continued to enjoy the haven provided by British HK. 
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Dark societies are not exclusively criminal but are multi-faceted brotherhoods (traditional master-disciple 

forms) in the form of loose cartels bound by social as well as economic ties. Association allows access to 

brand reputation and social capital so that a degree of overlap and ambiguity between triad society, illicit 

business and ‘organised crime’ is inherent (Chin, 2003; Lo 2009).  The scale and activities of dark 

societies have also changed.  Aims have become more corporatized (Chu 2000) and boundaries moved 

beyond traditional predatory street crime, vice, extortion and drug dealing predicated on violence to 

diverse ‘grey’ business activities that include trafficking, copyright, Internet and financial service crimes. 

Many such activities including commercial vice spread from HK, Taiwan or Macau to the mainland 

where risks are minimized due to corruption of authorities, including judicial, municipal and police 

officials (Chin & Godson 2006; Wedeman 2006).  Dark societies resort to engaging strong-arm tactics to 

minimise competition in the provision of illegal goods and services but the social capital required for a 

successful and resilient criminal enterprise may be enhanced by political influence or ‘black-gold’ 

politics, as well as fraternal, ethnic or clan loyalties (Broadhurst and Lee 2009).  

Transnational and other crime  

Triads are assumed to be a worldwide crime network that uses connections among overseas Chinese to 

undertake transnational crime such as drug and human trafficking (Lintner 2004).  Chin and Zhang (2003) 

have convincingly argued that triads have been in decline among overseas Chinese and are sceptical about 

the existence of a global network of triads. They argue, in the case of human trafficking, this is because of 

a ‘structural deficiency’ that arises from a strong common culture and tradition that provides discipline in 

a local context but also limits their capacity to develop strong transnational networks.  Later they noted 

the growth of Chinese crime groups in both local and transnational illicit activity (Zhang & Chin 2008). 

Xia (2008) has suggested internal growth and the return of the triads especially in Guangdong and other 

coastal provinces, while Lintner (2004) has suggested transplantation of the triads.  

Economic development in Shenzhen Special Economic Zone (SEZ) and many coastal cities had attracted 

millions of rural migrants from all over China, and there was a rapid rise in homicide and crime in the 

1990s (Zhong 2008). The emerging market economy was often unprotected by law, creating a market for 

protection and corruption (Shieh 2005). Shenzhen was an initial focal point of HK triads because the 

absence of a hostile law enforcement environment converged with a ready demand for illicit services and 

the capacity to supply these services. Shenzhen had become a major gateway for drug smuggling (Chen & 

Huang 2007) while HK and Taiwanese triads were implicated in the revival of OC (Xie, Hu & Zhou, 

2004). 
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Triad related street or youth gangs are often employed by entrepreneurs or ‘racketeers’ to protect 

corporate-like illicit enterprises and projects.  These elements are loosely connected and both reinforce 

their reputations by means of threats in triad argot. Organisational structures have also become less 

hierarchical and visible with looser and more risk aversive command structures and corporate style 

relationships observed ((HK Fight Crime Committee 1986).  

Typical offences include blackmail, extortion, price fixing and protection rackets involving local shops, 

small businesses, restaurants, hawkers, construction sites, recycling, unofficial taxi stands, car valet 

services, columbaria, wholesale and retail markets and places of public entertainment such as bars, 

brothels, billiard halls, mahjong gaming, karaoke and nightclubs.  At various times, triads have 

monopolised the control of home decoration companies, elements of the film industry, waste disposal, 

and non-franchised public transport routes as well as being implicated in share manipulation scams (Lo 

2009). Prostitution, counterfeit products, pornography, and cigarette and fuel smuggling are also 

important sources of illicit profit for triads. HK triads often engage in street-level narcotic trafficking, or 

operate illegal casino, football gambling and loan-sharking and these activities extend to Macau, 

Shenzhen and beyond Guangdong Province (Zhong 2008; Xia 2008; Leong 2002).  

Triads have sometimes captured local authorities and challenge the authority of Public Security Bureau 

(PSB) and People’s Court officials (Choi, 2007). The growth of these organised crime groups heightened 

concerns about the influence of foreign criminals and hastened the need to foster mutual assistance with 

foreign police services (Xie & Wang, 2005).  

