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SUMMARY g

A police officer patrols the Croatia-Serbia border near Tovarnik. © Antonio Bronic/Reuters via Alamy Stock Photo



he Western Balkans is a crossroads for the trafficking of many illicit

commodities, and a geographical hub for the smuggling of migrants who

are trying to enter Western Europe. While these facts are well known,
information on the size of the markets and the potential profits is less evident. And
while the Western Balkans has a bad reputation for laundering illicit proceeds, there

is not much information on cities or sectors where it is a problem.

This report sheds light on the dark numbers of mixed migrant flows through the
Western Balkans, the prices that they pay to be smuggled, as well as the cost of
drugs in the region. To do this, it uses an approach pioneered in two previous Global
Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC) reports on organized
crime in the Western Balkans, namely pinpointing and looking at what is going on

in selected hotspots, especially high-volume entry and exit routes through which
migrants are smuggled, and key drug trafficking nodes. Focusing on illicit activity

in these hotspots provides a close-up look at the drivers and enablers of organized
crime. At the same time, an analysis of these hotspots in a regional context gives an
indication of the volume of illicit trade and the potential profits being made.

After looking at the amounts of money being made in these hotspots and showing
where and how the smuggling of migrants and drugs is taking place, the report

looks at a third flow - money. The third section of the report explains how money
laundering works in the region both in terms of cleaning small amounts in the
informal economy as well as bigger volumes generated by serious organized crime
and large-scale corruption. It identifies sectors and industries as well as particular
hotpots in the Western Balkans that are particularly vulnerable to money laundering.

This report contains a wealth of information that was gathered in the fourth quarter of
2020 - despite the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings are based on field research and
interviews carried out with current and former law enforcement officials; investigative
journalists; researchers; local officials; asylum seekers and migrants; drug users;
humanitarian agencies; international organizations; and representatives of civil society
in the hotspots. It also draws on secondary sources, such as analytical and media
reports, and official government information. To make this information more user-

friendly, a number of maps and graphics have been specially produced for this report.

We hope that this report can lead to a greater understanding of illicit economies in
the Western Balkans, so that more effective measures can be taken to reduce the

incentives and profits of organized crime.
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SMUGGLING
OF MIGRANTS

Members of a family from Afghanistan take a break in north-eastern Bosnia and Herzegovina before attempting to
cross the border into Croatia. © Damir Sagolj/Getty Images



his section looks at the smuggling of migrants through the Western Balkans.
It explains the context, particularly the impact on this illicit market of the
closure of the so-called ‘Balkan route’ in 2016 after the major migratory flow
of 2015. It provides an overview of the main routes, gives a profile of the asylum
seekers and migrants and then focuses on the hotpots where migrant smuggling
is taking place in the six countries of the Western Balkans (WB). In particular, it
focuses on the main entry points to the region (via North Macedonia and Albania)
and the main exit points (on the border between Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Croatia, and between Serbia and Hungary). A profile of the smugglers is also included,
as is an overview of the prices that they charge. This information on prices, combined
with data and estimates on the number of people on the move, are factored into
a unique calculation that gives an indication of the size and value of the market,
particularly at key border-crossing points.

The context: drivers, barriers and incentives

Since the 1970s, the Balkan route has been a notorious trail for smuggling drugs
(mostly heroin) from east to west. But in 2015, it took on a new meaning as an
estimated 1.5 million asylum seekers and migrants - triggered in part by the war in
Syria - made their way through Turkey and Greece to the Western Balkans and then
on to Western Europe.

SMUGGLING OF MIGRANTS
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FIGURE 1 lllegal border crossings on the Balkan route in numbers, 2009-2018.

SOURCE: Frontex, Migratory routes, https://frontex.europa.eu/we-know/migratory-routes/
western-balkan-route.

Some people from the Balkans - particularly from Kosovo' - took advantage of
the chaos to join the crowds passing through the region and seek asylum in the
West. Most were soon sent back home. While governments in Western Europe
were initially caught off guard, the sheer weight of numbers and populist fears of
being overwhelmed by ‘swarms’ of foreigners led to the closure of the Balkan route
in March 2016. This was achieved by erecting fences along key border crossings,
increasing border controls - including by deploying Frontex — and speeding up

asylum procedures.?

Although the number of asylum seekers and migrants dropped significantly in 2016,
the flow of people did not stop, since many of the drivers of this movement - like
war in Syria, Afghanistan and Libya; instability in the Horn of Africa and North-South
inequality - remained. Furthermore, while asylum seekers and migrants were able to
move quite freely across Europe in 2015, the erection of barriers in 2016 created a
market for migrant smuggling. Once some popular routes, such as those from Greece
to North Macedonia and from Serbia to Hungary, became harder to cross, migrants

sought alternative routes, for example via Albania.

The COVID-19 pandemic did not reduce the flow. On the contrary, the number of
asylum seekers and migrants coming into the Western Balkans increased in 2020.°
Moreover, declarations of emergency and border closures have created humanitarian
emergencies in some locations (particularly close to key border crossings) and limited
freedom of movement within and between countries, while increasing the incentives

for smuggling.
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Country 2015 2016 2017 |2018 (2019 |2020 |Top 4 nationalities

Albania 2047 915 1049 |5730 10561 | 11971 |Syria, Afghanistan,
Morocco, Iraq
Bosniaand | 133 766 4489 23902 29196 16211 | Pakistan, Afghanistan,
Herzegovina Morocco, Bangladesh
Kosovo N/A 16 147 590 2081 1910 | Syria, Afghanistan,
Algeria, Iraq
Montenegro | N/A 167 807 4753 8695 |2898 | Morocco, Afghanistan,
Iran, Algeria
North 428 597 | 127 358 | 4129 16 895 |40887 | 41257 |Afghanistan, Pakistan,
Macedonia Bangladesh, Syria
Serbia 579 518 | more than | 69 900 | 45400 30419 |39 648 | Afghanistan, Pakistan,
60000 Bangladesh, Syria

FIGURE 2 Number of migrants and asylum seekers in each of the six Western Balkan
countries between 2015 and 2020.

SOURCES: UNHCR reports on refugees, asylum-seekers and other mixed movements in the
Western Balkans, 2015-2020.4

As shown in Figure 2, in some countries the number of migrants and asylum seekers
at the end of 2020 was higher than at the end of 2019.

The routes

In 2015, the main route taken by asylum seekers and migrants was through Turkey
and Greece to North Macedonia and Serbia, towards Hungary and then further into
the European Union (EU).

The route started to shift when Hungary erected a border barrier with Serbia
between July and September 2015.°> Hungary also completed a fence along its border
with Croatia in October 2015.¢ Further south, border controls were tightened in
North Macedonia. In November 2015, the Macedonian army started constructing

a fence along the border with Greece. This fence is now over 30 kilometres long.
Border management has also been enhanced thanks to cooperation with Frontex.”

