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Introduction
The evolution of sport, especially in its globalized nature, has exposed it to new 
and sophisticated forms of corruption that often involve transnational organized 
criminal groups. The influence and threat posed by criminal organizations to sport 
is an issue of increasing concern to Governments, sport organizations and the 
private sector alike. The seriousness of this threat has been amplified by the dras-
tic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has made sport more vulnerable to 
corruption and organized crime.1 

The involvement of organized crime in sport is a serious threat to the social role of 
sport and to the ethos and values that underpin it. Organized crime groups use 
corruption to facilitate their infiltration of sport and make it possible to exploit it in 
both its amateur and professional forms at local, national, regional and global 
levels. They exploit sport through illegal betting, competition manipulation and 
human trafficking to generate illicit profit. However, they also use sport as a vehi-
cle to project power and influence in local communities, often with devastating 
consequences, particularly when their activities have an impact on children, young 
athletes and vulnerable groups. 

However, more information and knowledge is required to understand the orga-
nized crime threat in the sport context; to develop effective policies, mechanisms 
and initiatives; and to allocate the resources needed to tackle it. The objective of 
this section is to recognize relevant trends, identify good practices and present 
case studies, where feasible, on the phenomenon of organized crime in sport. The 
section outlines relevant international legal frameworks, before presenting an 
overview of global trends of organized crime in sport that highlights relevant 
examples from around the world and presents conclusion and policy 
considerations.

1 The impact of COVID-19 on corruption in sport lies primarily in the potentially greater vulnerabilities to which some 
athletes and clubs are exposed at a time when criminal groups have been forced to change their activities due to the 
disruption of their traditional revenue sources resulting from the pandemic. For a discussion of the impact of COVID-19 on 
the nature of organized crime in Europe, see: European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation (Europol), “Beyond 
the pandemic: how COVID-19 will shape the serious and organised crime landscape in the EU”, 30 April 2020.
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1.
International legal 
frameworks to tackle 
organized crime in sport
To effectively tackle the often transnational 
dimension to illicit activities in sport, safe havens 
for organized crime need to be dismantled.  
This requires greater standardization and coordi-
nation of national legislative, administrative and 
enforcement measures relating to transnational 
organized crime as well as the promotion of 
effective cooperation among States.2 It is essen-
tial that international cooperation be strength-
ened, based on the principles of shared respon-
sibility and in accordance with international law.3  
Organized crime in sport must be addressed as 
part of a comprehensive response that is aimed at  
creating durable solutions through the promo-
tion of human rights and more equitable socio-
economic conditions.

International legal frameworks are an important avenue-
means to achieve those objectives. 

1.1 United Nations Conventions 

1.1.1 United Nations Convention against Corruption

As highlighted throughout this report, the Conference of the 
States Parties to the United Nations Convention against 
Corruption has repeatedly identified tackling corruption in 
sport as a priority issue.

Moreover, it is important to note that the need to tackle orga-
nized crime in sport also prominently features in particular 
in the:

 » Preambular paragraph of resolution 8/4 on Safeguarding 
Sport from Corruption:
Noting with great concern that corruption and 
organized and economic crime can undermine 

2 UNODC, Legislative Guide for the Implementation of the United Nations Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocols thereto (New York, 2004), p. 2.

3 Ibid.

the potential of sport and its role in contributing to 
the achievement of the Sustainable Development 
Goals and targets contained in the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development

 » Operative Paragraph 5 of resolution 8/4 on Safeguarding 
Sport from Corruption:
Encourages States parties to further increase 
capacity, where possible, to strengthen cooperation 
between their law enforcement authorities, with a 
view to more effectively tackling corruption crimes 
in sport, exacerbated, in particular, by the infiltration 
of organized crime, and to guarantee, without 
prejudice to their domestic law, the timely sharing 
of information concerning corruption, fraud and 
money-laundering in sport at the national, regional 
and international levels, and to do so using relevant 
modern technologies

1.1.2  United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime and the Protocols thereto

As organized criminal groups form or join ever more com-
plex networks spanning the globe, with a rapidly growing use 
of online technology, their crimes become increasingly trans-
national and diversified, as do their modi operandi.