The activities of triads often expose them to contests over status or territory.  While violence is common 

power, territorial or honour contests are disruptive to the market of organised crime and attract unwanted 

attention by the police and the press.  These events may also deter customers from seeking the illicit 

services provided. Triad-related homicides contribute to reputation but are now less frequent in HK but 

appear to be on the rise in China (Lee, Broadhurst and Beh, 2006) 

Response 

Concern about the role of criminal societies has a long history and anti-triad laws prohibiting 

membership, recruitment in, for example HK, date back to 1845. Prior to the economic opening of China, 

organized crime was largely eliminated through ruthless suppression of gangs, drug addiction and 

activities associated with exploitation of the masses or theft of state resources. 

Suppression of corruption and bribery among police had been a significant priority in HK and a series of 

scandals involving corrupt officers led to political intervention and the establishment of the Independent 
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Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) in 1974 with powers to compel witnesses and to examine 

unexplained wealth. This severed the symbiotic link between the police and triads. Hostility towards the 

potential organised crime-police symbiotic relationship and crime syndicates, whether triad-related or not, 

has been sustained. Corruption had provided the soil upon which the triads flourished; without it growth 

was limited. 

In HK the Drug Trafficking (Recovery of Proceeds) Ordinance of 1989, the Organised and Serious 

Crimes Ordinance (OSCO) of 1994 and later amendments and statutes granted law enforcement agencies 

further powers to investigate and prosecute patterns of unlawful activities associated with organised 

crime. Such measures have not been duplicated in the rest of China, however the Criminal Law of the 

PRC criminalized three activities: a) organizing, leading and participating; b) recruitment by overseas 

organised crime; and c) officials ‘harbouring and conniving’. Harsh punishment is meted out for 

offenders especially for those who lead and officials who protect them.  

A key countermeasure in the PRC has also been to promote anti-corruption efforts. Traditional mass-line 

‘hard-strike’ (yanda) anti-crime programs have not proven effective in curbing the growth of organised 

crime (Zhang & Chin 2008). ‘Striking against organized crime - eradicating the dark forces’ and 

‘umbrella’ campaigns that have focused on the role of officials in protecting  ‘criminal groups with mafia 

like characteristics’ have also been instigated but with limited success. 

PRC authorities argue that loose criminal (‘cartwheel’) personal networks (based on reciprocity or guan–

shi) evolve into hierarchical forms that attract the attention if they challenge the party and or erode state 

revenue. Other forms of criminal networks such as ¨“cobwebs”, “hub and spokes” and, “chains” that 

connect illicit production with distribution (Xia 2008) occur in the following organizational forms: 

pagoda that reflects a “tight pyramidal organizational structure, clear division of labour, and strict 

discipline”; hermit crab where a legitimate agency has been over-run by criminals; corporate like that is a 

business front or shelf company involved in ‘grey’ business; and Sultanistic state or ¨village rule by 

villains; hooliganism of the local government” where a local political-crime nexus engages in the sale of 

official positions and manipulates local elections (People’s Supreme Court Handbook 2003). 

The need to demonstrate that the criminal group has an organizational structure and can enforce rules on 

its members, combined with the limited capacity of many PSB units, and the absence of Hong Kong style 

conspiracy laws are key limitations in the suppression of OC. Efforts in China to curtail corruption and 

reduce organised crime will also be crucial and need to be guided by greater clarity in the PRC criminal 

law, firmer use of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) disciplinary mechanisms, transparency in the 

oversight role of all levels of the CCP Political and Legal committees (Broadhurst and Lee, 2009). 
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Countermeasures will succeed only to the extent that corruption can be curtailed. However, the planned 

extension of local elections from townships to the county level will need to guard against the risk of 

increasing the influence of ‘black-gold’ politics, vote-buying and corruption. More than ever before the 

task of countering the triad and the growth of serious crime depends on the concerted efforts of the public 

security authorities in greater China.  