After the closure of the Balkan route in March 2016, which was facilitated by an
agreement between Turkey and the EU, the route shifted towards Bosnia and
Herzegovina. In 2017, there was a noticeable increase in asylum seekers and migrants
in Bosnia and Herzegovina and, to a lesser extent, in Montenegro.® Since it was harder
for people to move north crossing the border between Serbia and Hungary, they
turned west instead to go via Serbia and Montenegro into Bosnia and Herzegovina.
They were encouraged to move through the Republic of Srpska, but often got stuck in
north-western Bosnia and Herzegovina because of robust border controls by Croatia.
This has created a humanitarian crisis in and around refugee camps in the Una-Sana
canton of Bosnia and Herzegovina, close to the Croatian border.

Since 2019, there has been a clear increase in the number of asylum seekers and
migrants entering Albania.” There are also signs that migrants are trying to enter the
EU by moving east rather than west, going from Serbia into Bulgaria and Romania.

SMUGGLING OF MIGRANTS



Asylum seekers and migrants

The majority of asylum seekers and migrants moving through the Western Balkans
are from the Middle East and North Africa. Some are fleeing conflict, while others
are economic migrants. The majority are from Syria, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq
and Morocco.’® Asylum seekers and migrants have also been reported from Algeria,
Ethiopia and Eritrea, while others are Kurds from Turkey.

For a brief period, quite a few people from Iran, India and Bangladesh were reported
to be coming through Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina - probably due in
part to the visa-free arrangement that Serbia had made with Iran and India. Others
are allegedly flying from the Gulf region (where they were working illegally) to Turkey,
before trying to enter the Western Balkans.

Most migrants are young men between the ages of 15 and 30, while women and
children are more common among asylum seekers.!* The latter, particularly those
from Syria, tend to travel as families. However, there are reports of women and
minors travelling alone, which makes them highly vulnerable.

Afghanistan
32497

Albania
10 203
Algeria Georgia
2057 1181
Somalia Cameroon
Ol 1099
3265 |
Palestine raq
3866 2y
Pakistan Iran
10 481 3620
Congo
Bangladesh 3203
3547 Turkey
Morocco ey
2814 Others
8 047

FIGURE 3 Countries of origin and numbers of illegal migrants arrested in Greece in 2019.

SOURCE: Greek Police Annual Crime Report 2020, http://www.astynomia.gr/index.
php?option=0zo_content&lang=&perform=view&id=923710&Itemid=2443&lang=.
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The human smuggling hotspots
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One of the most critical hotspots for the smuggling
of migrants through the Western Balkans is actually
outside the region, namely Thessaloniki in neighbouring
Greece. Asylum seekers and migrants tend to
congregate in this city whether they are moving north
from camps on the Greek islands or travelling across
land from Turkey. The main hub in Thessaloniki for
making smuggling arrangements is the train station,
where it is possible to find a driver for passage to the
Western Balkans, at least as far as the Greek border
with North Macedonia. The following section follows
the hotspots along the main trajectory of the journey
from south to north.

North Macedonia

While border security between Greece and North
Macedonia has been strengthened, the latter remains a
key transit route for mixed migration flows.'? The route
through North Macedonia is particularly popular with
migrants from Pakistan and Afghanistan, who draw on
the services of local smugglers and compatriots. The
main entry points are around Gevgelija and Star Dojran
close to the Greek border. Migrants are usually dropped
off just before the border, which they cross through a
forested area. They are picked up by smugglers on the
other side and head north along Corridor 10, which
runs from Gevgelija through Veles to Skopje.

According to the police, border authorities prevented
nearly 25 000 attempts by migrants to illegally enter
North Macedonia from Greece from January to
September 2020.% According to the official statistics
for that period, 27 445 migrants were placed in
registered camps in North Macedonia - 1 801 in
Tabanovce and 25 644 in Vinojug - before being
deported back to Greece.

Migrants passing through North Macedonia are
usually heading for Serbia or Kosovo. They mostly
exit North Macedonia through Staro Nagoricane or
Kumanovo in the north of the country on their way to
Serbia or via Cucer-Sandevo, Jegunovce or Gostivar
on their way to Kosovo. Some migrants that enter the
Western Balkans in Albania move across the border
into North Macedonia around Stenje or Struga or
farther north at Dibra. Migrants also enter North
Macedonia from Bulgaria around Strumica, Berovo,
Delchevo and Kriva Palanka.

Albania

The number of illegal migrants in Albania increased from
1978 1in 2013% to 11 971 in 2020.%° The increase has
been particularly dramatic since 2018, when it became
more difficult for asylum seekers and migrants to cross
from Greece into North Macedonia, therefore pushing
them farther west to Albania. The most popular entry
points to Albania for asylum seekers and migrants are
at Kakavia in Gjirokastra and Kapshtica in Korca. Once
they are in the country, they tend to head towards the
capital, Tirana (where there is a camp on the outskirts
at Babrru), and then north via Shkodra to the Hani i
Hotit/Bozaj crossing into Montenegro or to Morine at
the Kosovo border. A more expensive alternative is to
travel to Durres or Vlora and try to reach ltaly by boat.

Kosovo

Asylum seekers and migrants enter Kosovo from
Albania and North Macedonia mostly on foot close

to the official border crossings at Vermice!® and Hani

i Elezit.'” They usually take taxis to the border with
Kosovo and then from the border farther inland,

for example to receiving centres in Magura, Lipljan,
Vranidoll or Pristina. Within seven days, they are
provided with an ID card that enables them to move
freely in the country. Most asylum seekers do not
stay long. Some head for Montenegro or Serbia.

But increased border controls have apparently caused
a shift in the route, causing migrants to head towards
the small town of Vushtrri in the municipality of
Mitrovica in North Kosovo. From there, they take taxis
to the city of Mitrovica and then travel into Serbia,
heading north to Subotica.

Montenegro

Montenegro has been on the Balkan route for migrants
since 2018. The number of migrants registered in the
country jumped from 807 in 2017 to 7 593 in 2019.
However, there was a decrease in 2020 to 2 832 (as of
10 December 2020), perhaps due in part to the
COVID-19 pandemic. The hotspots are the border zone
with Albania near the Hani i Hotit/Bozaj border crossing,
close to Podgorica and the border zone around Pljevlja,
where migrants leave Montenegro and enter Bosnia and
Herzegovina.'® There have also been reported cases of
migrants entering Montenegro from Serbia.
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Some asylum seekers and migrants opt to stay for a while
at reception centres in Spuz or Bozaj near Podgorica.
Others head towards Niksic and Pljevlja on their way to
Bosnia and Herzegovina. From Niksic, migrants continue
towards the Scepan Polje border crossing near Foca or
the Bileca and Trebinje border crossings. They tend to
use mountain roads to enter Bosnia and Herzegovina
and then cross the Drina river around Foca. Another
favoured option is to travel from Podgorica to Pljevlja by
regular bus. They then take a taxi close to the Metaljka
border crossing near Cajnice and try to enter Bosnia
following a path across the mountains. In a few cases,
migrants have left Montenegro through Herceg Novi via

Prevlaka to Dubrovnik in Croatia.

