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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

s the third-largest criminal activity in the world and comprising some of the most lucrative illicit

economies, environmental crime is an issue that transcends national borders, and its precise

impacts are difficult to determine.* The universally accepted definition of environmental
crime encompasses all illegal activities that directly harm the environment, including pollution, wildlife
trafficking, illegal logging and illegal fishing.? While environmental crime, by definition, poses a threat
to our natural environment, it also has consequences for human health. For example, in Serbia alone,
an average of 6 592 people die prematurely each year as a result of ambient air pollution, making it
the seventh leading cause of death in the country.® On a global scale, environmental crime is having
an increasingly deleterious impact, growing at a rate of 5%-7% per year and causing annual losses
of US$110-US$281 billion.* Despite being as profitable as illegal drug trafficking, it is more difficult
to detect, prosecute and punish, making it particularly attractive to organized crime groups seeking

lower sanctions and higher profits.

All major forms of environmental crime are present in the Western Balkans, from illegal logging
in Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina and pollution in Albania and Serbia, to the smuggling of
endangered species in Montenegro and illegal poaching in North Macedonia.> Environmental crime
in the Western Balkans is driven by a number of notable factors, the most evident of which is limited
public awareness. Added to this is the low institutional capacity and weak rule of law in the region.
Some types of environmental crime also leave few or no traces, are easily concealed, or are deliberately
covered up (for example, by arson). This makes it difficult to bring cases to court, and the small number
of reported cases shows that there is insufficient evidence gathering and, above all, inadequate
investigation. For example, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1 939 days after the citizens’ association Eko
Forum Zenica filed a criminal complaint against a steelworks plant for causing air pollution in the city
of Zenica, the chief prosecutor’s office suspended the investigation.® Eko Forum reported that the
prosecutor’s office had reasoned that the parties involved had made efforts to address the complex
environmental issues and that there was no deliberate wrongdoing.” It is therefore necessary to
strengthen the entire chain of investigation and prosecution, which is one of the areas that measures

taken to combat environmental crime should address.

Although the Western Balkans 6 (hereafter ‘WB&') countries - namely, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia - have legal frameworks in place to protect against

environmental crime, experts interviewed for this research report noted that political corruption



Environmental pollution, including pollution of air, water and soil
@ Illegal trade, storage and production of hazardous waste and substances
lllegal trade or possession of protected wild animal and plant species

g Timber theft, deforestation and illegal logging

Illegal hunting and fishing

FIGURE 1 Types of environmental crime identified in the Western Balkans.

prevents court proceedings from taking place and satisfactory verdicts from being reached.® Indeed,
the number of proceedings initiated by prosecutors for crimes against the environment would lead
one to believe that the Western Balkans is an ecological haven of clean air, unpolluted rivers and
well-preserved forests. In 2021, for example, there were relatively few environmental crime indict-
ments: 80 in Albania, 256 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 471 in Kosovo, 166 in Montenegro, 113 in North
Macedonia and only 13 in Serbia.? While comprehensive data on the total number of environmental
crimes committed is difficult to obtain, these figures appear disproportionately low. Interviewees,
including crime investigators, environmental activists and legal professionals, consistently emphasized
that the number of indictments does not reflect the actual scale of environmental harm or the volume
of reported offences.’® In Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, available data indicates a very limited
number of convictions for environmental crimes, highlighting a significant enforcement gap. In all
WB6 countries, information regarding investigations, indictments and court proceedings is often

fragmented, not publicly available unless requested and not kept updated.

The Western Balkan countries have also made limited progress in further aligning their policies and
legislation with the European Union acquis - the set of common laws, rights and obligations to
which member states are bound - in areas such as water management, chemicals and environmental
crime.™ This alignment is particularly important given that all six countries are either candidates or
potential candidates for EU membership, as compliance with environmental standards is a key part

of the accession process.

Methodology

In 2022 and 20283, six civil society organizations, one from each of the WB6, contributed to the
Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC)’s first regional research project on
environmental crime in South Eastern Europe.’ The initiative aimed to build local capacity to better
understand and address environmental crime as a form of organized crime. It was also intended to
support greater resilience, understood - as defined in the Global Organized Crime Index - as the ability

of societies and institutions to prevent, disrupt and recover from the harms caused by organized crime.’®



These six organizations collected data and conducted 110 interviews with other civil society
organizations, media, academia, local government departments, the private sector, law enforcement
agencies, anti-corruption units, and international and regional organizations to identify trends,
manifestations and community responses to environmental crime. Roughly 35% of interviewees in
the region were exposed to vulnerable groups and victims whose experiences were documented
with the GI-TOC’s commitment to protecting their identities. Each of the participating civil society
organizations contributed a national study that analyzed domestic legislation, enforcement practices
and the practical challenges of combating environmental crime. These reports represent some of the
earliest comprehensive assessments of environmental crime in their respective countries and aim to

support local advocacy and policy reform efforts.

In addition to this analysis, each organization presented a set of recommendations that propose solu-
tions to prevent environmental crime and mitigate its harmful consequences. These recommendations
address policy reforms, enforcement strategies and community engagement initiatives, providing a

multifaceted approach to combat environmental crime effectively.

Key points

®  Environmental crime is widespread in the WB6, with Serbia experiencing some of the highest
levels of air pollution in the world. River pollution is prevalent in Albania, Kosovo, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina; illegal logging in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Kosovo; and wildlife
trafficking in Montenegro.

m  Despite improved regulations, environmental crime enforcement in the Western Balkans faces
significant challenges, requiring multi-sector collaboration and clear distinction between admin-
istrative and criminal offences.

m  Civil society representatives, journalists and activists are leading the fight against environmental
crime and are crucial in raising awareness, reporting violations and pushing for policy changes,
but they need more support, funding and resources.

m  Citizens often fear reporting environmental crimes, especially when the offenders are powerful
entities, highlighting the need for strengthening trust between citizens and authorities. Public
awareness about environmental crimes and reporting procedures also remains low, necessitating
comprehensive awareness campaigns.

m  Prosecutors’ offices and the police tend to deprioritize environmental crime investigations, often
pursuing lighter sentences for offenders.

®  Tackling environmental crime requires
strong international cooperation and
a multi-stakeholder approach, as pro-
moted by the EU’s Lisbon Treaty.™

The Drina River in Bosnia and Herzegovina
has become heavily polluted due to poor
waste management practices in the country
and neighbouring Serbia and Montenegro.

© Samir Jordamovic/Anadolu via Getty Images



ENVIRONMENTAL CRIME
EXPOSED

nvironmental crime ranks among the most lucrative transnational criminal activities, generating
an estimated US$110-US$281 billion annually. It includes offences such as illegal logging, wildlife
trafficking, unregulated fishing and hazardous waste dumping.*® The Financial Action Task Force
(FATF) classifies environmental crimes as predicate offences for money laundering and calls on both

public and private sectors to improve the detection of financial flows stemming from such activities.*

Environmental crime is widely acknowledged to be the fourth largest form of criminal activity globally.’”
While it is commonly viewed as an illicit economy relegated to the Global South, the wealthier countries of
Europe are also significantly affected. Indeed, for the period 2018-2021, joint efforts by law enforcement
agencies in the EU resulted in seizures totalling €8.3 million and 829 people arrested in member states in
connection with environmental crime.’® The EU has prioritized environmental crime in the fight against
organized crime, focusing on disrupting criminal networks involved in waste and wildlife trafficking. This
includes targeting individuals and networks capable of infiltrating legitimate businesses or setting up

their own companies to facilitate these crimes.”