Other Significant Organised Crime Activities in the Indo-Pacific Region 

Apart from those above we report on four resilient groups: 

• Japanese organised crime 

• The Far East Russian mafiya  

• State-sponsored crime from the DPRK 

• Organised crime in Australia 

Japanese Organised Crime 

Tracing its origins in Japanese society back to the secret societies of the Tokugawa dynasty in the early 

17th century, the Japanese yakuza or boryukudan (the “violent ones”) involve a number of hierarchical 

organised crime syndicates (Naim 2005: 6). They are active in illicit drug trafficking, the trafficking in 

firearms, the trade in endangered and protected species, intellectual property crimes, welfare fraud, 

prostitution, human trafficking (especially for sexual purposes), illegal gambling, smuggling, 

pornography, rape, kidnapping, loan sharking, debt collection, blackmail, intimidation and extortion of 

the corporate and financial sectors through protection rackets (sokaiya), murder, cybercrime (especially 

internet pornography), and corruption in the political and corporate sectors.  Yakuza-influenced 

businesses, especially in the construction, stevedore, transport, real estate, banking, entertainment 

(including wrestling), tourist and refuse/garbage industries, are of relevance.  Several of the yakuza 

groups are known to have invested heavily in the legitimate stock exchange and engaged in various forms 

of white collar crime, including stock market manipulation.  The annual turnover of all 24 known crime 

groups in Japan, including the yakuza, is about US$45 billion per annum (Facts and Details 2010).   

Although the activities of the yakuza were proscribed by law in 1992, according to the Japanese National 

Police, the total membership of the yakuza in 2007 was 86,300 with the largest being the Kobe-based 

Yamaguchi-gumi, the Tokyo-based Sumiyoshi-kai, the Tokyo/Yokohama-based Inagawa-kai, the Kyoto-

based Aizukotetsu-kai and the Tokyo-based Toa-kai  (mostly of Korean ethnicity).  The Anti-Gang 

Measures Law of Japan, 1992, does not ban the yakuza, but inter alia allows citizens affected by yakuza 

activities to sue the syndicate for heavy damages for organised criminal activities and  a yakuza boss 
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(oyabun) can be held legally liable for the activities of a subordinate.  Subsequent amendments are aimed 

at containing gangster activities and destroying crime syndicates, but the major yakuza groups are actively 

engaged in legal and political resistance .  In 2006 and 2007 several violent clashes occurred between 

members of the Yamaguchi-gumi and the Sumiyoshi-kai  over territorial issues.  Between 2007-2008, the 

Japanese police arrested 27,169 yakuza involved in 57,524 crimes. Yakuza are now threatened by Chinese 

gang activity in Japan especially protection.  They are also very active in credit card and identity fraud. 

The yakuza is active both domestically and internationally.  The activities of both the Yamaguchi-gumi 

and  the Inagawa-kai have expanded into much of Asia (including China and Taiwan) as well as the 

United States (especially Hawaii), Canada, Mexico, Russia, South America, the central Pacific Islands 

and Australia, and, as stated above, the Toa-kai has strong links to Korea.  Internationally, yakuza groups 

have been active in activities similar to their domestic operations but of note are casino related crimes; 

sex trafficking; money laundering; international vehicle theft rackets; pornography; real estate purchases 

and tourist crime.   

The Far East Russian Mafia 

The Russian mafiya typically fall into three major types: the Vory v zakone or “thieves in law”, the young 

entrepreneurs and the avtoritety or “thieves in authority”.   The vory are the most sophisticated and 

professional criminals, most of whose experience goes back to the gulag prison network of the Soviet era.  

There are about 200 vory in Russia and they also occur in former Soviet states.  They are involved in 

sophisticated crimes such as banking and commodities scams, money laundering, frauds, sale of strategic 

metals (such as nuclear and fissile materials), as well as contract murder, theft, robbery and extortion.  

They also maintain influence through corruption at all levels of the Russian society (including elements of 

the political leadership).  The ‘Young Entrepreneurs’, are well-educated post-Soviet people, who see 

crime as an easy route to riches.  The avtoritety emerged from the Community Party apparatus or the 

Soviet bureaucracy (including the intelligence and military services) in the last decade of the Soviet 

Union.  Due to their knowledge, experience, sophistication and contacts, they have been able to exploit 

opportunities from the changes that arose with the collapse of the Soviet Union, especially in the business 

and economic sectors (Devito 2005).  