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Migration into Bosnia and Herzegovina has increased
since 2018.Y Interviews conducted with migrants,

law enforcement authorities and journalists show that
southern Bosnian borders are rather porous.?® In the
south-eastern part of the country, asylum seekers and
migrants come from Montenegro towards Trebinje,
Bileca and Foca. From there, they often head towards
- or are brought to - Mostar. The border between
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina is 363 kilometres
long, 261 kilometres of which is along the Drina river,
which is a well-established illegal smuggling route.
After crossing the river, mixed migrant groups usually
move towards Cajnice, Rudo, Visegrad, Zvornik and
Bijeljina and on to Tuzla. They do not stay long, but
move towards Sarajevo or to the Una-Sana canton in
the north-west of the country, close to the border with
Croatia. Currently, there are more than 3 500 migrants

in camps around Sarajevo.?!

However, the biggest hotspot for the smuggling of
migrants in Bosnia and Herzegovina is in Una-Sana
canton, especially the cities of Bihac and Velika Kladusa
and, to a lesser extent, Cazin. According to data from
the Service for Foreigners’ Affairs, as of December
2020 there were more than 3 200 migrants in the
temporary reception centres in the area.?? Volunteers
estimate that another 1 500 migrants are living outside
the accommodation facilities, often in the open, which
is creating a humanitarian disaster.?®> Almost all of the
asylum seekers and migrants in the country are on the
territory of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina,

since the Republic of Srpska refuses to have them.

From Una-Sana canton, asylum seekers and migrants
either try to cross the border into Croatia on foot or
pay smugglers to take them by truck to Croatia or
Slovenia. For example, on 24 February 2021, police in
Slovenia found 13 migrants from Irag, including two
children, hidden in a truck with number plates from
Bosnia and Herzegovina. The migrants were dehydrated

and lacking oxygen.?*

Since the middle of 2020, the police have noticed
increased attempts by smugglers to move people
across the northern border of Bosnia and Herzegovina
into Croatia, particularly around Odzak, Derventa,
Gradiska and Brod, as well as through the Brcko district,
which is a separate administrative unit within Bosnia

and Herzegovina.

Serbia

Serbia is a popular destination for asylum seekers

and migrants as it borders four EU countries:

Croatia, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria. According

to the UNHCR, in 2019, 30 216 migrants entered
Serbia - almost twice as many as in 2018. The
Minister of Interior indicated that in 2020 more than

8 500 migrants had been stopped while trying to cross
the Serbian border illegally.?®

Most asylum seekers and migrants trying to enter
Serbia come via North Macedonia. They cross the
border near the towns of Presevo and Trgoviste.
Families usually head towards the reception centres at
Vranje, Presevo and Bujanovac, while single men often
continue their journey heading for Belgrade. There are
also cases of migrants entering Serbia from Kosovo,
particularly northern Kosovo, and from Montenegro
through the municipalities of Tutin, Djerekare and
Plievlja. Migrants have also been seen entering Serbia
from Bulgaria near the cities of Bosilegrad, Surdulica,
Dimitrovgrad and Zajecar.

Once in Serbia, migrants are usually smuggled in one of
three possible directions: north towards the Hungarian
border; west towards Bosnia and Herzegovina (across
the Sava or Drina rivers into the Republic of Srpska);

or north-west to Croatia (particularly via Sid or
Sombor). While Hungary used to be the most popular
destination, tougher border security since 2016 has
made it more difficult to enter. Still, some migrants
head north via Subotica towards the border crossing

SMUGGLING OF MIGRANTS



at Horgos or attempt crossing the Danube to reach Hungary. Others head east to
Romania via the municipality of Novi Knezevac (particularly around the villages of
Majdan and Rabe), and then try from there to cross into Hungary. Recent reports
suggest that some migrants are endeavouring to enter Romania from Serbia farther
south around Kikinda.?¢ Police have also discovered several tunnels (3-7 metres deep
and 15-30 metres long) under the wire fence along the Serbian-Hungarian border

in the vicinity of Szeged, Asotthalom and Kelebija. These tunnels are considered
relatively risky because of the likelihood of being caught or the danger of the tunnel
collapsing.?” Depending on the safety of the tunnel and the likelihood of success,
prices range from €500 to €5 000.%8

The smugglers

While some asylum While some asylum seekers and migrants follow a self-help approach, most rely on

. smugglers. There are roughly three categories of smugglers: fixers, gatekeepers and

seekers and migrants
package dealers.

follow a self-help

approach, most  Fixers

re/y on smugglers. Much of the smuggling of migrants in the Western Balkans seems relatively small-scale.
For example, there are many reports of taxis (some of them improvised or unlicensed)
driving migrants from the countryside to big cities, from cities to settlements close to
borders or picking them up at the borders. Rarely do they cross borders.

It is also quite common for private citizens or truck drivers to move small numbers
of asylum seekers or migrants for a fee. One recent trend is to hire ‘accompanying
personnel’ for truck drivers. The migrants are given a real letter from a company
based in Western Europe and travel documents for a person that resembles - but
is not - the bearer. These documents can be shown to the police as proof that the
migrant is returning home’. Fixers also put migrants in touch with smugglers or taxi
drivers, suggest routes and safe houses, and warn them about police patrols. Some
fixers also act as lookouts or scouts. They wait at bus and train stations to meet
expected arrivals. When new groups of migrants arrive in a town, the fixers pass
the information on to smugglers about the size and composition of the group. If the
fixers share the same ethnicity as members of the migrant group, they may act as a
go-between between the group and the smugglers.

Fixers usually operate within the borders of one country, unlike gatekeepers who
help people cross borders. They are characterized by low levels of operational
sophistication. The fact that there is such a prominent role for all kinds of fixers
suggests that the migrant-smuggling market is relatively open.

Figure 5 shows a sample of prices charged for transporting asylum seekers and
migrants within the six Western Balkan countries, usually by taxi. Prices range from
a minimum of €20 per person registered in Montenegro for transport from the
countryside to settlements close to the border with Bosnia and Herzegovina, to a
maximum of €500 to €700 per vehicle for crossing the entire territory of North
Macedonia from the Gevgelija area (close to the border with Greece) all the way to
Kumanovo, at the border with Serbia.
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Country From Via To Price (euros) | Conditions
Albania Pogradec Tirana border with 70 per person
Montenegro
Bosnia and internal Federation internal Federation internal 200-500 per person
Herzegovina (BiH) Federation
BiH Trebinje, Bileca and Foca | Mostar, Sarajevo, Travnik, Prozor | Una-Sana 100-300 per person
(Montenegrin border) or Jajce canton
BiH Foca, Cajnice, Rudo, Sarajevo Una-Sana 100-300 per person
Visegrad canton
BiH Zvornik, Bijeljina Tuzla, Banja Luka or Sarajevo Una-Sana 100-300 per person
canton
BiH internal internal The Republic of Srpska | internal 20-100 per person
The Republic of Srpska The Republic
of Srpska
BiH The Republic of Srpska internal Federation Sarajevo 150-200 per person
countryside
Montenegro Metaljika 15 km of forest Serbian 100 per vehicle (taxi)
border
Montenegro Pljevlja N/A Bosnian 50-150 per person
border
Montenegro internal Montenegro N/A villages close |20 per person
to BiH border
North Macedonia | Gevgelija and Star Veles Kumanovo 500-700 unknown
Dojran areas area
Serbia Internal Serbia Djala, Srpski Krstur and Banatsko | border with 50-100 per person
Arandjelovo settlements or Hungary and/
Vrbica and Majdan settlements | or Romania
Serbia Presevo N/A Belgrade 200 per person
Serbia Belgrade N/A Subotica 200-250 per person
Serbia internal Serbia N/A border with 50-200 per person
Hungary

FIGURE 5 Price list for internal movement within the Western Balkan countries.