The United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime (UNTOC), referred to as “Palermo 
Convention”, and the Protocols thereto are the main global 
tools available to the international community to prevent and 
fight all forms and manifestations of transnational organized 
crime and to protect the victims of such crimes.4 In the fore-
word of UNTOC, Kofi Annan, United Nations Secretary-
General at the time of its publication, stated:

Criminal groups have wasted no time in embracing 
today’s globalized economy and the sophisticated 
technology that goes with it. But our efforts to combat 
them have remained up to now very fragmented and 
our weapons almost obsolete. The Convention gives us 
a new tool to address the scourge of crime as a global 
problem. With enhanced international cooperation, we 
can have a real impact on the ability of international 
criminals to operate successfully and can help citizens 
everywhere in their often bitter struggle for safety and 
dignity in their homes and communities.5

4 www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNTOC/COP/SESSION_10/Resolutions/
Resolution_10_4_-_English.pdf.

5 UNODC, Legislative Guide for the Implementation of the United Nations Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime, p. iv.
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Article 1 of the Convention states that its purpose is to “pro-
mote cooperation to prevent and combat transnational 
organized crime more effectively”. It requires each State 
party to criminalize certain conduct, even if there are no 
transnational elements or organized criminal groups 
involved. 

The Convention was drafted to reflect the common denom-
inator of measures against transnational organized crime 
and is addressed to national governments and legislators. 
Thus, the level of abstraction is higher than that necessary 
for domestic legislation. National legislative drafters should 
therefore be careful not to incorporate parts of the text 
verbatim but are encouraged to adopt the spirit and mean-
ing of the various articles.6 In establishing their priorities, 
national legislators should bear in mind that the provisions 
of the Convention and the Protocols thereto do not all have 
the same level of obligation.7 In general, provisions can be 
grouped into the following three categories: 

6 Legislative Guide for the Implementation of the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime, para. 17 (www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/Legisla-
tive_Guide_2017/Legislative_Guide_E.pdf).

7 Ibid., para. 11.

 » Measures that are mandatory (either absolutely or where 
specified conditions have been met) 

 » Measures that States parties must consider applying or 
endeavour to apply 

 » Measures that are optional

The Convention does not provide a definition of organized 
crime. It rather defines and criminalizes the participation in an 
organized criminal group. It also calls for the criminalization of 
instrumental offences, such as the laundry of proceeds of 
crime, corruption8 and obstruction of justice. This approach 
allows the provisions to the Convention to apply to new and 
emerging forms of crime, including those related to sport.

The issue of crime in sport has been considered by the 
Working Group on the Smuggling of Migrants, a subsidiary 
body of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention.9 
The applicability of UNTOC to tackle organized crime in sport 
merits further examination.

8 By criminalizing corruption, UNTOC recognizes that corruption is one of the main 
facilitators of organized crime, including in sport.

9 The the “smuggling of migrants to hosting countries on the occasion of international 
sporting ... events” is referred to in recommendation 15 of the Sixth Meeting of the Working 
Group on Smuggling of Migrants, 11–13 September 2019. See See UNODC, Smuggling of 
Migrants: Compendium and Thematic Index of Recommendations, Resolutions and Decisions 
(Vienna 2021), p. 20.

Table 1: The United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 

Article 2 Use of terms 

(a)  “Organized criminal group” shall mean a structured group of three or more persons, 
existing for a period of time and acting in concert with the aim of committing one or 
more serious crimes or offences established in accordance with this Convention, in 
order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit.

Article 3 Scope of application

2. […] an offence is transnational in nature if: 
(a) It is committed in more than one State. 
(b)  It is committed in one State but a substantial part of its preparation, planning, 

direction or control takes place in another State. 
(c)  It is committed in one State but involves an organized criminal group that engages 

in criminal activities in more than one State; or 
(d) It is committed in one State but has substantial effects in another State.
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Examples of relevant articles related to the applicability of 
the UNTOC to the sport context, involving also corruption, 
include: 

 » Article 8, which requires, among other things, the estab-
lishment as criminal offences the promise, offering or 
giving to a public official, as well as the solicitation or 
acceptance by a public official, of an undue advantage.

 » Article 9, which contains separate specific measures 
against corruption. UNTOC criminalizes the laundering 
of proceeds of crime and can be applied to any serious 
offence committed by a transnational organized criminal 
group. 

Other provisions of the UNTOC that may also be of relevance 
include, among others, the following: article 10 (liability of 
legal persons); article 12 (freezing, seizure and confiscation 
of proceds derived from offences established in accordance 
with the Convention); article 15 (jurisdiction); article 20 (use 
of special investigative techniques); and article 24 (protec-
tion of witnesses).