All these categories of criminals are active in the Russian Far East, which is regarded as heavily 

influenced by institutionalized crime and corruption.  In a 2003 study Asia-Pacific Center for Security 

Studies concluded the region was “…an important node for transnational trafficking in narcotics, women, 

migrants, timber, and fish due to the proximity of international borders; convergence of road, rail, air and 
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maritime transport corridors; lack of enforcement capacity; corruption; and the presence of criminal 

networks’’ 

One development in the Russian Far East is the preponderance of foreign criminal groups, which now 

challenge the dominance of the Russian crime groups.  The characteristics that make the Russian Far East 

attractive to the Russian mafiya – high levels of official corruption, weak judicial institutions, a lawless 

political culture and a thriving illegal economy also make the region attractive to foreign criminal groups 

(Galeotti 2010). This may include criminal groups from the former Soviet Union, especially Central Asia 

(trafficking Afghan heroin), China (narcotics, smuggling and illegal immigration, as well as timber, gold 

and fish from Russia to China), North Korea and Japan.  As many as one million Chinese may now reside 

in the Russian Far East and cross-border smuggling is estimated to yield approximately US$10 billion per 

year.  There has been occasional conflict between the Chinese Big Circle Boys and Russian gangs in 

Vladivostok and Khabarovsk (Galeotti 2010). 

In relation to the yakuza, there are good relations between them and Russian criminal groups in the 

region.  Their criminal activities have included firearms trafficking, stolen motor vehicles, sex trafficking 

and narcotics smuggling.  The yakuza have taken advantage of the lax regulation in the Russian Far East 

to infiltrate the banking, shipping, fishing and gambling sectors and to undertake money laundering 

(Galeotti 2010). 

State-sponsored Crime from the DPRK 

Although the DPRK government consistently denies any criminal involvement, the DPRK appears to be 

one of the few states that actually sponsor transnational crime as a means of generating funds for the 

regime (Asher, 2006). These activities are coordinated through Bureau 39 of the Central Committee of the 

Korean Workers’ Party. (Powell and Zagorin, 2007)  Much has been written about North Korean-

sponsored crime and their links with transnational organised crime groups (e.g. Chestnut 2007; Powell 

and Zagorin 2007).  

The major transnational crimes attributed to Bureau 39 include narcotics manufacture and trafficking, 

counterfeiting US currency (high quality $100 “supernotes”) and postage stamps, counterfeiting Western-

brand cigarettes, counterfeiting drugs (including Viagra), trafficking in endangered species, smuggling 

conflict diamonds, insurance fraud, illicit arms and missile technology sales, and attempts to purchase 

fissile materials (Rose 2009).  Some yakuza groups collaborate with illegal drug manufacturers and 

traffickers in the DPRK.  There have been at least 50 documented cases of DPRK diplomats or officials 

who have come to notice for narcotics trafficking or counterfeit currency offences.  It is estimated that 

Bureau 39 activities generate between US$500 – US$ 1 billion per year for the regime. The Macao-based 
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Banco Delta Asia is reported to be of great importance to Bureau 39 for its alleged money laundering and 

the distribution of “supernotes” on behalf of the North Korean regime. (Rose 2009). 

In April 2003, four members of a Malaysian Chinese drug syndicate, which had chartered the North 

Korean-owned vessel Pong Su (4,500 tons), offloaded some 150 kg of heroin from the ship at a deserted 

beach off south-western Victoria. The syndicate was arrested and sentenced to between 22-23 years 

imprisonment.  The Pong Su fled the area and was subsequently seized in an Australian special forces 

operation.  Four ships’ officers, including the Political Officer, were arrested and charged with narcotics 

offences but were surprisingly acquitted.  

Organised Crime in Australia 

Multiculturalism is deeply entrenched in the Australian community.  Since 1945, people from all over the 

world have made their home in Australia, and, especially since the end of the Vietnam War in 1975, many 

from Asia have settled in Australia.  Over the last decade, Australia has attracted people from the Middle 

East, Afghanistan and Africa, sometimes as refugees, or as unauthorised arrivals.  Included amongst these 

new settlers were a small number of criminals or people with criminal links in their former homelands. 

Sophisticated criminal networks are also often involved in illegal immigration into Australia.  