SOURCE: Interviews conducted by GI-TOC country experts in the fourth quarter of 2020.

Prices vary according to the distance covered and the number of passengers (children

accompanying their parents often travel for free). Riskier journeys may cost more. For

example, some migrants in Montenegro have been charged €100 to travel the final

15 kilometres to a forest near the Serbian border. Overall, prices are relatively low,

since in many cases there is competition from regular train and bus lines.

Although the smuggling of migrants is illegal, we heard many stories from migrants

and people living in or familiar with migrant-smuggling hotspots about how the police

and border guards often act as fixers. For a fee, they can agree to either not be in a

particular place at a given time or to transport asylum seekers and migrants across

the border. Corrupt police and border officials have been arrested in a number of

locations. For example, in November 2020 the head of the border post in Zvornik,

Bosnia and Herzegovina, was arrested for smuggling migrants.?” Similarly, in August

2020 a policeman from Tirana was arrested in Pogradec, close to the border with

North Macedonia, while transporting two Syrian citizens in his car for €70 each.®°

Several cases have also been reported in Montenegro and North Macedonia.®*

SMUGGLING OF MIGRANTS
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Many migrants, particularly young men, take a self-help approach when moving through the region. © Sakis Mitrolidis/AFP via

Getty Images

A lawyer in Albania who helps clients apply for asylum
noted: ‘It is impossible to move immigrants from one
country to another or to ensure their transportation
within the country without the support of the local
police. Considering the fact that there are police
checkpoints on all major highways, how can it be

that these immigrants, who can be recognized not

only by their language, but also by their physical
appearance, are not stopped along the way? This is

an indication and confirmation that senior officials of
local police directorates are informed in advance by the
traffickers and take measures to clear the path to their
destination.”®? Indeed, at one point the whole chain of
command of the Tirana Regional Directorate of Border
and Emigration was dismissed; four police officials were
arrested on suspicion of being involved in the trafficking
of illegal immigrants in cooperation with travel agencies.®?

Gatekeepers

The most organized and lucrative forms of smuggling
appear to be around the borders that are the hardest
to cross: between Greece and North Macedonia;
North Macedonia and Serbia; Serbia and Hungary; and
Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. These key border
crossings are relatively well protected and therefore
riskier to cross. This makes it lucrative for smugglers

to charge people for safe passage. The criminal groups
at these locations seem to be a mix of locals with a
knowledge of the terrain and the movements of the
police, as well as nationals of countries where the
asylum seekers and migrants originate (like Afghanistan,

Pakistan, Morocco and Syria). They fit the description
of an organized-crime group, sometimes even with
transborder criminal networks. Some smugglers are
well-equipped and well-connected, including with
contacts in the police and border services. They are
also highly adaptable; even during the COVID-19 crisis,
smugglers have found ways to reach migrants and

organize smuggling operations.

Gatekeepers open the door to the next country along the
route, the most pivotal being entry into an EU country,
like Croatia or Hungary. In some cases, access is gained
on foot: the gatekeepers act as guides, leading a group

of their compatriots across a green border and then
returning across the border to help the next group. For
example, in Una-Sana canton, where many people are
held in refugee camps, smugglers who are themselves
migrants infiltrate the camps and negotiate the details of
a smuggling attempt. They then act as guides for small
groups of approximately five migrants to move on foot
through the forest to Croatia. These smugglers then
return to Bosnia and Herzegovina, hoping to earn enough
money to be able to pay other smugglers to transport
them in relative safety to a western European country.
Another example is Afghans or Pakistanis moving
compatriots from North Macedonia into southern Serbia.

Gatekeepers also arrange transportation using ferry
boats and rafts across blue borders, such as from Serbia
to Bosnia and Herzegovina across the Drina and Sava
rivers, or from Sombor in northern Serbia across the
Danube river to Hungary. Crossing a river can cost from
€100 to €500 per person.
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Gatekeepers also control access to tunnels, like the

one between Serbia and Hungary. Smugglers send

GPS coordinates to migrants to identify entry points to
the tunnels. The smugglers controlling this access are
usually from the countries of origin of migrants.>* They
may also own several second-hand or stolen cars, as
well as number plates from different countries in order
to look less conspicuous. Operation Riviera in Greece in
January 2021 took down a smuggling ring that owned a
fleet of 130 vehicles.®

The prices paid to this category of smugglers are
generally higher than those paid to fixers, because
gatekeepers help asylum seekers and migrants to

move across borders, including challenging natural
barriers like rivers and mountains. The cost may include
other benefits, such as a temporary safe haven. For
instance, migrants pay approximately €2 500 to travel
from Subotica in northern Serbia to a settlement near

the Hungarian border where they were accommodated
in abandoned farmhouses and factories before

being smuggled into Hungary. To cross from Greece
into Albania, migrants pay from €1 000 to €2 500:
these prices include transportation services from the
southern areas of Korca and Gjirokastra to either the
Adriatic ports of Vlora and Durres or the northern
cities of Shkodra and Kukes. Even short trips can be
relatively expensive, especially to cross well-managed
borders. Migrants reportedly pay approximately

€700 per person to be smuggled from Greece or
Bulgaria on foot over the Belasica mountain range to
Strumica, in the south of North Macedonia. Prices can
vary depending on the season, the size of the group
and the smugglers’ perception of the group’s capacity
to pay.

Figure 6 shows the prices that smugglers charge to
cross international borders.