In addition, the notion of “serious crime” is defined in arti-
cle 2, paragraph (b), of the Organized Crime Convention as 
meaning “conduct constituting an offence punishable by a 
maximum deprivation of liberty of at least four years or a 
more serious penalty”. The definition of serious crime, thus, 
does not contain any requirements in relation to the gravity, 
motivation or content of the offence, other than the criminal 
penalty associated with it. Consequently, the inclusion of the 
notion of “serious crime” in the Organized Crime Convention 
enables the application of the Convention to a broad range of 
offences, including offences linked to corruption in sport, in a 
flexible manner. Moreover, new forms and dimensions of 
transnational organized crime fall under the scope of the 
Convention, considerably enhancing its use, in particular for 
international cooperation in criminal matters, including 
extradition (see article 16 of the UNTOC) and mutual legal 
assistance (see article 18 of the UNTOC). 

UNTOC offers an important opportunity for using measures 
that were originally developed to combat organized crime in 
helping to fight corruption in sport. There are jurisdictions in 
which anti-corruption measures and measures against orga-
nized crime have proven to be closely linked historically, 
legally and in practice. An example of this is the United States 
of America, where the Sports Bribery Act, adopted as part of 
a package of measures designed to combat organized 
crime, and the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt 
Organizations Act (RICO), developed to combat organized 
crime, have recently been applied to transnational offences 
of corruption in football. 

2.
Global overview of the 
involvement of organized 
crime in sport 
To apprehend the scale of the threat posed by 
organized criminal groups to sport, it is important 
to understand the main typologies of such groups 
and to gain some insight into how they operate. 
This section presents an overview of the charac-
teristics of the involvement of organized crime in 
sport and outlines key issues, trends and principal 
areas of illicit activity.

2.1  Typologies of involvement of organized criminal 
groups in sport

It is possible to distinguish two general ways in which  
organized crime groups exploit sport for illicit gain: 

 » By direct affiliation to or infiltration of sport, often through 
internal actors, such as senior officials of sport organiza-
tions, coaches, referees, athletes and intermediaries

 » Those with no direct affiliation to sport, such as external 
and established organized crime groups, including mafia-
type organizations that require the collaboration of inter-
nal actors inside sport to enact their illicit activities 

In many of the reported cases involving organized crime 
groups (see section 3 for relevant examples), the activities of 
these groups include a strong transnational element. They 
make use of networks spanning across different jurisdic-
tions in different spheres of the illicit economy, although it 
should be noted that organized crime groups also apply their 
large illegal profits to infiltrate the licit economy.10 Thus, it is 
important to note that the line dividing these typologies can 
be often blurred, with some illicit activities, such as competi-
tion manipulation, involving both types of methods. 

10 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Par-
liament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of 
the Regions on the EU Strategy to tackle Organised Crime 2021–2025, Brussels, 14.4.2021, 
COM(2021) 170.
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2.2  Overview of key issues of organized crime  
in sport

 » The use of corruption by organized crime groups multi-
plies the negative impact that these groups have on sport. 
Corruption is used to infiltrate sport and exploit sport for 
illicit gain.

 » Infiltration of sport organizations, especially football clubs 
of minor or non-professional leagues, has been identified 
as a means frequently used by mafia-type groups to exert 
influence and launder money, including through fake 
sponsorships. 

 » The limited systematic collection of relevant informa-
tion makes it difficult, for law enforcement and criminal 
justice authorities, to estimate the scale of the problem 
and assess the exact impact of organized crime on sport. 
Nevertheless, the involvement of organized crime in 
illegal betting, competition manipulation and corruption 
linked to major sports events suggests that such activi-
ties would put the total value of such illegal activities on 
a par with those groups involved in illegal drug trafficking, 
human trafficking or arms trafficking.

 » The vast amounts of money involved in sport, the weak 
or complex governance structures of some sport orga-
nization and the low investigation and conviction rates 
by law enforcement and criminal justice authorities con-
tribute to making sport a profitable and low-risk target for  
organized criminal groups and their activities.

 » The rise in the popularity of sport and its economic dimen-
sion has made it increasingly attractive to organized crime 
groups as a vehicle to be exploited for illicit financial gain. 
It has also served to expand and strengthen the power 
and influence of such groups. 