In April 2024, the EU updated its Environmental Crime Directive, which aims to protect and preserve
biodiversity and ecosystems, reduce pollution and improve waste management.?° Given the historically
low prosecution rates for environmental crimes in the EU, the updated directive not only introduces
new types of environmental offences but also provides for more severe penalties to strengthen the fight
against such crimes.?! It also empowers civil society and NGOs to bring civil actions in relation to these
offences.?? This development is particularly relevant to the Western Balkans, as it aligns with the EU’s
Green Agenda for the region, signed in 2020, which emphasizes the need to build institutional capacity
for environmental monitoring and enforcement. The directive sets a clear benchmark for candidate
countries, reinforcing the Green Agenda’s goal of strengthening administrative and legal mechanisms to

combat environmental crime.?®

As part of their aspirations to join the EU, the countries of the Western Balkans must comply with EU
standards on environmental protection and conservation, yet their scores for environmental criminal
markets, as measured by the Global Organized Crime Index, are consistently higher than the European
average.” The Index assesses the level of organized crime in 193 countries and their resilience to criminal
threats, including environmental crimes related to flora (illegal trade and possession of protected plant

species), fauna (poaching and trade of protected animal species) and non-renewable resources (illegal



Serbia has some of the

highest levels of air pollution

in the world. The situation

is particularly severe for
communities living near
industrial and mining operations,
as pictured here in the city of

Smederevo. Photo: Pokret Tvdava

extraction and trade of natural resources such as oil, gold and precious metals). The Index examines
these crimes under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora (CITES) and relevant national laws. According to the Index, fauna crime levels in the Western
Balkans are higher than the European average but lower than the global average, while flora and

non-renewable resource crimes are higher than both European and global averages (see Figure 2).

Compared to other criminal markets in the Western Balkans (such as the illicit drug trade, human
trafficking and firearms trafficking), environmental crimes appear to have a lower prevalence in
the region. However, law enforcement agencies often treat environmental crimes as a low priority
compared to other offences, typically imposing minor penalties such as fines, which means that this
may not reflect the true scope of the problem. The issue is compounded by inadequate media and
civil society coverage, which tends to be inconsistent and focused on isolated incidents rather than
providing comprehensive analysis. This sporadic reporting, combined with insufficient investigation,
makes it difficult to understand the full extent of environmental crime in the region or to effectively

identify illegal activities and their perpetrators.

Country Fauna crim Flora crimes Non-renewable resource crimes

es
Albania 3.50 4.00 5.00
Bosnia and Herzegovina 3.50 5.00 4.00
Kosovo 2.50 4.00 4.00
Montenegro 5.00 3.00 3.50
North Macedonia 3.00 4.00 3.50
Serbia 5.00 5.00 5.00
Western Balkan average 3.75 417 417
European average 3.39 3.00 3.34
Global average 490 4.02 4.76

FIGURE 2 Prevalence of environmental criminal markets in the Western Balkan countries.
NOTE: Scores are out of 10, with 10 being the highest level of criminality.
SOURCE: GI-TOC, Global Organized Crime Index 2025



Women in the fight for the future

In the Western Balkans, women are emerging as lead-
ing voices in environmental protection. Their activism
has gained international attention, including support from
Oscar-winning actor Leonardo DiCaprio, whose founda-
tion backed an initiative to protect the rivers of Bosnia
and Herzegovina and the wider region.?®> On Earth Day
in 2023, DiCaprio recognized activists from Bosnia and
Herzegovina as one of seven prominent groups from
around the world who have fearlessly fought for the pro-
tection of the environment, particularly against the con-
struction of hydropower plants, which poses significant
environmental risks.?¢ He specifically acknowledged the
work of Lejla Kusturica, leader of the Foundation Atelier
for Community Transformation in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
as an inspiration for environmental activists worldwide.?’
Kusturica led the NGO in lobbying the federal government

to ban future construction of power plants.?®

A significant victory for environmental activists came in July
2022, when thousands of women united across Bosnia and
Herzegovina to campaign against the construction of hydro-
power plants in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina
(BiH). After sustained protests, including physical blockades,
legal challenges, political advocacy and media campaigns,
the activists managed to put a stop to the construction.
However, with only 3% of Bosnia and Herzegovina's terri-
tory currently protected, the fight continues to preserve

other threatened natural resources, including the country’s

ancient forests.

One of the most notable examples of successful activism
occurred at the Kruscica River, where local women occupied
a bridge for over 500 days and nights to prevent the construc-
tion of a hydropower plant. Despite facing police violence
and harsh winter conditions, the women persisted and ulti-
mately prevailed, later earning multiple awards for their ded-
ication.?? The women had earlier presented their cause at the
European Parliament, advocating against hydropower plant
construction to guard against river pollution.*° In Albania, the
campaign to protect the Valbona River, often described as
the country’s ‘mystical heart’, attracted support from local
singers and artists. who joined the effort to prevent hydro-

power development in Valbona Valley National Park.3!

The latest environmental struggle has emerged in Serbia, where
Chinese investment has brought new challenges. Since January
2024, women from the village of Krivelj, in eastern Serbia,
have been holding regular protests against a Chinese state-
owned company that, according to SeeNews, has invested
US$2.5 billion into Serbian copper mines over five years.®2 The
women are demanding that the mining company relocate their
village due to the environmental impact of open-pit copper

mining, citing concerns about land and water contamination.®?

Women's activism across the Western Balkans demon-
strates how grassroots movements can effectively challenge
environmental threats and strengthen regional resilience.
These groups’ commitment to preserving natural resources
for future generations continues to inspire environmental

protection efforts throughout the region. |

In the Bosnian town of Kruscica,
women protested for 500 days
against the construction of

a hydropower plant. Women
activists are emerging as

leading voices in environmental
protection in the region. Photo:
Screengrab from Rewild, The Brave
Women of Kruscica, YouTube



SPOTLIGHT ON
ENVIRONMENTAL CRIME IN
THE WESTERN BALKANS

ccording to fieldwork conducted for this research, law enforcement agencies typically
devote less attention to environmental crimes compared to other criminal activities.
Europol has identified seven criminal networks in Europe that specialize exclusively in
environmental criminal markets: four focus on waste and pollution crimes and three on wildlife
crimes. Beyond this, an additional 12 criminal networks were found to engage in environmental

crimes as part of their broader portfolio, frequently combining these with drug trafficking.3*

Italian criminal organizations, particularly mafia-style groups, dominate the waste and pollu-
tion crimes landscape. These organizations have established operations primarily in Italy, the
Netherlands and Spain.® Investigation findings reveal that criminal networks often employ
similar smuggling routes for multiple illegal activities, moving wildlife, humans, firearms and

drugs along the same paths.3®

Understanding the different types of environmental crimes is essential for comprehending the
prevalence of these crimes in the Western Balkan region. In a 2021 report, the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) identified several hotspots of environmental
crime in the Western Balkans, including illegal waste dumping, fishing and logging.®” In Serbia,
for example, the Bor and Kolubara regions suffer from industrial pollution linked to mining, while
illegal logging is widespread primarily due to weak enforcement. In North Macedonia, areas
around Skopje and Tetovo face severe air pollution and illegal waste dumping. In Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the Una-Sana canton and parts of the Republic of Srpska are affected by illegal
deforestation and poor waste management. Meanwhile, Skadar Lake in Montenegro is under
pressure from unregulated tourism, illegal construction and ecosystem degradation related to

infrastructure projects such as the Bar-Boljare highway.®®



The construction of a highway between Bar in Montenegro and Boljare in Serbia degraded the ecosystem of

Skadar Lake, one of Europe’s largest freshwater reserves. © Savo Prelevic/AFP via Getty Images

Research by the GI-TOC has also documented a range of environmental crimes across the WB6,
including waste trafficking in Drvar and Bosansko Grahovo (Bosnia and Herzegovina), illegal logging in
Jahorina and Bjelasnica (also in Bosnia and Herzegovina), and severe air and water pollution in Bor and
Smederevo (Serbia). In North Macedonia, Lake Ohrid faces threats from fish poaching and regulatory
capture, while Skadar Lake in Montenegro remains a hotspot for illegal construction and poaching. The
GI-TOC's research focuses specifically on criminal markets and illicit activities, and analyzes criminal
dynamics and actors that may not appear in climate policy assessments, providing a complementary

but more targeted perspective on the region’s environmental vulnerabilities.