From Via To Price (euros) | Conditions
Korca and Gjirokastra Tirana Vlora, Durres, Shkodra, | 3000-5 000 | includes bribes to
(Greece/Albania border) Kukes (North) border officials
Pljevlja (Montenegro) N/A Foca (BiH) 350-400 per person
Niksic area (Montenegro) | N/A Trebinje (BiH) 350 per person
Veles (North Macedonia) | N/A Kumanovo, then Serbia | 800-1 000 per person (includes car)
Veles (North Macedonia) | N/A Kumanovo, then Serbia | 1 000-2 500 | per vehicle
Belgrade (Serbia) Drina river Bihac 1500 package price
(group/family)
Thessaloniki (Greece) N/A Kumanovo, then Serbia | 700 per person
Subotica (Serbia) N/A Hungary 2500 includes accommodation
in hidden places
Horgos (Serbia) Tisa river Mérahalom 100-300 per person
(Hungary)
Novi KnezZevac (Serbia) Rabe, Majdan, Banatsko Arandjelovo, | Romania, Hungary 200-500 per person
Mokrin, Nakovo, Banatsko Veliko
Selo and Novi Kozarci
Inland Serbia Djala, Srpski Krstur and Banatsko inhabited settlements | 150-200 per person
Arandjelovo settlements or Vrbica in Hungary or
and Majdan settlements Romania
Serbia Drina river BiH 500 per person
Kumanovo N/A Serbia 500-600 per person
(North Macedonia) (surrounding Vranje)
Kukes (Albania) N/A Kosovo (Prizren area) 200 per person
Mitrovica (Kosovo) N/A Serbia 300 per person
Kelebija (Serbia) N/A Szeged and Asotthalom | 800-2 400 tunnel fee
(Hungary)

FIGURE 6 Cost of being smuggled across an international border.

SOURCE: Interviews conducted by GI-TOC country experts in the fourth quarter of 2020.
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Package dealers

The big money from smuggling is made through
package deals. Pulling off such deals requires a high
degree of sophistication and planning, as well as
transnational networks, documents and access to
vehicles. For several thousand euros, migrants in
Greece or Turkey are promised a package deal that
will get them to Western Europe. Crossing multiple
international borders in the region can cost anywhere
from €600 to €20 000 per person, depending on the
starting point and the destination (see Figure 3). In this
way, migrants can reach Croatia, Slovenia or ideally
Austria from any of the Western Balkans entry spots,
including Kakavia and Kapshtica in southern Albania,
Strumica and Gevgelija in southern North Macedonia
and Nis in southern Serbia. The price paid to get from
Iran or Afghanistan into any EU country ranges from
€3 000 to €3 500 per person. Migrants interviewed
in Bosnia and Herzegovina trying to get to Croatia
reported having paid around €6 000 from Pakistan.

The deals are often made in Greece or Turkey.
Smugglers use contacts in refugee camps or big cities
(often around ports) where asylum seekers and migrants
congregate or migrants come to them (for example,
around train and bus stations or ports).2¢ They offer

to arrange travel either to the border of one of the six
Western Balkan countries or all the way into central

or Western Europe. The package dealers act as trip
advisers, explaining the route, accommodation and
transportation. In some cases, for an additional fee,
the package deal may also include procuring travel
documents. These can either be forgeries or legitimate
documents of someone who resembles the user. The
payments are often arranged in advance.

Smugglers in Greece or Turkey rely on contacts in

the Western Balkan region and in the countries of
destination. A report of the Albanian ministry of interior
noted that ‘organized networks of traffickers, composed
of Greek and Albanian citizens, are frequently involved
in organizing their passage to Italy or to the border with

Albania, in exchange for payment’.?’

Networks based in Turkey allegedly play a significant
role in smuggling. Over the years, Turkey has hosted a
large number of Syrian and Iragi asylum seekers who
have frequently relied on Turkish smugglers who charge
from €6 000 to €20 000 to get to Western Europe

through Greece and the Balkan route, depending on the
number and composition of the group of individuals to
be smuggled.® Recently, there have also been cases of
smugglers trying to move asylum seekers from Albanian
or Montenegrin ports and marinas to Italian shores
across the Adriatic Sea.®”

In January 2020, 55 migrants were rescued off the

cost of Albania. They had each paid the smugglers

from US$2 000 to 4 000 for safe transport to Italy by
yacht; instead, they were taken by speedboat.*® In early
January, police in Vlora stopped 21 migrants who were
planning to illegally cross the Adriatic.** Neighbouring
Montenegro is facing a similar challenge. In October
2020, Montenegrin police in the Zelenika marina
intercepted a yacht with a Croatian flag and Serbian
crew that had originated in Budva and was heading

for Italy.*?> Upon inspecting the vessel, the police
discovered 52 Kurdish migrants on board.** Smugglers
in Turkey who had arranged the trip charged between
€5 000 and €8 000 per person for the transfer to Italy,
according to police sources.** That means the smugglers
earned around €300 000 from only one group of
approximately 50 migrants, with expenses estimated

at about €100 000.* That enables them to earn a
considerable profit from each group.

Package deals seem to be used mostly by families
(e.g. from Afghanistan or Syria or Kurds from Turkey)
who may have sufficient funds and want to avoid the
risk and hassle of a do-it-yourself or point-to-point
approach. Couples - especially those with children -
have much more to lose than men travelling alone in
case of detection or arrest.*¢

Figure 7 lists some of the prices reportedly paid for
journeys through the six Western Balkan states.

Self-help

Finally, some groups rely on their own wits and contacts
to make their way across borders and through countries.
They also rely on information acquired in refugee camps
and safe houses, through local contacts or social media
from groups that have gone before. In addition, they use
markings left along the way (like tin cans hung in trees,
graffiti on buildings, etc.). Some even take regular bus

or train services, for example from Podgorica to Pljevlja
in Montenegro or Sarajevo to Bihac*” in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, staying at hotels.*®
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From Via To Price (euros) Conditions

The Republic of Srpska | Croatia Slovenia 1000 per person

(BiH)

Greece Albania Kosovo 600 per person

Turkey The Republic of Srpska (BiH) | EU 3 000-5000 per person

Pakistan N/A BiH 6000 per person

Afghanistan, Iran Montenegro EU 3000-3 500 per person

Montenegrin port Adriatic Sea Italy 5000-8 000 per person

Greece North Macedonia Serbia 1 000-2 500 per person

Subotica Romania; Tovarnik (Croatia); | EU 2 000-8 000 per person, can include fake
or Tisza river near Djala, documents, vehicle rent and crossing
Tiszasziget (Hungary) the border with a fake passport

Serbia Romania Austria 5000 per person

Sombor (Serbia) Danube river/Bajski canal Hungary 3000 per person

Belgrade N/A Bihac 1500 per person

Serbia N/A Hungary 1000 per boat

MENA Western Balkans EU 10 000 unknown

Turkey Western Balkans EU 15 000-20 000 per family of four

Sabac (Serbia) BiH, Lika (Croatia) Slovenia 1 000-2 000 price for unaccompanied minors

Turkey Greece Serbia 6000 per person

FIGURE 7 Package prices for multiple international border crossings.

SOURCE: Interviews conducted by GI-TOC country experts in the fourth quarter of 2020.