 » Organized criminal groups use advanced technology and 
sophisticated methods to exploit sport for illicit gains, 
which requires that criminal justice systems be equipped 
with equally advanced means, knowledge and resources.11 

2.3  Principal areas of activity of organized crime 
groups in sport

While the involvement of organized crime in sport is multi-
faceted, the principal areas of activity involve the manipula-
tion of sports competitions, illegal betting, money-laundering, 
manipulation of public procurement processes for the con-
struction of sport infrastructure and the use of corruption to 
infiltrate sports organizations, both at professional and 

11 See UNODC, Legislative Guide for the Implementation of the United Nations Conven-
tion against Transnational Organized Crime, articles 19, 20 and 27.

amateur levels. There is also increasing concern about the 
scale of human trafficking in sport, which involves trans-
national organized criminal groups infiltrating the transfer 
market of athletes. 

The involvement of organized crime has been reported in 
other areas related to sport, such as doping,12 E-sport13 and 
organized supporters’ clubs.14

2.3.1  Manipulation of sport competitions and  
illegal betting

Competition manipulation is a large and complex field, and 
the involvement of transnational organized criminal groups 
is a common feature. The types of sport most frequently 
affected include football, cricket, tennis and boxing.15 
Competition manipulation is analyzed in detail in section 8.

A structural and systemic connection between organized 
crime, illegal betting and competition manipulation often 
exists. A case in point are the discoveries of the Joint 
Investigation Unit led by Europol between 2011 and 2013 in 
cooperation with several European countries. The investiga-
tion identified 380 football matches suspected of being 
manipulated, involving 15 countries and 425 persons. As the 
spokesperson for the transnational investigation unit pointed 
out, there was evidence that “150 of these cases and the 
operations were run out of Singapore with bribes of up to 
100,000 euros paid per match”.16

 

12 Thoroughbred Trainer Jorge Navarro and Head of New York Veterinary Clinic Plead 
Guilty in Federal Doping Case | USAO-SDNY | Department of Justice.

13 INTERPOL, “E-sports: keeping crime out of video game competitions”, February 
2020, www.interpol.int/News-and-Events/News/2020/E-sports-keeping-crime-out-of-vid-
eo-game-competitions.

14 Cass. Pen., VI sez., sent. del 18/04/2019, n. 39363, www.italgiure.giustizia.it/xway/
application/nif/clean/hc.dll?verbo=attach&db=snpen&id=./20190925/snpen@s60@
a2019@n39363@tS.clean.pdf.

15 See also: Toine Snapens, “Match-fixing” in Contemporary Organized Crime: Develop-
ments, Challenges and Responses, Hans Nelen and Dina Siegel, eds., 2nd Edition, Studies 
in Organized Crime, Vol. 18 (Cham, Springer Nature, 2021), pp. 135–150; The Asian Racing 
Federation Council on Anti-illegal Betting and Related Financial Crime, Good Practices in 
Addressing Illegal Betting: A Handbook for Horse Racing and Other Sports to Uphold Integ-
rity (2020); Marcelo Moriconi and João Paulo Almeida, “El mercado global de apuestas 
deportivas online: terreno fértil para fraudes y crímenes”, Sociologia: Problemas e Práticas, 
vol. 96 (2021), pp. 93–116.

16 Europol, “Update: Results from the largest football match-fixing investigation in 
Europe”, Press Release, 6 February 2013, www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/
update-results-largest-football-match-fixing-investigation-in-europe.
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2.3.2 Organized crime and sport infrastructure

The construction industry is estimated to account for five to 
seven per cent of the Gross Domestic Product of most coun-
tries.17 Construction has a significant role in the development 
of a country, the creation of employment, the promotion of 
economic growth and human development.18 

The construction of sports infrastructure, whether the build-
ing of new facilities or the renovation of existing ones, 
whether for major sports events or for regular tournaments 
and championships, is a primary target for organized crime. 
Furthermore, the construction of sport infrastructure is 
potentially vulnerable to corruption. The following case illus-
trates the potential vulnerability of construction projects to 
corruption.

17 Charles Kenny, “Construction, corruption, and developing countries”, Policy Research 
Working Paper 4271, June 2007, World Bank, Washington, DC.

18 Vivien Foster and Celia Briceño-Garmendia, Africa’s Infrastructure: A Time for  
Transformation (Washington, DC, World Bank, 2010).