Australia has a number of well-established crime families that are mainly, but not exclusively, located in 

Melbourne and Sydney, and have been very active in the drug trade, as well as in the entertainment, sex 

and security industries.  In recent years there has been significant conflict between some of these groups, 

especially in Melbourne where, in series of revenge killings, some 30 criminals have been murdered, 

usually over drug-related issues.  Sydney has been less violent, but there has long been conflict over the 

control of the drug trade and sex industry in the Kings Cross area of Sydney.  A similar situation exists in 

the other major Australian cities, but on a more limited scale.  Over the years, there has also been strong 

evidence of corrupt associations between some local police and criminal identities.  These associations, 

and their related criminality, have led to Royal Commissions or other inquiries that have exposed the 

nature of the criminal activities and police corruption.  In most Australian States crime or corruption 

commissions have been established to deal with these issues. 

There are also 35 Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs (OMCGs) in Australia, with some 3,500 “patched” 

members.  Several of these gangs have links to OMCGs overseas.  Members of OMCGs are involved in 

murder, assault, extortion, witness intimidation, trafficking in firearms, theft (including car theft), loan 

sharking, money laundering, fraud, the narcotics trade (mainly amphetamines, cannabis and cocaine), and 

the sex, entertainment and private security industries.  Recently, there has been a significant trend with 
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persons of Middle East and Pacific Islander origins joining OMCG and this has increased the level of 

violence among OMCGs. 

Reflecting Australia’s multicultural nature serious problems arise from criminal activities within the 

Chinese (including Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan), Vietnamese, Middle East (including Israeli), Italian, 

Balkan, Turkish, Latin American, Southeast Asian, South Asian, African and Eastern European 

communities, and their links with criminal groups in their former homelands.  The most common crime 

problems range from crimes of violence to protection, home invasions, drug and firearms trafficking, 

fraud, money laundering, identity crime, human smuggling, prostitution and sex trafficking, and 

cybercrimes. 

At the national level the Australian Crime Commission (ACC) was established to obtain an overview of 

the current trends and themes in nationally significant serious and organised crime.  In 2009, the ACC 

issued Organised Crime in Australia, which, estimated organised crime cost Australia at least A$10 

billion.  The report also noted that organised crime engineered much of the nation’s serious crime, in a 

systematic, well-planned and entrepreneurial manner.  These groups are “formidable in terms of their 

capabilities, resources and resilience”, and they demonstrate adaptability and a willingness to adopt new 

technologies (Australian Crime Commission 2009). In 2004, the ACC assessed that there were 97 

organised criminal groups in Australia, of which 32 could be described as “high threat” (Silvester and 

Munro 2004).  The majority of these groups were located in New South Wales or Victoria. According to 

the ACC high-threat organised crime groups were characterised by transnational connections; proven 

capabilities and involvement in serious crime including illicit drugs, large-scale money laundering and 

financial crimes; a broad capability to operate in two or more jurisdictions and in multiple crime markets; 

engaged in financial crimes such as fraud and money laundering; intermingle legitimate and criminal 

enterprise; are fluid and adaptable, and able to adjust activities to new opportunities or respond to 

pressures from law enforcement or competitors; are increasingly using new technologies and; use 

specialist advice and professional facilitators (Australian Crime Commission 2009). 

The major criminal activities undertaken by organised crime reported by the ACC in Australia include: 

trafficking in amphetamine type stimulants, cocaine, heroin and cannabis; money laundering – estimated 

at between A$2.8 – $6.3 billion per year; fraud, stock market crime, tax evasion and other financial sector 

crimes; cybercrime and technology-enhanced crimes; environmental crime; firearms trafficking; and 

intellectual property crimes 
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Conclusion 

 

The diversity and scope of the criminal groups discussed above reflects the complexity of the vast region 

under consideration. The nature of the criminal activities undertaken are however, broadly similar and are 

often grounded in poverty, and economic under-development. Exploiting zones of conflict and coupled 

with widespread corruption and ineffective law enforcement, even if contained to contiguous states, the 

reach of organised crime can distort markets and capture institutions of the state. Transnational crime is 

readily fostered across the region by the absence of strong bi-lateral and regional law enforcement 

cooperation. Like “ants moving houses”, to borrow from Chinese idiom, much of the illicit traffic in 

narcotics, people and intellectual property cannot be intercepted.  Critically in parts of South Asia, Central 

Asia, the borderlands of China and South East Asia organised criminal activity often intertwines with 

terrorist groups. Thus, organised crime and political extremism become symbiotic sources of illicit wealth 

and lethal violence.  
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