Pollution

In the Western Balkans, pollution stands out as one of the most visible and pervasive forms of
environmental crime, frequently reported by local communities and documented across multiple
countries. These threats range from illegal waste dumping that contaminates rivers and drinking water
to industrial emissions that degrade air quality. Pollution in the region can be broadly categorized into
two types: widespread pollution (e.g. air pollution) that affects the broader population; and localized
contamination from specific illicit activities, such as illegal dumpsites.®” The Western Balkans is rich
in natural resources but heavily burdened by pollution hotspots, a result of rapid industrialization,
weak environmental enforcement and regulatory gaps. As a result, the region faces some of Europe’s

most urgent pollution challenges.

Waste crimes

lllegal waste management, or waste crimes, involves the improper collection, transportation, recov-
ery or disposal of waste.*® Globally, billions of tonnes of solid waste are improperly managed each

year, with more than 40% either uncollected or handled in uncontrolled facilities, including open

10



dumpsites.** The waste management sector is vulnerable to criminal exploitation due to its scale, and
the high costs and complex regulations involved in waste disposal. Criminal groups, often colluding

with corrupt officials, smuggle and illegally dispose of waste, causing harm to vulnerable ecosystems.*?

Although the Europol report does not explicitly state whether identified criminal networks in environ-
mental crime originate from the Western Balkans, Serbian nationals have been found to be involved
in the illegal dumping of waste from Italy in Bosnia and Herzegovina.*® Between July 2020 and
March 2021, journalist Milkica Milojevi¢ investigated a case involving the illegal import of 414 tonnes
of textile waste from Italy to Bosnia and Herzegovina.** The waste was illegally dumped in several
municipalities, including Drvar and Bosansko Grahovo.*® It was later revealed that the waste had been
imported from Italy by a phantom company founded by three Serbian citizens.*¢ Public attention to the
problem intensified after residents of Drvar organized road blockades to stop trucks carrying imported
waste, refusing to allow further disposal in their community. These sustained protests compelled
the authorities to act, ultimately resulting in the removal of hundreds of tonnes of textile waste,
demonstrating how citizen mobilization played a decisive role in confronting the illegal shipment.*
Klix reported that despite having the necessary permits, the company lacked waste recycling facilities

and the authorities had issued the permits without due diligence.*®

As a result of stronger enforcement against illegal waste management within Italy, Italian criminal
networks have exploited opportunities to profit elsewhere by sending waste outside of the country.*?
A similar case involving tonnes of Italian waste dumped illegally was reported in Bulgaria in 2020,
during a major operation by Italian law enforcement to dismantle a network of traffickers involved
in the activity.”® In this instance, a member of the criminal network had previously been imprisoned
for collaborating with the ‘Ndrangheta, the influential Calabrian mafia.* In February of that year, in
separate incidents, Italian police seized over 25 tonnes of electrical waste at the Italian port of Ancona,
intended to be shipped to Albania, and intercepted another attempt to transport waste to Albania
by truck later that month.>> Waste crimes linked to Italy occur in the Balkans due to the region’s

geographic location, widespread corruption and profit potential.

lllegal waste management is widespread across the Western Balkans, with open disposal sites a prevalent and
ongoing problem in the Kosovan capital of Pristina. © Ermal Meta/AFP via Getty Images
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Air pollution

The Western Balkans face severe air pollution, particularly during the winter months, with the region’s
capitals frequently ranking among Europe’s most polluted cities, and sometimes among the world’s
top 10.°% The situation is especially dire in Serbia, where, according to a study by the World Health
Organization, air pollution is responsible for roughly 6 592 premature deaths annually.>* In 2019, Serbia
recorded 175 pollution-related deaths per 100 000 people, the highest rate in Europe and the ninth-
highest globally, surpassing even India.>® North Macedonia, Kosovo and Montenegro are also badly

affected within the region.

The impact is particularly severe in communities living near industrial and mining operations. In the Serbian
city of Pozarevac, for example, activist and lawyer Marija Simi¢ Lazarevi¢ led opposition to a hazardous
waste incinerator in 2018, organizing petitions and filing criminal charges.>® According to Simi¢ Lazarevic,

she and other activists were persecuted and intimidated in response.>”

The situation is similarly problematic in mining towns such as Majdanpek and Bor.*® Various media outlets
and official reports have highlighted rising pollution levels in the air and water in Majdanpek, which are
adversely affecting the health of local residents and the environment.”” The mining operations have
even diverted the flow of an important river, leading to disastrous effects on the irrigation of surround-
ing farmland.®® In Bor, air quality measurements have revealed dangerously high levels of toxic metals,
including arsenic and cadmium, alongside the presence of other harmful substances such as lead and
mercury.®* A study by the Serbian Institute of Public Health revealed that these conditions have reduced
life expectancy in Bor by 10 years, with significantly higher rates of cancer observed.®? In a related case,
Milenko Jovanovic, an air pollution expert, was dismissed from Serbia’s Environmental Protection Agency
(SEPA) allegedly after reporting dangerous levels of sulphur dioxide and arsenic in Bor’s air, according to an
article in The New York Times.® This case is reflective of a broader pattern of weak institutional response
to environmental violations. For example, Euronews reported that SEPA has been criticized for raising

air pollution thresholds to make hazardous levels appear acceptable.®*

The European Commission’s 2023 report on North Macedonia highlights air pollution as a significant
problem in larger urban centres. The country is noted as having made minimal progress on air quality
monitoring, with no legislative measures implemented during the reporting period.®> Most concerning is
the situation in Skopje, where three districts rank among Europe’s most polluted areas, showing high levels
of fine particulate matter. These microscopic particles pose significant health risks, as they can penetrate

the lungs and enter the bloodstream, potentially causing organ damage.®¢

Air pollution is also severe in Kosovo, where it claims approximately 760 lives annually and has an estimated
economic impact exceeding €240 million.*” The pollution primarily stems from coal power plants, road
transport, urban waste dumps, household emissions and industrial operations.®® According to a report
by the European Commission, the Kosovo B power station, on the outskirts of Pristina, is especially

problematic, with dust emissions reaching up to 15 times higher than permitted levels.*

The health impact across Kosovo is substantial. In the region of Pristina, authorities recorded 167 550
cases of respiratory disease and 54 784 cases of cardiovascular disease in 2019.7° Fushé Kosové registered
29 522 cases of respiratory disease and 20 331 cases of cardiovascular disease in the same year. The
regions of Obilig and Drenas have reported similarly high rates of respiratory and cardiovascular diseases,

indicating the extent of pollution-related health issues in Kosovo.”*
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Over 750 lives are lost
to air pollution in Kosovo
every year, largely due

to emissions from power
stations. © Thomas
Trutschel/Photothek via
Getty Images

Montenegro’s significant air pollution challenges stem particularly from industrial emissions and the trans-
port sector, with negative impacts on public health including respiratory and cardiovascular diseases.
The situation is exacerbated by inadequate monitoring systems and weak enforcement of environmental
regulations.”? The severity of the problem is illustrated by a 2024 legal case, where a resident of Pljevlja,
one of Montenegro’s most polluted cities, filed a lawsuit against the state. The lawsuit alleged that the
government’s failure to address air pollution violates the citizens’ right to a healthy environment.” In
February 2025, the Basic Court in Podgorica ruled in favour of the resident, determining that the state
is responsible for the air pollution in Pljevlja and had violated citizens’ constitutional right to a healthy

environment. The court ordered the state to compensate the resident for non-pecuniary damages.”

Water pollution

Water pollution in the Western Balkans is a significant environmental and public health concern, one
that is exacerbated by weak institutional responses, growing industrial activity and the involvement

of organized crime.