Case study: Collusion in the construction industry

In preparation for hosting the single biggest sport 
tournament in the world, the FIFA World Cup, South 
Africa fast tracked its infrastructure roll-out pro-
gramme. Accordingly, six years before the start of 
the tournament in 2010, simultaneous construction 
projects, such as the building of new stadiums, road 
networks and railway lines took place throughout the 
country. Building companies, however, took advan-
tage of these construction activities and engaged 
in various collusive agreements. Initial suspicion of 
possible anti-competitive behaviour by construction 
companies emerged after the National Treasury 
and various local municipalities expressed concern 
regarding the sharp increases in costs of constructing 
the 2010 FIFA World Cup stadiums. The South Afri-
can Competition Commission initiated an investiga-
tion into the construction industry on the 1 February 
2009 relating to tenders for the construction of World 
Cup stadiums. Shortly thereafter, a second inves-
tigation was initiated on 1 September 2009, which 
covered all large and small tenders for construction 
projects. Based on responses received the Commis-
sion developed and launched a fast track settlement 
programme on 1 February 2011. The principles of 
the fast track settlement programme were adopted 
from similar programmes utilized by the Office of 
Fair Trade (OFT) and the Netherlands Competition 
Authority (NMA). The aim of this programme was to 
incentivize firms to enter into a comprehensive set-
tlement with the Commission. Through the fast track 
settlement programme, construction firms admitted 
to bid-rigging 298 contracts to the value of R111.9 
billion. In 2013, the Commission concluded settle-
ments with most of the firms involved in bid-rigging 
and collusive tendering of projects that took place 
between 2006 and 2009. The total administrative 
penalties from that settlement process amounted to 
R1.46 billion.

*African Competition Forum, Competition Challenges in African Con-
struction Markets: A Study across East and Southern Africa (2019), 
www.compcom.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/African-Compe-
tition-Forum-Competition-challenges-in-African-construction-markets
-A-study-across-East-and-Southern-Africa.pdf. For more information 
on the collusion in the South African construction industry to build the 
2010 FIFA World Cup football stadiums, see Mafaro Kasipo, “Hybrid 
governance in the global south: a case study of collusion within the 
South African construction industry”, PhD dissertation, University of 
Cape Town, 2020, http://hdl.handle.net/11427/32508.
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2.3.3 Infiltration of amateur and professional sports

The infiltration of sport organizations, both at amateur and 
professional levels, for illicit purposes by organized crime 
groups represents a major and growing threat to sport. 
Controlling an amateur or professional sport organization 
can be an appealing target for organized criminal groups 
when their acquisition and control lead to engagement with 
and exercise of influence over communities.

Furthermore, economic activities related to the management 
of sport organizations can be convenient vehicles through 
which criminal groups can launder money by, for instance, 
manipulating sponsorship agreements, transfers of players 
and complex infrastructure projects.

Given the often precarious financial situation of some sports 
organizations, background checks may be omitted, and due 
diligence standards relaxed at the prospect of new revenue 
coming from new sponsors or investors. Such risks have 
been highlighted by the Union of European Football 
Associations (UEFA) by issuing alerts and through the devel-
opment of training programmes for club managers.

Case study: Organized crime control of local 
public sports facility

In 2011, the Sport Centre Ripamonti Iseo, a local pub-
lic sport facility in the city of Milan, had fallen under 
the control of a mafia-type organized criminal group, 
the “Ndrangheta Flachi Clan”. Using legitimate means 
to gain control of managing the sport club facility, the 
group used this status to build its reputation in the 
local area for securing employment for its members 
and other illegal activities. When the involvement of 
the group was uncovered, the public authorities sus-
pended the contract for the facility, which was sub-
sequently severely damaged by fire in a retaliatory 
action. The facility reopened to the public in 2015.

* Paolo Bertaccini Bonoli and Caterina Gozzoli, “The Code of Ethics for 
sport in the Municipality of Milan: a grassroots approach against organ-
ised crime and corruption in sports” in Global Corruption Report: Sport, 
Transparency International (Abingdon and New York, Routledge, 2016), 
pp. 94–98. See also https://milano.corriere.it/notizie/cronaca/11_dicem-
bre_19/centro-sportivo-ripamonti-via-iseo-riaperto-1902584899523.
shtml.