Such groups actively try to avoid the police and
smugglers (whom they regard as predatory), and tend to
move quickly and under cover of darkness, for example
by following train tracks. Some of these self-help
groups may occasionally have to rely on the services of
fixers or gatekeepers where borders are well-guarded
or difficult to cross. Others use the self-help approach
out of necessity because they have run out of money
or had it taken from them by smugglers, thieves or

the police. The sentiments expressed by a young man
from Eritrea in a refugee centre in northern Serbia
were echoed by many other refugees and migrants
whom we interviewed for this report: ‘I always tried

to cross the border on my own because | do not have
much money. Here in the Balkans, everything is about
money."#’ This low-budget approach is sometimes

risky. For instance, sometimes the self-help groups try
to cross a border using a technique that they call ‘the
game’: several men (potentially minors) from a group of

perhaps 20, rush the border first, knowing that there

is a high chance they will get caught. This manoeuvre
diverts the attention of the police, letting the others
cross. The minors or people in the front of the group
who are caught are sent back over the border.>® The
understanding is that in the future, it will be their

turn to be in relative safety at the back of the group.
But this ‘game’ is not fun for those who get caught:
there are reports of beatings and other human rights
violations by the police, particularly on the border

with Croatia.®* Furthermore, it seems to becoming
increasingly difficult to ‘win’ the game. Several migrants
whom we interviewed in Una-Sana county, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, as well as in Subotica, Serbia, mentioned
that they had tried the game between five and twenty
times but had been successful. Some, however,
expressed frustration and were looking for alternative
routes while others, like a young man from Tunisia, after
trying five times to cross the border from Serbia into
Hungary or Romania said ‘| am used to a hard life in my

country. This is nothing for me, and | will do it again’.>?
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Modalities of smuggling and payments

Some arrangements for smuggling migrants through the Western Balkans are made outside
of the region, particularly for package deals or the first leg of the trip. Sometimes deals

are arranged using the hawala system (more of which later in the report). Services are
contracted in Turkey or in the country of origin, where the migrants pay the full amount

of the requested money in advance to an agreed account. After that, the travel organizers
gradually withdraw funds from the account after each successful crossing of a certain
border. Another business model that is more advantageous to the client involves payment
of a percentage of the fee (e.g. 50%) upfront at the beginning of the journey. The remainder
is paid at the end of the journey, as a kind of completion fee, for instance by family or
friends back home or in the country of destination.

Unlike in 2015-2016, asylum seekers and migrants now seem to be wary of carrying

large amounts of cash for fear of being robbed by thieves or the police. They tend to
access money along the way by using money transfer services, such as Western Union or
Moneygram. The money is usually sent by family members in their countries of origin or
from family and friends in Western Europe.>® An employee in one such office in Pristina
said that the migrants generally only withdraw relatively small amounts of money, between
€50 and €200.>* This shows that they are paying to move point-to-point. Another way to
transfer money and pay for smuggling services is to deposit money into accounts made on
online bookmakers. The smugglers, using a code given to them by the migrants, deduct the
fee from the account once the migrants cross the border.

Migrants tend to travel in small groups of around 15 people. They find their way using apps
like Google Maps and often save the routes in their phones with GPS coordinates. They
communicate using social media, such as WhatsApp, Facebook and Viber.>> Some groups
have even posted 'tutorials' on YouTube on how to travel from Albania to Montenegro

and then on to Croatia, even providing information about the National Centre for Asylum
seekers in Babrru, near Tirana.”® Others rely on more analogue methods, like following

rivers or train tracks, as well as the markings left by those who have gone before.

Migrants encounter smugglers in camps, through pre-arranged contacts or the Internet,
phone or social networks, as well as at well-known meeting places in towns and cities
(like parks, transport hubs or car parks) where they make ‘connections for departure’ for
the onward journey.”’

Smuggling is mainly used by migrants when they seek to cross borders. Where the chance
of detection is high, asylum seekers and migrants tend to move on foot and usually at night.
They are driven to a green area by the border and then use a smuggler (or their own wits)
to cross the border. They are often met at the other side, either by a pre-arranged contact
or a freelancing enabler, such as a taxi driver.”® Court cases, for example in Serbia, show that
it is extremely difficult to convict a taxi driver of smuggling, as he or she could claim to be
transporting a paying client.

Sometimes smugglers use specially adapted motor vehicles with a double-bottom or a
redesigned trunk. Other migrants are smuggled in the trunks of cars or by truck, hidden
under a tarpaulin. Occasionally, this is done with the knowledge of the driver in return for a
fee; in other cases, a migrant crawls into a truck or trailer of a freight vehicle when the driver
is not looking. In North Macedonia, there have been many reported cases of migrants trying
to jump onto moving trains, sometimes with fatal consequences.
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Some asylum seekers and migrants avoid at least one dangerous border crossing Smugg[,’ng is mam[y
by flying straight into the capital of one of the six Western Balkan countries. Some
nationalities that have visa-free arrangements, including citizens of Iran and Turkey, used to cross

fly into a capital like Belgrade or Podgorica and start their journey from there. borders. Where the
There also reports that Kurds from Turkey have opened companies in Montenegro risk Of detection is
that operate as fronts for migrant smuggling. These companies are often used to

issue letters guaranteeing employment, but then close soon after. The fact that h’gh asylum seekers
the prices charged to Kurds are relatively high (between €5 000 and €10 000 per and migmntg tend
person) suggests a degree of sophistication. People on the move tend to stay in
refugee camps, where available, or safe houses like private homes, empty houses or to move on fOOt and

abandoned buildings. Some can even afford to stay in local hotels. USUG”)/ at night.

People on the move often apply for asylum even if they know that they have little
chance of success. This enables them to buy time to stay in the country until their
claim is processed. The numbers in Albania are illustrative. According to a report

of the interior ministry, there were 6 703 applications for asylum in 2019, 56.3%

of the total number of 11 890 immigrants. And yet, as many as 5 831 or 87% of
these applicants left the asylum seekers’ centre in Babrru before finalization of

their asylum process. From January to March 2020, there were 2 088 asylum
requests, representing 49.5% of the detained immigrants. As many as 1 124 of these
immigrants left the asylum seekers’ centre. As the data shows, there is a widespread
tendency to abuse the right to asylum.®?

Migrants squatting in an abandoned building in Belgrade. © Pierre Crom/Getty Images
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The dangers of smuggling

Being smuggled is inherently dangerous. The most
obvious is the risk of getting caught. At some borders,
like between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia,
the police and border guards have a fierce reputation,
including for beating migrants who are caught and

taking their money and belongings.®

Theft is also a risk. As noted by a humanitarian worker
in North Macedonia, ‘very often smugglers take all

the money from the refugees and then they just leave
them on the road or on some mountain path so the
migrants can't orient where they are’.¢* There are

even reports of extortion, kidnapping and blackmail.
Indeed, some migrants refer to North Macedonia as
‘Mafidonia’ because of its reputation for crime - not
only that committed by Macedonian citizens, but also by
smugglers from the Middle East and North Africa.®?