In Albania, the Ishem-Erzen river basin ranks among the most contaminated waterways in Europe,
with cadmium and lead concentrations exceeding EU standards by more than 100 times.”> The two
rivers, Ishem and Erzen, which flow through densely populated areas, are heavily polluted with in-
dustrial waste, agricultural run-off and plastic debris.” In 2022, a media report noted that despite
an investment of over €112 million in wastewater treatment facilities, only 10% of Albanian citizens
benefit from these services, leaving the majority exposed to ongoing water pollution.”” The report
noted that this gap is largely due to the fact that most treatment plants are concentrated in a few
urban centres, while many rural and peri-urban areas remain unconnected to the sewerage network.
Even in areas where facilities exist, some are non-functional or underused, resulting in untreated

wastewater continuing to be discharged into rivers and the sea.”®

Kosovo faces similar challenges with water treatment infrastructure. The country operates just three
small wastewater treatment plants across 38 municipalities, serving only 50 000 people. Consequently,
over 1.7 million residents rely on rivers that have become heavily contaminated with untreated sewage,
with implications for irrigation practices, agriculture and recreation in addition to reducing biodiver-
sity.”” The Pristina River, for example, has become severely degraded to the extent that it is now said
to resemble a sewer more than a natural waterway.8® Despite some governmental efforts to tackle
the problem, environmental experts warn that Kosovo's river pollution could trigger international

disputes, as contaminated waters flow into neighbouring countries.

13



In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Drina River — which flows from Montenegro, through Bosnia and Herzegovina,
and into Serbia - also faces severe pollution challenges. A barrier installed at the ViSegrad hydroelectric
plant, located downstream from many of the illegal dump sites, captures large amounts of floating debris,
including plastic waste, used tires and animal carcasses.®' While this structure prevents further downstream
contamination into Serbia, it also results in significant waste accumulation behind the barrier, particularly
during floods when the volume of debris increases.®? The floating debris is a stark reminder of the region’s

failure to enforce basic environmental standards.?®

In the Serbian city of Bor, industrial activity has led to significant air and water pollution.®* Testing has
revealed high levels of arsenic, cadmium, lead and other heavy metals in local water sources, correlating with
increased cancer rates and reduced life expectancy among residents.®> Despite public protests and formal
complaints filed by the City of Bor with environmental authorities, including a 2020 criminal complaint against
a Chinese-owned mining company for excessive air pollution, local activists note that official responses have

remained inadequate, contributing to a growing public health crisis.?

Wildlife trafficking

Wildlife trafficking remains a significant issue within the Western Balkans, with common offences including
illegal killing of protected species, use of poisoned baits, and trafficking of birds such as goldfinches and birds
of prey. In Albania and Montenegro, illegal hunting and poisoning are widespread, driven by both tradition and
commercial trade. Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo struggle with weak legal definitions and poor inter-
agency coordination, which makes prosecution of environmental crimes challenging. North Macedonia faces
issues with illegal trapping and poisoning, while in Serbia, birds of prey are frequently targeted, and enforcement
is undermined by minimal penalties and limited institutional capacity. Across the region, enforcement agencies
often lack training and resources, and many cases do not reach court. This highlights the urgent need for

stronger legal frameworks, improved data collection, and greater public and political engagement on the issue.®”

lllegal wildlife poisoning is a widespread and serious threat to biodiversity in the Western Balkans, yet it
remains largely unpunished. In Albania, for example, it was not even legally recognized as a crime until 2019.
Across the region, enforcement is alarmingly weak - only about 1% of reported poisoning cases reach court,

revealing major gaps in legal accountability and institutional response.®8

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, illegal songbird hunting has seen a notable increase in recent years, fuelled by
the involvement of organized crime groups from Italy and the rising number of Italian nationals engaging
in hunting tourism.®? As reported by local media, including eTrafika, many of these individuals present
themselves as tourists but are in fact involved in illegal poaching activities, particularly targeting finch
species such as goldfinches.”® This trend mirrors a broader pattern observed in Mediterranean countries
such as Italy and Croatia, where songbird hunting also has deep cultural roots. The growing demand has
placed increasing pressure on local bird populations, positioning Bosnia and Herzegovina as both a source

and hotspot for illegal bird hunting and trade.”*

Montenegro’s wildlife trafficking challenges gained international attention in 2022 when a lion cub escaped in
the coastal town of Budva, exposing the risks posed by illegal exotic animal ownership - both to public safety
and to the welfare of the animals kept in unregulated private settings.”? This incident exemplifies a broader
pattern of wildlife crime in Montenegro, where illegal zoos housing endangered species operate with relative
impunity and smuggling networks transport various species, from exotic birds to big cats. These networks
extent beyond national borders, connecting local operators to international actors, including hunters from

Italy and poachers from Ukraine.”
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A telling example of Montenegro’s wildlife trafficking challenges is the Montenegrin red viper, a rare,
red-coloured variant of the nose-horned viper (Vipera ammodytes), a venomous snake species widely
distributed across Europe and highly sought after in European online marketplaces. Although this spe-
cies is protected under the EU Habitats Directive (Annex IV) and the Bern Convention (Appendix 1),
it lacks legal protection in Montenegro, leaving it vulnerable to unregulated collection and illegal
trade - this is especially true of the red variant, which is prized by collectors.” Despite existing legal
frameworks prescribing penalties for wildlife crimes,” enforcement remains weak, hampered by sev-
eral critical gaps.”® These include the absence of a state facility for housing seized animals, insufficient
border control mechanisms and inadequate training for law enforcement personnel. These systemic
weaknesses continue to undermine efforts to combat wildlife trafficking effectively in Montenegro,”
and the WB6 more broadly.

Fishery crimes

lllegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing causes global economic losses estimated at
US$10 billion-US$23.5 billion annually.”® Along with illegal logging and wildlife trade, IUU fishing
contributes significantly to the degradation of terrestrial and marine ecosystems, posing a particular
threat to endangered species.”” Within the Balkans, illegal hunting and fishing are especially persistent
challenges in North Macedonia. While hunting and fishing are regulated through a licensing system
with designated seasons, authorities regularly apprehend poachers operating outside these legal
parameters.'®° Concessionaires frequently misrepresent animal and fish stocks in their areas by inflating
numbers beyond legal hunting and fishing quotas. This deception often involves bribing environmental

inspectors and experts to produce falsified reports.

The European Commission’s 2023 progress report on North Macedonia indicates that the country
remains only moderately prepared to address fisheries management challenges, with no significant
progress made in recent years. The report identifies critical weaknesses in the capacity of inspec-
tion services to combat illegal fishing and notes the absence of effective measures for aquaculture
development and fish stock restoration. The Commission advocates for public awareness campaigns
about the legal consequences of IUU fishing, particularly emphasizing the protection of vulnerable

species like the European eel .1t

The declining populations of Ohrid trout and belvica in Lake Ohrid, which straddles the border
between North Macedonia and Albania, exemplify the problem of IUU fishing.'®? Media reports
regularly document both fish poaching
and associated corruption, particularly
related to Ohrid trout.’®® Lake Obhrid,
which is Europe’s oldest lake, faces
mounting threats to its ecosystem from
illegal fishing and inadequate cross-
border protection measures between
Albania and North Macedonia.'®* Bribery

The declining population of Ohrid trout in
Lake Ohrid, which lies on the border between
North Macedonia and Albania, underlines the
threat posed by illegal fishing. © Adnan Beci /
AFP via Getty Images
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and corruption are widespread, with agreements often made to ensure authorities are absent during
poaching activities. In exchange for favours or cooperation, corrupt officials often accept bribes in

the form of large quantities of fish.'%

Similar challenges exist in Serbia’s Smederevo region, where illegal fishing is widespread, particularly
along the Danube River. The region has witnessed severe impacts on protected fish, such as sterlet.
In a notable case, two people were arrested after being found with 117 specimens of sterlet that
they caught illegally in the vicinity of Smederevo, leading to a criminal complaint being filed against

them for illegal fishing.1¢

Forestry crimes

Environmental experts have expressed concern about the forests of the Western Balkans, where
illegal logging is reaching unprecedented levels due to the soaring demand for timber.’*” In Kosovo,
for example, illegal logging stands out as one of the most prominent environmental crimes. It takes
various forms, including unauthorized logging in public forests, exploitation of protected areas, mis-
reporting of volumes of harvested wood and unlawful logging in private forests, and it intersects with
smuggling and fraudulent accounting practices.'®® The situation has worsened recently, with official
data showing that while Kosovo permits the harvesting of 1.2 million cubic meters of timber, only 7%
of logging operations comply with legal requirements.’®” A major obstacle to forest protection is the
poor coordination between forestry institutions and law enforcement agencies, including the police
and the judiciary.!®® The environmental impact is severe, with Kosovo losing over 700 hectares of

forest annually to illegal logging and wildfires.'!