2.3.4   Trafficking in persons and smuggling of 
migrants in sport

Trafficking in persons is a global and widespread crime that 
treats men, women and children like commodities for profit. 
The organized networks or individuals behind this lucrative 
crime take advantage of people who are in vulnerable situa-
tions, desperate or simply seeking a better life.

The United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children,19 supplementing the United Nations Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime, was adopted by the 
General Assembly in November 2000. It is the first legally 
binding instrument with an internationally recognized defini-
tion of trafficking in persons. The Protocol is a vital tool for 
the prosecution of alleged offenders, for the detection of all 
forms of exploitation which constitute trafficking in persons, 
for the identification and protection of victims, whether men, 
women or children. State Parties to the Protocol must crimi-
nalize human trafficking and develop anti-trafficking laws in 
line with the provisions of the Protocol. They must provide 
protection and assistance to victims of trafficking and 
ensure that the victims’ rights are fully respected.

19 www.unodc.org/res/human-trafficking/2021the-protocol-tip_html/TIP.pdf.
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The crime of human trafficking consists of three core ele-
ments: the act, the means, the purpose. Traffickers use vari-
ous means such as deception, threat or use of force (physical 
or psychological) to control their victims. Exploitation can 
take place in a victim’s home country, during migration or in 
a foreign country.

Trafficking in Football 

Evidence of the vulnerability of children to abusive 
adults within the football industry is apparent in two 
forms of human trafficking, known as trafficking 
through and in football. Trafficking through football 
relates to the criminal activities of individuals, posing 
as football scouts or agents, who use football and 
the prospect of trials overseas to fraudulently extract 
money from the parents of eager young players. The 
fees involved can be as high as £3,000 and typically 
see families incurring debt, selling possessions, and 
cutting back on other familial costs such as school-
ing for other siblings. This process invariably ends 
with the player being taken to Europe on a standard 
three-month visitor visa before being effectively 
abandoned. 

Trafficking in football involves a similar route to 
Europe and, in some more recent cases, to South 
and East Asia. Trials do materialize, and professional 
contracts are secured. However, what allows this pro-
cess to be defined as trafficking is the fact that these 
contracts are often highly exploitative and unfavour-
able for the players, with agents taking as much as  
50 per cent of the players’ salary for the duration of 
the contract. Although trafficking in football is associ-
ated primarily with young men and boys, researchers 
have drawn attention to how women and young girls 
ally if they have migrant status, can also find them-
selves tied to exploitative contractual terms.

**James Esson and others, “Children before players: current risks 
and future research agendas”, Report commissioned by UNICEF UK 
(2020), https://hdl.handle.net/2134/11590800.v1. 

Instances of trafficking of children in the context of sports 
have been reported. For example, in football, a recurrent 
pattern is the trafficking of players from West Africa and 
Latin America to European and Asian clubs.20 This activity 

20 Europol, Criminal Networks Involved in the Trafficking and Exploitation of Underage 
Victims in the European Union (The Hague, 2018), p. 21.

usually involves children and young adults living in precari-
ous situations, who can be easily deceived and convinced to 
pay for services or to sign unfair contracts. As a conse-
quence, they find themselves victims of criminal schemes. It 
has been reported that young athletes, children and their 
families are approached by fraudsters who claim to be 
agents of well-known sport organizations. These criminals 
charge a fee based on the false promise that ensures appeal-
ing earnings and contracts abroad. When travel does occur, 
it is revealed that no academy or club existed to recruit 
them.21

Sport organizations are increasingly aware of the risk of 
trafficking in their sports. For example:

 » FIFA is working with its stakeholders to improve and 
strengthen the protection of minors within the football 
transfer system. It has announced22 that it would under-
take a full review of its rules with respect to the age limit 
for international transfers, trials involving minors and 
minors registered with private academies (i.e. outside 
of the structure of organized football), with a view to 
ascertaining whether its existing safeguarding mech-
anisms and rules are sufficient or should be improved. 
These measures are part of FIFA’s reform of the transfer 
system, undertaken since 2018 and in consultation with 
FIFA’s football stakeholders. Part of this reform includes 
measures such as the establishment of a clearing house, 
to process transfers and avoid fraudulent conduct, as 
well as a licensing system for agents and caps on agents’ 
remuneration.23

 » In the United States of America, Major League Baseball 
(MLB) has launched an initiative to raise awareness about 
the problem.24 

 » The arrangement for cooperation between the European 
Union and UEFA25 refers to the need to take all appropri-
ate measures to fight trafficking in sport, especially with 
regard to minors.