There are sometimes reports of robbery of and fights
among migrants, for example in the camps. There

are also reports of some migrants, particularly from
Afghanistan and Morocco, using or dealing drugs.®®

Smugglers sometimes drive recklessly to avoid being
caught by the police. In one of several accidents
involving migrants in North Macedonia in 2020, a car
carrying 12 migrants crashed into a police vehicle;
two of the migrants were killed. Migrants have also

been killed on train tracks, either through contact with
high-voltage cables or being hit by a train.®* In 2015,
14 migrants who had fallen asleep on the train tracks,
were killed by a train travelling from Thessaloniki to
Belgrade.®® There have also been reports of migrants

drowning while attempting to cross a river.%

Women, particularly those travelling alone, are vulnerable
to being raped or forced to pay for their journey with
sexual favours. An investigation of one case of migrant
smuggling near Mostar in Bosnia and Herzegovina showed
that smugglers used a migrant woman from Iran (with an
underage child) as an in-kind payment for a smuggling
operation. She was kept in an apartment for several
months and was forced to clean it and prepare food for
dozens of migrants who stayed there temporarily.¢” In
places where migrants are held up on their journey, there
are increasing reports of desperate migrants becoming
vulnerable to human trafficking, including begging, petty
crime, forced labour and sexual exploitation.

Most people on the move do not seek help from the
police, humanitarian organizations or civil society for
fear of being caught or separated from their groups.
As an NGO representative in North Macedonia said:
‘They always have that scared look in their eyes. They
simply want to reach Europe and any harassment they
experience they don't want to report.®

Estimating the size and value of the market

How lucrative is the market for the smuggling of
migrants through the Western Balkans? This is difficult
to answer because, in addition to information about the
total population migrating through the region and the
prices paid to smugglers, one needs to consider several
intervening variables such as whether the migrants

are travelling alone or as a family; additional fees for
travel documents and bribes; and how many times a
person has to cross the same border before reaching his
destination. Nevertheless, by focusing on the hotspots,

it is possible to get a sense of the size of illicit economy.

One impediment to calculating the scope of the illicit
economy for the smuggling of migrants through the

Western Balkans is that the people on the move have
a wide range of experiences. As demonstrated in this

report, there is a diversity of routes, different modes
of travel and a wide range of costs. There are stories
of migrants literally walking through the Balkans and
incurring almost no expenses, while others have paid
thousands of euros to travel from Turkey to the EU.
There is also an element of luck: some migrants are
caught at borders or get stuck in transit (in camps or
because of COVID-19), whereas others are able to
move quickly. Another challenge is to estimate how
much of the money earned from smuggling actually
stays in the region: as noted in this report, many of
the more lucrative deals are made before asylum
seekers and migrants enter the Western Balkans, while
some of the payments are made only after they reach

their destination outside the region.
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One method of calculating the market is to take a
longitudinal approach: to follow a select group of
migrants from the beginning of their journey to the
end. This would make sense if there was one high-
volume flow of people. However, as demonstrated in
this report, the people on the move who are travelling
through the Western Balkans are coming from a wide
range of countries using various routes. Therefore,

we chose to focus on the markets in the places most
frequented by the mixed migrants. Calculating the
illicit economy in these specific locations over a limited
period of time provides a sharp focus on a cross-section
of the market against an otherwise blurry background.
By using this approach in the main entry and exit
hotspots in the region, we develop a good idea of the
market in these key locations and form an impression
of the potential illicit economy for the smuggling of
migrants. That is mainly because interviews with
different stakeholders suggest that once entering the
Western Balkans either through North Macedonia or
Albania, migrants do not spend more than two to three
weeks to get to the borders with Croatia, Hungary or
Romania.®’

The formula created to figure out the value (V) of the
market for smuggling of migrants in the six countries

of the Western Balkans for 2020 multiplies the total
population moving through the region (¢) by the prices
(p) paid to the traffickers. Demonstrated as an equation,
the formula can be written as:

V=tXp

Rather than the total number of individuals, # (i.e., total
population) is a variable meant to represent the total
number of attempts made by those migrants who try
to cross the border and thus actively contribute to the
generation of the market. Each total takes into account

information which can be gathered using data from

international organizations like the IOM and UNHCR,
as well as interviews with migrants and officials at
reception centres.

For triangulation purposes, another round of calculations
of ¢is based on publicly available information on total
pushbacks carried out by border police officers, as well

as deportations and prevented attempts.

Concerning p for the prices, information is scarce

and subject to misinterpretation. The values used for
this report have been directly collected in the field
through interviews with relevant stakeholders, including
migrants, community leaders, humanitarian NGOs,
journalists and law-enforcement officials.!

However, this generic formula does not take into
account the fact that migrants may face impediments
along the way. Therefore, a third variable (R) needs

to be introduced to represent the success (or failure)
coefficient of the smuggling process. With this in mind,
the updated formula is:

V=tXpXR

For each hotspot there is a corresponding price, and
for each price a corresponding specific success/failure
coefficient based on the level of risk.

As noted, since 2016 many of the borders traversed
by asylum seekers and migrants in 2015 have become
increasingly better protected. Restrictions introduced
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic have also
constrained mobility. Natural barriers like mountains
and rivers also need to be factored in when calculating
risk. To illustrate this as an equation, R is determined
by weighting the chances of success between 0% and
100% where y is a number between zero and one. For
example, 0.1 corresponds to a 10% success coefficient,
0.5 to 50% success coefficient and so on, up to the

Triangulation is necessary to overcome the following limitations of the information sources. Data from international migration

organizations tells us how many people are in or around camps for asylum seekers and migrants at any particular time, but there is a
shadow number of people who avoid such places. Moreover, if most migrants and asylum seekers are travelling from North Macedonia
and Albania in a northerly direction and transit the region within less than a year, they may travel through three or four countries of the
Western Balkans during their journey, with the likelihood that they will be counted more than once. As for police data, it tells us how
many people were caught, but not how many successfully crossed undetected. Nor does it help us ascertain if those who were stopped
and sent back - for example from Croatia to Bosnia and Herzegovina or from Hungary to Serbia - tried again (and again).

The figures quoted should be seen within a certain margin of error, given the lack of trust, particularly among asylum seekers and
migrants, in sharing too much information on the one hand and the tendency of law enforcement and some journalists to inflate

the numbers on the other. For this report, the values have been defined by calculating the weighted mean of the different estimates
provided, distributing more weight to migrants’ calculations wherever available.
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maximum of one, corresponding to a success of 100%.
In the latter case, the price paid would correspond to
the successful smuggling procedure on the first attempt
for all individuals counted in .

R=% with 0>y=1

In each case, we have determined y based on
information provided at the local level by migrants,
NGOs, the police and other people familiar with the
risks associated with particular trafficking routes.

Each variable has to be considered in the local context
and in relation to the other two variables. For example,
paying a fee to a gatekeeper to cross the Drina river
might be relatively expensive but also have a high rate
of success, whereas the cost of hiring an enabler to
help get through the forest from the Una-Sana canton
in Bosnia and Herzegovina to Croatia may be relatively
low, but so too is the chance of success.

As noted above, to reduce the number of ‘known
unknowns’ - or intervening variables - we decided to
focus on specific hotspots where it appears that most
of the smuggling of migrants is taking place. These

can be divided into three zones, some of which entail
more than one border crossing: zone one, the borders
between Greece and North Macedonia, and Greece
and Albania (the entry points to the Western Balkans);
zone two, the border between Bosnia and Herzegovina
and Croatia (also taking into account journeys arranged
in Una-Sana canton via Croatia to Slovenia or Italy); and
zone three, the borders between Serbia and Hungary
and Romania, which are a key exit to the EU.