To counter deforestation in Kosovo, innovative drone technology is being used to disperse seeds. This
method proves five times more efficient at reforesting areas than manual planting, covering 1 hectare
in just two hours and reaching remote areas more effectively.!’? The European Commission’s 2023
report for Kosovo acknowledges the country’s progress in forestry planning and management through
the adoption of new secondary legislation. However, it also notes that its forest strategy and forestry

law have yet to be adopted, while deforestation and illegal logging continue to be of serious concern.'*?

lllegal logging in the mountains of Jahorina, Visocica and Bjelasnica, pictured here, is reportedly linked to
unauthorized construction and money laundering. Photo: GI-TOC
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The problem of illegal logging extends to neighbouring countries, including Montenegro and Bosnia
and Herzegovina. In Montenegro, it is the most prevalent form of environmental crime, causing
financial losses of as much as €20 billion through concession management of forests.'™ Bosnia and
Herzegovina faces a more complex situation, where illegal logging operations have shifted to remote
areas and often involve the complicity of corrupt local authorities and inspectors. A notable pattern has
emerged in the mountains of Jahorina, Bjelasnica and Visocica, where illegal logging activities intensify
on weekends, especially on Sundays.'*® According to interviewees, the activity is directly linked to
unauthorized construction in these mountainous areas, as well as to money laundering through
construction.® Criminal groups obtain construction permits using funds from drug trafficking and
use illegally harvested timber for building projects.*'” In 2018, the Republic of Srpska, one of the two
entities within Bosnia and Herzegovina, reported illegal logging losses of approximately €1.5 million,

concentrated mainly in the Jahorina area.*®

A recent case highlights environmental governance challenges in Bosnia and Herzegovina: the owner
of a private company purchased land on Jahorina mountain despite having been under investigation
for excessive logging within a concession area for four years. In February 2025, the District Public
Prosecutor’s Office in Doboj finally filed an indictment against the individual and six others for illegal

logging activities that had allegedly caused over half a million euros in damage to forests in Tesli¢.**
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TACKLING ENVIRONMENTAL
CRIME

s part of their EU accession ambitions, countries in the Western Balkans are expected to
align their legislation with the EU Environmental Crime Directive and strengthen enforce-
ment mechanisms accordingly. While most countries in the region have expressed strong
commitments on paper to tackling environmental crime - with the exception of Kosovo, which has yet
to fully adopt related legal frameworks - this commitment has not consistently translated into effective
action on the ground. According to the European Commission’s 2023 country reports, progress in
addressing environmental crime remains limited, and efforts need to be significantly intensified. A
particular challenge is overcoming the persistent perception that environmental crime is victimless,

which continues to undermine enforcement and accountability.

Figure 3 provides an overview of conventions signed by countries in the Western Balkans that address
environmental protection and provide the legal framework for international cooperation in combating

environmental crime by setting standards and obligations for countries to follow.

RATIFIED AND IMPLEMENTED INTO NATIONAL LEGAL FRAMEWORK

INTERNATIONAL CONVENTIONS

ALBANIA
BOSNIA AND
HERZEGOVINA
KOSOVO
MONTENEGRO
MACEDONIA

Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna
and Flora (CITES)120

Convention on Environmental
Impact Assessment in a
Transboundary Context (Espoo
Convention)

Basel Convention on the Control

of Transboundary Movements

of Hazardous Wastes and their o 0 o 0 0 0
Disposal (Basel Convention)?!

Convention on Access to
Information, Public Participation

in Decision-Making and Access to 0 0 0 0 0 0

Justice in Environmental Matters
(Aarhus Convention)'??
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RATIFIED AND IMPLEMENTED INTO NATIONAL LEGAL FRAMEWORK

INTERNATIONAL CONVENTIONS

ALBANIA
BOSNIA AND
HERZEGOVINA
KOSOVO
MONTENEGRO
MACEDONIA

UN Convention against Transnational o 0
Organized Crime (UNTOC)!2?

Rio Conventions (UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change,

UN Convention on Biological o 0 o 0 0 0

Diversity, UN Convention to Combat
Desertification)!?

FIGURE 3 International conventions on environmental protection implemented into the legal framework of
Western Balkan countries.

Albania

Albania’s environmental legal framework originated with Law No. 7664 in 1993 but has evolved
significantly since then.'* The 1998 Constitution strengthened environmental protections by guaran-
teeing citizens access to environmental information and establishing the state’s obligation to ensure a
healthy environment.*?® The Criminal Code further supports these constitutional provisions by defining
environmental crimes and their penalties in alignment with EU Directive 2008/99.1?” Additionally,
Albania has ratified numerous international environmental treaties and incorporated these into its

national legislation to promote sustainable development.

Despite these frameworks, the 2023 European Commission report found Albania to be only mod-
erately prepared in environmental and climate change matters, with limited progress made towards
aligning with EU policies.'?® The EU has outlined several recommendations, including the adoption
of new water legislation, increased funding for national water agencies, strengthened environmental

assessment procedures, and more rigorous enforcement of existing environmental laws.*??

In 2023, the OSCE conducted a baseline assessment to identify gaps in Albania’s legal framework and
institutional cooperation with regard to environmental crime.*3° While the Criminal Code prescribes
penalties of up to three years' imprisonment for serious pollution offences, specific violations are
defined by sectorial laws. Most infractions result in administrative penalties, such as fines or restoration
orders, but severe offences may lead to criminal prosecution. The effectiveness of Albania’s Criminal

Code depends heavily on these sectorial regulations.*®*

As an EU candidate country, Albania is working to align its environmental legislation with EU directives.
This alignment process encompasses various areas, including water and air quality, waste management,
industrial pollution control and nature protection, all guided by sustainable development principles

and the ‘polluter pays’ concept.'%?

In terms of technological advancement, Albania launched a tool within the Digital Commissariat
mobile application in 2021 to facilitate reporting of environmental crimes, including water and soil
pollution, illegal dumping and noise pollution.**® Although Albania has established a comprehensive
legal framework for addressing environmental crime, experts note that successful implementation of
these laws requires cross-sector collaboration, capacity-building for authorities, and awareness-raising
among the public, media and academia. This implementation process presents a complex challenge,

requiring substantial resources, expertise and coordination among diverse stakeholders.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina

Environmental legislation in Bosnia and Herzegovina has made significant strides over the past decade,
particularly following the ratification of the Aarhus Convention.!** However, the country faces a
fundamental challenge in the lack of a standardized definition of environmental crime. While initial
environmental laws were developed with EU assistance in the early 2000s to align with European
directives,'® recent legislative updates have occurred at the entity level, with the Federation of BiH
adopting the Law on Environmental Protection in February 2021 and the Republic of Srpska passing

the Law on Nature Protection in June 2024 .13¢

The country’s complex political system necessitates that environmental issues are often managed
at lower levels of government, including entity, cantonal or municipal level. The Federation of BiH
comprises 79 municipalities across its cantons, while the Republic of Srpska contains 63 municipali-
ties. At the municipal level, environmental protection is administered through various departments,
including communal affairs, spatial planning and inspections. While current legislation ensures the
right of citizens to access environmental information from state bodies, such information is rarely
requested, except by activists and civil society representatives, even in cases where citizens directly

witness or are affected by environmental crimes.*®’

At the national level, environmental crimes are addressed through specific provisions in the Criminal
Code, including the importation of dangerous substances (Article 166), smuggling of hazardous ma-
terials that endanger public safety (Article 214) and organizing criminal associations (Article 249).1%®
These violations are categorized into three groups, based on severity and method of execution:
misdemeanours, economic offences and criminal acts.**” Other environmental offences fall under
entity or cantonal jurisdiction, with the Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Affairs overseeing
the implementation of the Basel Convention and the Ministry of Security managing compliance with

the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.*°

Both entities adopted environmental strategies in 2023,*! with plans to enhance judicial expertise in
environmental crime. However, the European Commission’s 2023 report on Bosnia and Herzegovina
notes the country’s limited alignment with EU environmental standards, citing fragmented regulatory
frameworks and inadequate enforcement capabilities. The report emphasizes the need for a national
environmental protection strategy, strengthened legal frameworks, enhanced administrative capacity,

stricter pollutant controls and proper implementation of the ‘polluter pays’ principle.#?