21 Matthew Hall, “The scramble for Africa’s athletes”, Foreign Policy, 20 April 2018, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/04/20/the-scramble-for-africas-athletes-trafficking-soc-
cer-football-messi-real-madrid-barcelona/.

22 Football Stakeholders Committee agrees on key principles pertaining to third reform 
package, 14 May 2020, www.fifa.com/about-fifa/organisation/media-releases/football-
stakeholders-committee-agrees-on-key-principles-pertaining-to-third-ref

23 For more information, refer to FIFA publishes report on ten years of international 
transfers (2011–2020). Among others, key findings include: $48.5 billion spent on transfer 
fees over the past decade, and a total of $3.5 billion was paid for agents’ commissions in 
international transfers.

24 Sarah Hanlon, “Addressing human trafficking in the context of Major League Base-
ball and the Cuban Baseball Federation”, DePaul Journal of Sports Law, vol. 16, No. 1 (2020), 
pp. 35–53.

25 https://ec.europa.eu/sport/sites/default/files/library/documents/decision-eu-ue-
fa-cooperation-2018_1.pdf.
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Human trafficking around major sports events is also an 
issue that attracts growing interest and research. These 
events require large workforces, including the use of manual 
labour, and also are linked to increased demand that fosters 
trafficking for sexual exploitation.26 

The organization of sport events may also increase opportu-
nities for the smuggling of migrants. The matter has been 
considered by the States parties to UNTOC. The Working 
Group on the Smuggling of Migrants, at its meeting in 
September 2019, recommended that “States parties should 
consider means of sharing information, in line with domestic 
law, with a view to reducing opportunities for the smuggling 
of migrants to hosting countries on the occasion of inter-
national sporting or other major events.”27 

2.3.5 Money-laundering

Money-laundering is a key driver for those organized criminal 
groups that use sport as a vehicle to launder proceeds of 
crime. 

Estimates as to the financial value of the sports industry 
vary, depending on the range of metrics used. In 2018, they 
ranged from $488.5 billion when looking at specific sport 
products, to $614.1 billion when other economic sectors are 
included.28 Sponsorships, merchandising, television rights, 
commercial revenues, ticket sales, as well as the increase of 
legitimate betting all contribute to the estimates of the finan-
cial value of sport.

The systems for reporting suspicious transaction used by 
the Financial Action Task Force (FATF)29 bringing together a 
global international network of Financial Intelligence Units 
(FIUs) provide financial information, which is crucial to the 
opening of investigation scenarios and to the reconstruction 
of complex schemes aimed at laundering illicit gains. This 
system for reporting suspicious transactions can also be 
applied in the sports sector. 

26 For example, see the study by the McCain Institute, which also explored the impact 
of the Super Bowl on sex trafficking in 2015, www.mccaininstitute.org/countering-hu-
man-trafficking-at-large-sporting-events/.

27 Recommendation 15. See UNODC, Smuggling of Migrants, p. 20.
28 www.businesswire.com/news/home/20190514005472/en/Sports---614-Bil-

lion-Global-Market-Opportunities#:~:text=The%20global%20sports%20market%20
reached,nearly%20%24614.1%20billion%20by%202022.

29 FATF is an independent intergovernmental body that develops and promotes policies 
to protect the global financial system against money-laundering, terrorist financing and the 
financing of proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. The FATF Recommendations 
are recognized as the global anti-money laundering (AML) and counter-terrorist financing 
(CFT) standard.

Case study: Infiltration of a football club by an 
organized criminal group30

In 2015, the Portuguese Criminal Police (Polícia  
Judiciária), supported by Europol, dismantled a 
transnational organized criminal group, mainly com-
posed of Russian nationals, who carried out money-
laundering through the football sector. Active since at 
least 2008, this criminal network was thought to be 
a cell of an important Russian mafia group, directly 
responsible for laundering several million euros 
across numerous European Union countries, believed 
to derive from poly-criminal activities committed 
outside the European Union. The group’s known 
modus operandus was to identify football clubs in 
the European Union that were in financial distress 
and to infiltrate them with benefactors who provided 
much needed short-term donations or investments. 
The operation by the Portuguese Criminal Police 
involved more than 70 Portuguese police officers 
and was supported by experts from the Europol’s 
Financial Intelligence Group. As the result of more 
than one year of a complex, international criminal 
investigation, three members of the organized crimi-
nal network were arrested. In addition, 22 houses and 
companies (including four major football clubs) and 
lawyers’ and accountants’ offices were searched, and 
several thousand euros in cash were seized.