Zone 1: Borders between Greece and
North Macedonia, and Greece and Albania

Most migrants and asylum seekers enter the Western
Balkans from Greece either around Gevgelija in North
Macedonia or near Kakavia and Kapshtica in Albania.
Separate calculations are made for the two Albanian
crossings because of different prices and success rates.
In the case of the border between Greece and North
Macedonia, the success rate R and prices along this
particular route are affected by improved border security
(and therefore greater risk), resulting from increased
cooperation between North Macedonian and Greek
border authorities as well as the deployment of additional

border police from eight Western European countries.”®

A conservative estimate of the market for smuggling of
migrants at the southern border of the Western Balkans
ranges from €11.8 to €17.7 million on the border
between Greece and North Macedonia, and €7.5 to
€11.5 million between Greece and Albania.”*

In total, in 2020 the migrant-smuggling business at
the main entry points to the Western Balkans at the
borders between Greece and neighbouring North
Macedonia and Albania can be estimated to be in the
range of €19.5 to €29 million.

Zone 2: Border between Bosnia and
Herzegovina and the EU

One of the biggest hotspots is the border between
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia, particularly
around the city of Bihac in Una-Sana canton. In this
zone, we have factored in the fact that deals are also
made in Una-Sana canton to smuggle migrants via
Croatia to Slovenia and Italy. A less-travelled route is to
head north rather than north-east, particularly across
the Gradiska river to the north-east of Banja Luka, then
around the Brcko district and across the border into
Croatia.”? These are the key exit points for migrants
transiting the Western Balkans and seeking to enter the
EU. As a result, the total number of people, the cost
and the risks are all relatively high. Our estimate is that
the market in this region was worth around €7 million
to €10.5 million in 2020, the vast majority of which was

generated in Una-Sana canton.

This may seem low, but it should be kept in mind that
these are mostly young men paying inexpensive fees or

trying to cross the border on their own.

Zone 3: Border between Serbia and
Hungary and Romania

The other main exit from the Western Balkans to the
EU is from northern Serbia to Hungary and Romania.
The main hotspots are Horgos, the area around
Subotica, Sombor, tunnels in the Kelebija area and
across the Tisza river for those people moving east
towards Romania and then back into Hungary. But
increasingly, because of tight border controls between
Serbia and Hungary, migrants are trying to move from
Serbia to Hungary via Romania. The estimated value
of the market in this area ranges from €8.5 million to
€10.5 million in 2020.
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Conclusion

With a margin error of £ 20%, the total market value at
the entry points in the south ranges from €20 million
to €28 million, while the estimated value at the exit
points is between €14.4 million and €21.4 million. The
discrepancy could be attributed in part to the fact that
more people are using the services or smugglers to
enter the Western Balkans rather than to exit, not least

since they have run out of money by the time they move

north.”® The data would also suggest that there are
more attempts and pushbacks on the northern borders
between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia as well

as between Serbia, Hungary and Romania, though it

might also imply a tendency to underestimate pushbacks

operated at the southern Western Balkan borders.

By applying the same + 20% margin of error, our
conservative estimate for the total value of the migrant-
smuggling market, calculated as the average between
potential attempts and pushbacks, throughout the three
zones is between €33.7 million and €50.6 million. The
total for the Western Balkans is no doubt slightly higher,
as some people may be taking routes other than those

covered in the four main zones, for example from Albania

to Italy by boat.

When calculating the value chain, it should be kept

in mind that the portion of the journey through the
Western Balkans is part of a longer route. Additional
money is being made both upstream and downstream
from the Western Balkans. Furthermore, it is our
sense that the Western Balkans is considered a
low-budget route. People with more resources are
seeking other routes and modes of transportation, for
example in boats from Turkey or Greece to Western
European countries (particularly Italy). Alternatively,
they might fly from one of Greece’s many airports (or
from Turkey or Serbia) to the EU using counterfeit

or real travel documents of similar-looking people.

In addition, money being paid for package deals to
transit the Western Balkans is changing hands outside
the region, albeit with payoffs to local facilitators. In
conclusion, an annual turnover of at least €50 million
is a sizeable illicit market, especially in economically
disadvantaged border regions. But the big money for
smuggling migrants through the Western Balkans is
being made elsewhere.

Desperate migrants often face pushbacks from police at borders to the European Union. © Federico Scoppa/AFP via Getty Images
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he six Western Balkan countries remain a major transit region for the

trafficking of cannabis and heroin and, increasingly, cocaine and synthetic

drugs. Recent seizures show how drugs are being brought into the region,
stored (usually close to logistics hubs), cut, repackaged and distributed to markets
farther afield. In general, cannabis moves eastwards from Albania, while heroin moves
west from Turkey, criss-crossing North Macedonia and Kosovo before being sent
north to Western and central Europe. Emerging regional trends include:

B |ncreased cannabis cultivation (particularly indoors) in countries other than
Albania, like Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia and Serbia.
A major flow of cannabis from the WBé to Bulgaria.
An influx of cocaine from several directions, including Croatia, Greece and
Black Sea ports in Bulgaria and Romania.

B Anincrease in the production and use of synthetic drugs.

This section gives an overview of the markets, prices and trafficking routes for
cannabis, heroin, cocaine and synthetic drugs. It also looks at the major hotspots
of drug trafficking in the region and the modalities of this illicit activity. Primary
information is based on interviews in the hotspots with former and current officials
in the police and interior ministry, prosecutors, local investigative journalists, civil
society activists, lawyers and people who are either part of or familiar with the

drug milieu.”*
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Cannabis

Cannabis is the most commonly used drug in the Western Balkans, as well as the
most frequently seized.”> Unlike other drugs, cannabis is produced in the Western
Balkans. While Albania has traditionally been the largest producer, cultivation

there declined significantly since the peak in 2016, following a major crackdown by
Albanian law enforcement. Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that cannabis
cultivation - particularly indoors - is increasing in other countries of the region.

In Albania, cannabis is mostly grown around the Dukagjin and Kruja highlands,

and in the Vlora region. It is also grown in the area around Memaliaj, Tepelena and
Gjirokastra, as well as around Fier, Librazhd, Lezha, Mallakastra, Bulgize, Devoll and
Lac.”® In the production market, a kilogram of cannabis sells for between €1 200 and
€1 400, while higher-quality skunk (a hybrid variety) grown indoors costs €1 600 to
€2 000 per kilogram.

Cannabis from Albania is trafficked in several directions. Some is transported by boat
to Italy (from Vlora, Fier, Himara or Lezha). A six-month-old Albanian cannabis plant
is worth €1 800 to €2 000 in Italy. Another popular trafficking route goes south
through Ohrid and Bitola in North Macedonia towards Greece. Cannabis is also
trafficked from Albania to Greece by boat, across the mountains or through crossing
points at Qafe Bote/Sagiada, Kapshtica/Krystallopigi, and Kakavia/Ktismata. After
crossing the border from Albania into North Macedonia