Although Bosnia and Herzegovina has demonstrated its commitment to various international en-
vironmental agreements through national strategies, action plans and policy frameworks - such
as the Environmental Protection Strategy of the Federation of BiH and the Republic of Srpska’s
Environmental Strategy - it still lacks formal procedures for appointing national focal points respon-

sible for implementing the environmental conventions to which it is a signatory party.'*®

Kosovo

Kosovo has aligned its environmental legislation with EU standards, building upon the same founda-
tional principles as European environmental legislation. This alignment is supported by the principles
outlined in the Constitution, particularly in Article 52, which emphasizes prevention, responsible
use of natural resources, cooperation and public access to environmental information.*** Kosovo's
Constitution recognizes a healthy environment as a fundamental human right and assigns responsibility

for protecting nature, biodiversity and national heritage to all citizens. It also requires institutions to
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play a key role in environmental protection by considering environmental impacts in their decision-

making and ensure citizen participation in this process.

The country’s environmental legal framework centres on three primary laws: Environmental Protection,
Environmental Impact Assessment and Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control. This framework
extends to specific regulations on air and water quality, protection of nature, spatial planning and
national parks.** In Kosovo, environmental violations can be addressed through either administrative
or criminal proceedings.**¢ While the Criminal Code of Kosovo clearly defines offences related to
environmental damage, indicating that the legal framework is well established, the lack of consistent
enforcement and prosecution underscores the need for more effective implementation in practice.’*
The Crime Investigation Division within Kosovo Police’s Investigation Department handles serious
environmental crimes as part of its broader mandate, which includes interagency and international

cooperation against serious crimes, anti-radicalization efforts and combating economic crimes.*®

Under the Law on Local Self-Government, Kosovo's central government has delegated additional
environmental responsibilities to municipalities. These include managing forests within centrally
authorized areas, including the granting of tree-felling licences according to government-approved
guidelines.’? Environmental oversight is regulated by the Law on the Inspectorate of Environment,
Water, Nature, Spatial Planning and Construction, which establishes municipal environmental protec-
tion inspectorates. These bodies monitor compliance with environmental, water and nature protection

laws with particular emphasis on the conservation of protected species.’*°

Despite legislative progress, Kosovo faces significant challenges in enforcing and prosecuting envi-
ronmental crimes. While international organizations such as the EU Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo
(EULEX) provide valuable support in raising awareness and providing training for local authorities,*>*
serious environmental risks persist. For instance, the NATO-led Kosovo Force (KFOR) monitors some
12 sites where toxic and radioactive materials are stored, many of which are considered unsafe, and
conducts monthly assessments with the security forces to reduce environmental hazards. However,
Kosovo continues its efforts towards EU alignment, focusing particularly on achieving a green transition

and meeting benchmarks in water quality, industrial pollution control and climate change mitigation.**?

Montenegro

Montenegro's environmental protection efforts were formally established with the 1991 Declaration
on the Ecological State, which highlighted the country’s commitment to preserving nature.’*® This
commitment was strengthened in the 2007 Constitution, which emphasized the importance of sus-
tainable development and environmental stewardship.*>* These foundational documents set the stage
for a comprehensive legal framework, encompassing laws on biocidal products, chemicals, radiation
safety, air protection and noise pollution. Montenegro has also developed specific strategies, including
the National Sustainable Development Strategy and dedicated spatial plans for national parks and
marine reserves.’ This legal framework is supported by the Law on Inspection Supervision and also
the Criminal Code of Montenegro, which contains numerous articles addressing crimes against the
environment and crimes related to violations of spatial planning regulations,**¢ enforced by the Police

Directorate and prosecutor’s offices.’>”

Montenegro has demonstrated its commitment to global environmental standards by ratifying several
international treaties. However, greater public participation and a more sustainable financial frame-

work - including consistent state budget allocations, long-term funding mechanisms for environmental
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projects, and support for local-level implementation - are necessary. While Montenegro has made
progress in aligning national laws with EU environmental standards, substantial work remains for
achieving a green transition, particularly regarding water quality, industrial pollution and climate
change.’® The effectiveness of the legal framework is undermined by provisions that are either too
vague or not practically enforceable by authorities, as well as by inadequate institutional knowledge
and weak implementation. Additionally, unclear legal definitions of environmental damage further

complicate the prosecution of environmental offences.**

Despite the Environmental Crime Directive being largely incorporated into the Criminal Code, prac-
tical implementation of environmental legislation remains challenging, particularly in prosecuting
environmental crimes. The Centre for the Training of Judges conducts training programmes focused
on environmental crime;'%° however, according to the OSCE, their impact remains limited due to
inadequate institutional capacity and poor interagency coordination.** While these initiatives are a
step in the right direction, they have not yet led to significant improvements in the prosecution or en-
forcement of environmental legislation in Montenegro.'? Improving the staffing of inspection services
to meet European ecological standards is essential, while effective implementation of environmental
regulations requires better collaboration among relevant authorities in addition to specialized training

of personnel.’®

The latest OSCE situation analysis on environmental crime in Montenegro reaffirms the need to
enhance administrative and technical capacities, improve institutional cooperation with clearly defined
responsibilities, and implement stricter criminal policies. It highlights inconsistencies between national
legislation and international agreements, such as the CITES treaty and the EU Birds Directive, and

advocates for a specialized environmental unit within the Police Directorate.’*

North Macedonia

North Macedonia has established a comprehensive legal framework for addressing environmental
protection and criminal prosecution of environmental offences. The primary legislation is the Law
on the Environment, which sets out general guidelines for environmental protection and works in
conjunction with the Offences Act. This framework is supplemented by specialized laws on inspection

supervision, environmental inspection, nature protection, water, ambient air quality and waste man-

agement, with additional laws on soil protection and industrial emissions control in development.’¢®

|
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A waste dump near the cooling towers
of a coal-fired power plant in North
Macedonia exemplifies the intersecting
environmental issues the Balkan region is
grappling with. © Robert Atanasovski/AFP
via Getty Images
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The implementation of environmental protection involves multiple government bodies with distinct
responsibilities. The Ministry of Justice ensures alignment with EU environmental directives, while the
Ministry of Environment and Spatial Planning oversees environmental protection activities. Criminal
prosecution of environmental crimes is handled through collaboration between the Ministry of Interior
Affairs, the police, judicial authorities and the State Environmental Inspectorate, with the latter con-

ducting inspections and initiating criminal proceedings.*¢®

North Macedonia’s Criminal Code contains provisions for criminal offences against the environment
and nature, which were first introduced in 1996 and have been updated several times since. The
Criminal Code outlines penalties and security measures applicable to both individuals and legal entities.
A significant recent development was the September 2023 amendment introducing ecocide as a
criminal offence, carrying severe penalties for significant environmental damage caused intentionally or
through negligence.’®” While the State Environmental Inspectorate views these penalties as preventa-
tive or corrective measures for everyone to bear responsibility for environmental damage,**® scepticism
exists about their ability to lead to meaningful change without strong measures to identify and
penalize major polluters.*” Local experts, including academics and civil society activists, have called
for the creation of a specialized police unit to focus on ecological crimes.'”° In addition, strengthening
inspection and prosecution capabilities through increased staffing and training is much needed.*”* A
notable gap in the current criminal justice system is its focus on perpetrators rather than victims, with

no comprehensive research yet conducted on environmental crime victimization.'”?

Despite two decades of efforts to align environmental legislation with EU standards, significant
challenges remain in implementation. There is a gap between the legal provisions and their practical
enforcement within the existing regulatory framework.'”® The 2023 European Commission report spe-
cifically notes that North Macedonia has yet to align with EU directives on environmental liability and
environmental crime. Additionally, the quality and effectiveness of environmental impact assessments

are compromised by the lack of specialized staff and weak institutional and administrative capacity.?’#

Serbia

Serbia’s legal framework for environmental protection is anchored in its Constitution, which establishes
the right to a healthy environment and the obligation to protect and improve it.”*> This framework is
supported by laws on air protection, waste management, transport of dangerous goods, soil protection,
water and nature protection.'”® Serbia has strengthened its environmental commitments through

participation in numerous international treaties and conventions aimed at protecting nature.'””

Environmental crime in Serbia is governed by the Criminal Code, which defines violations, establishes
prosecution procedures and sets sanctions for offences against a range of environmental regulations,
including criminal acts, misdemeanours and economic offences that harm human health, plant and
animal life, and natural resources.”® To enhance enforcement, Serbia established a specialized Unit
for Suppression of Environmental Crime and Environmental Protection within the Ministry of Internal
Affairs in April 2022.177

As part of its EU accession process, Serbia has aligned its domestic legislation with EU standards,
particularly in the field of environmental protection and climate change mitigation.*®® The 2023
European Commission report identifies several priorities for Serbia: intensifying efforts to combat
environmental crime, raising public awareness, and providing targeted training through the CEPOL (EU

Agency for Law Enforcement Training) Exchange Programme. The report also recommends aligning
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Belgrade citizens protest
against air pollution, which

is one of the leading causes
of death in Serbia. © Filip
Stevanovic/Anadolu Agency via
Getty Images

planning and construction laws with international standards, adopting EU-compliant environmental
impact assessment and strategic environmental assessment legislation, and harmonizing with the EU

Environmental Crime Directive.'®!

To improve environmental monitoring and citizen engagement, the Ministry of Environment launched
the gReact (Green Reaction) application in 2022.'82 This digital platform has facilitated public reporting
of environmental issues, with nearly 6 000 reports submitted in two years. Of these, 1 954 unique
cases were processed, primarily concerning waste management, and roughly 850 issues were suc-

cessfully resolved.'®

Responses across sectors

Environmental crime enforcement in Southern Europe (which includes the Western Balkans) presents
significant challenges. According to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), while the region has
strong criminal penalties for waste-related crimes, with 100% of countries having adequate legislation,
other environmental offences receive less attention.’® Criminal penalties are notably weaker for
wildlife trafficking (with only 57% of countries having adequate legislation); pollution (43%); mining
(29%); and fishing, deforestation and logging (21%).18>

The situation varies across the WB6, however, with each country facing distinct obstacles. In Bosnia
and Herzegovina, for example, environmental crimes are increasingly attractive due to lenient penalties
and a common perception that environmental offences do not directly harm human lives.®®¢ While
some perpetrators have criminal backgrounds, approximately one-third are first-time offenders.
The problem extends to businesses, particularly in construction, the importation of goods, energy
projects and municipal waste management. Prosecutors’ offices and police authorities in Bosnia
and Herzegovina do not prioritize environmental crime investigations, and there are no specialized
departments in police agencies that deal with this issue.’®” Limited police and prosecutorial capacity
means that there were 1 980 confirmed indictments and 2 293 convictions of environmental violations
in Bosnia and Herzegovina between 2017 and 2021.'%® While these figures may appear relatively
high, they contrast with the estimated scale of unreported offences - for example, inspection data

suggests that thousands of environmental infractions go unprosecuted annually.'®?
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The victims of environmental crime

Environmental crime, although often perceived

to insufficient research into its true extent and

as ‘victimless’, remains poorly understood due

impact.’?° As a highly profitable and rapidly expand-
ing form of transnational organized crime, its com-
plex pattern of victimization - spanning different
locations and affected groups - poses substantial
difficulties for government and law enforcement
responses.’’* Understanding who qualifies as a vic-
tim of environmental crime further complicates the
assessment of its impact. While criminologists and
victimologists recognize various affected parties -
including individuals, communities (such as indig-
enous peoples and farming groups), non-human
species, local and global environments, and future
generations - even nation states can also be con-
sidered victims of environmental crime, particularly
when crimes such as illegal dumping or resource
extraction compromise national sovereignty, con-
taminate ecosystems, or impose heavy financial and
public health burdens.'??

Research by the UN Environment Programme
(UNEP) highlights that health

directly influences human health and well-being.*?®

environmental

Environmental degradation is estimated to cause
between 174 and 234 times more premature deaths
annually than armed conflict, with particularly
severe impacts on vulnerable populations includ-
ing the poor, migrant workers and the elderly.*** The
World Health Organization (WHO) further empha-
sizes that access to clean air, water and green spaces
is essential for reducing mortality and morbidity,
encouraging healthier lifestyles and supporting men-
tal health.'> This aligns with public sentiment: a
survey conducted in Serbia in 2022 revealed that cit-
izens prioritize environmental protection over eco-
nomic growth, but lack confidence in institutional

responses to environmental challenges.'?

Currently, at least 155 countries acknowledge their
citizens’ right to a healthy environment through
national legislation or international agreements such

as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.*”
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The UN Human Rights Council’s recognition of a
healthy environment as a human right underscores
the importance of a rights-based approach to envi-
ronmental issues.’”® However, despite numerous
signed and ratified conventions and adopted laws on
national and international levels, the WHO estimates
that environmental risks - including air pollution,
water contamination and chemical exposure - con-
tribute to 23% of global deaths.'?? Air pollution alone
accounts for approximately one in eight deaths, pri-

marily through non-communicable diseases.?%°

The impact of air pollution extends beyond human
health to affect social and economic development. In
Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, mortality from
exposure to air pollution has an estimated annual
economic cost of US$1 billion-US$1.8 billion,20!
representing 4.1%-7.4% of the country’s 2023 GDP
(US$24.2 billion).2°2 World Bank statistics indicate
the annual death toll from air pollution to be 3 300 in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1 600 in North Macedonia

and 760 in Kosovo.

According to World Bank data from 2019, the mortal-
ity rate attributed to air pollution per 100 000 popula-
tion varies considerably across the Western Balkans.
The highest rates were recorded in Montenegro
(115.2) and Bosnia and Herzegovina (113.9), followed
by North Macedonia (95.6) and Serbia (71.5). Albania
reported a lower rate of 49.7, while no data was avail-
able for Kosovo. These figures highlight the severe
public health impact of air pollution across the WB6
and underscore the urgent need for stronger envi-

ronmental and air quality policies.?*®

Environmental crimes also undermine crucial eco-
nomic sectors such as food production, construc-
tion and public services. These illicit activities
create unfair competition for legitimate businesses,
increase consumer costs, and provide opportuni-
ties for criminal income generation and money laun-
dering. Additionally, the significant environmental
damage caused by these illicit economies imposes
substantial financial burdens on governments for

remediating or managing the consequences.?%* |



In Serbia, environmental crime enforcement faces similar obstacles to Bosnia and Herzegovina, primari-
ly due to corruption and insufficient capacity within state administration and inspectorates.?%> Although
environmental crime detection has increased notably — with 2022 showing a 43% rise compared to
2021, 34% compared to 2020, and 10% compared to 2019 - judicial responses remain inadequate to
address and deter offences effectively.?%¢ In 2023, only 378 convictions resulted from 2 047 reported
cases, including just 47 prison sentences and 101 fines. While timber theft cases are more frequently
prosecuted, due to easier detection, serious pollution crimes rarely result in convictions (with just

three in 2023), despite carrying prison sentences of up to five years.?’

Montenegro’s environmental protection system faces persistent criticism from civil society for being
ineffective, and for intersecting with corruption and other misdemeanours. Court analysis reveals a
pattern of minimal fines, often further reduced on prompt payment, particularly benefiting large proj-
ects such as hotels and concrete factories. Since 2018, misdemeanour courts have issued 23 rulings
based on the Environmental Impact Assessment Act, with 78% of cases resulting in fines - many far

below the prescribed minimum of €2 000 - and 18% resulting in acquittals.?%

Albania has taken a stricter stance on environmental crimes since 2019, updating its Criminal Code
to include offences such as pollution and waste management, with penalties ranging from fines to
lengthy prison sentences.?®” However, the country’s environmental protection system lacks a clear
distinction between administrative and criminal offences, has no unified system for reporting and
prosecuting environmental crimes, and enforcement and prosecution are inconsistent.?!? In 2021, only
80 of 314 registered environmental crime cases reached court, with just 65 resulting in convictions.?*
When pursuing indictments in 2021, prosecutors in Albania found that roughly a third of the requests
were for a fine, while two-thirds requested a prison sentence for the perpetrator.?’? The low level
of punishment is due to insufficient evidence and inadequate investigation, highlighting the need for
stronger enforcement and coordination of the entire criminal justice chain, comprising inspectorates,

police, prosecution and the courts.?3

Kosovo reported 2 272 environmental offences between 2018 and 2023, covering such crimes as
pollution, environmental degradation or destruction, illegal possession of dangerous substances or
waste, and illegal hunting and fishing.?** Despite some investigative efforts, particularly in cases
involving illegal extraction of gravel from river beds,?% judicial proceedings remain slow and penalties
are rare. Similarly, North Macedonia shows increasing environmental crime accusations but declining
convictions.?® Most sentences are conditional or with relatively low fines imposed, ranging from
€300 to €1 000.277

Environmental crime investigation challenges across the region include the rapid dispersion of pol-
lutants, complicating evidence collection and potentially leading to false negative conclusions about
environmental offences.?*® The fragmented nature of environmental crime statistics in the Western
Balkans further hampers assessment efforts, although the media, civil society and environmental
activists continue to monitor and report on cases, highlighting the need for better enforcement and

greater regional cooperation.
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Environmental activism in the Western Balkans

Environmental crime in the WB6 meets with vary-

ment institutions.

ing responses from media, civil society and govern-

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, local coverage remains lim-
ited due to a shortage of specialized environmental jour-
nalists and dedicated news platforms.?* This gap has led
to greater interest from foreign media than domestic out-
lets. Notably, rural communities typically demonstrate
swift mobilization against environmental threats affect-
ing their immediate surroundings, while urban responses
tend to be slower, typically requiring intervention from
civil society organizations.?”® Environmental activists
and journalists face concerning levels of intimidation
and violence from private investors involved in or profit-
ing from environmentally harmful projects and, at times,
from law enforcement. They operate in an environment
that lacks proper documentation of hazards and offers
little support for whistleblowers or others exposed to
environmental threats.??! Meanwhile, the involvement
of the academic community is minimal, often limited to
producing industry-friendly studies that risk misleading
the public.???

In Albania, although media and civil society reporting
on environmental crimes has increased, there is wide-
spread mistrust in institutional responses. Citizens are
often hesitant to report environmental violations -
especially those involving influential companies or pow-
erful individuals - due to fears of retaliation and a lack
of confidence that authorities will ensure accountabil-
ity.?2® The situation is exacerbated by unclear report-
ing mechanisms and poor information dissemination.
While initiatives like the OSCE handbook aim to clar-
ify local government responsibilities when it comes to
dealing with environmental crime,??* weak enforcement
and irregular monitoring persist. Media outlets such as
Citizens Channel play a vital role in exposing environ-

mental issues and advocating for solutions.?%
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In Serbia, the grassroots organization Pokret Tvrdava has
emerged as a prominent environmental defender since
2018. Its activism includes organizing road and railway
blockades to demand adherence to environmental laws
and filing a criminal complaint against HBIS (Serbia Iron
and Steel LLC), a Chinese-owned steel manufacturing
company, for pollution violations.??¢ Despite facing both
legal challenges and extra-institutional pressure, Pokret
Tvrdava continues to advocate for accountability and

environmental justice.??’

Montenegro's environmental movement, led by NGOs
including the Eco-team, has pushed for amendments
to environmental laws to increase penalties for minor
offences and reduce corruption. These organizations
emphasize the importance of improving judicial under-
standing of environmental impacts, highlighting the

need for better-informed legal frameworks.??

Throughout the Western Balkans, media outlets and
civil society organizations serve as essential watchdogs
in the fight against environmental crime. Despite oper-
ating under significant risks, these groups continue to
expose environmental abuses and advocate for stronger

protections, playing a crucial role in ensuring accounta-

bility and justice.

Air quality measurements in the Serbian town of Bor have revealed

alarming levels of toxic metals, including arsenic and cadmium
concentrations far above the legal limit. Photo: Pokret Tvdava



MAPPING A WAY FORWARD

s the Western Balkan countries pursue EU accession, aligning national environmental leg-
islation and enforcement practices with the updated EU Environmental Crime Directive is
both a requirement and an opportunity. Despite formal commitments and ratified treaties,
the region still struggles with implementation gaps, weak institutional capacity and limited interagency

coordination.

A collective, multi-sectoral approach - involving government, civil society, the private sector, academia
and local communities - is crucial for ensuring meaningful progress. Collaboration fosters more
sustainable and effective outcomes than isolated efforts, enhancing both enforcement and public

accountability in the fight against environmental crime.

In light of these findings, the following recommendations outline key actions needed to strengthen
environmental crime prevention and enforcement across the Western Balkans. Grounded in the
challenges and good practices identified throughout this report, they aim to support legislative align-
ment with EU standards, enhance institutional capacity and promote a whole-of-society approach

to environmental protection.

Recommendations

®  [nstitutional capacity should be enhanced through the recruitment of experts and professional
training. Strengthening management and controls at Western Balkan border crossings is vital for
detecting cases of smuggling protected animal species.

®  Combating environmental crime in the Western Balkans demands collective action from
governments, civil society, academia, the private sector and local communities to protect the
environment and foster sustainable development.

m  Civil society organizations need greater support in their efforts to build community resilience to
environmental crime. This should include the provision of comprehensive resources, specialized
training programmes and adequate funding mechanisms, alongside strategic partnerships with
academic institutions to enhance their investigative and preventive capabilities.

m  |egal frameworks need to be updated to meet international standards, while public awareness
campaigns should emphasize the importance of protecting the environment. These parallel efforts
are critical to empowering communities to actively participate in preventing these crimes and

safeguarding their environment.
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B The international community must strengthen its response to environmental crime through
coordinated action and demonstrate stronger political resolve to dismantle criminal networks that
profit while destroying ecosystems, threatening species and fuelling illicit financial flows.

® | aw enforcement agencies require improved institutional capacity and stronger controls on the
ground to monitor and verify reports of environmental crime effectively. An important step is the
establishment of dedicated environmental crime units within police forces, staffed by trained
specialists.

m  Police, prosecutors and the judiciary need specialized training on the far-reaching consequences

of environmental crime. This training must be coupled with increased support for human resource

development across these institutions to build lasting expertise.

In the Republic of Srpska, the
financial losses caused by illegal
logging, concentrated in the
Jahorina area, amounted to
around €1.5 million in 2018.
Photo: GI-TOC
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