30 www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/police-dismantle-russian-money-launder-
ing-ring-operating-in-football-sector.

31 For the Financial Intelligence Unit, see https://uif.bancaditalia.it/homepage/index.
html?com.dotmarketing. htmlpage.language=1.
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3.
Examples of selected 
initiatives and cases 
related to organized crime 
in sport
Information used in the preparation of this section 
was provided by States parties in response to a 
questionnaire issued by UNODC to the 187 parties 
to the United Nations Convention against Corruption 
(UNCAC) in June 2020. This was complemented by 
using open-source materials, including legislation, 
judicial decisions, jurisprudence, academic journals, 
articles, studies and relevant research.

3.1 African States

Kenya

A former Minister of Sport and three other officials in the 
Ministry of Sport, together with the former President of the 
National Olympic Committee of Kenya (NOCK) and three 
other NOCK officials were charged by the Kenyan Office of 
Director of Public Prosecutions with embezzlement relating 
to funds for the 2016 Olympic Games.32 

South Africa

In 2000, the President of South Africa established the King 
Commission to investigate corruption and competition 
manipulation in cricket after the captain of the national team 
had admitted that he had inappropriate dealings with book-
makers in India. At the same time, the International Cricket 
Council established a committee to investigate corruption 
and competition manipulation. Both reports painted a bleak 
picture of corruption in cricket and the involvement of  
organized crime in the sport.33 

32 For further details, see https://apnews.com/article/sports-africa-business-2020-to-
kyo-olympics-kenya-3a88bb5862490280c8bb33189bc34612; www.sportsintegrityinitiative.
com/seven-kenyans-charged-over-rio-2016-olympic-fraud/; and www.insidethegames.biz/
articles/1071007/former-kenyan-noc-official-arrested-over-rio-2016-financial-scandal-as-
charges-ordered-against-six-more.

33 Steve Cornelius, “South African measures to combat match fixing and corruption in 
sport”, International Sports Law Journal, no. 3–4 (2007), pp. 68–71.

Case Study: The role of STRs in identifying fraud 
and corruption in sport 

Numerous Suspicious Transaction Reports (STRs) 
received and analyzed by the Italian Financial Intelli-
gence Unit (UIF) highlight recurring cases and types 
of illegal behavior in the world of sport. Anomalous 
phenomena connected with the sponsorship of ama-
teur sports clubs, often linked to the practice of “false 
invoicing”, have been often brought to the attention 
of the UIF. Furthermore, many STRs originate from 
anomalies detected in the winnings of bets on 
competitions and sporting events (for example, con-
centrations of winnings over time or within specific 
territories). Among the most relevant cases emerged 
in recent years, there are those of false accounting, 
very often associated with tax offences, committed 
by sports clubs to hide situations of financial weak-
ness. It has also been noted that sports clubs use 
proceeds of tax offences to finance transactions of 
significant amounts. Furthermore, the administrative 
liability of sports clubs, in addition to the criminal 
liability of natural persons, may be established pur-
suant to Legislative Decree 231/2001 concerning the 
liability of legal persons.
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In 2004, the South African Police Service, the Directorate of 
Priority Crimes and the National Prosecuting Authority 
launched operation “Dribble”. Over 40 match officials and 
team managers in the South African Premier Soccer League 
were arrested. Many charges were eventually withdrawn, 
since the crimes occurred before the entry into force of sec-
tion 15 of the Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities 
Act.34 At the time, the common law definitions of corruption 
or bribery required the involvement of government officials 
or public officers and not that of private actors.

3.2 Asia-Pacific States

Cambodia

Four officials belonging to the national football federation 
were found guilty of embezzling sponsorship funds allocated 
for a tournament between 2015 and 2019.35

India 

In 2013, in a case linked to the Indian Premier League cricket 
competition, players and bookmakers were charged under 
the Maharashtra Control of Organized Crime Act 1999 for 
participation in organized crime.36 

It was discovered that the bookmakers had links with a 
crime syndicate and that matches were manipulated at their 
behest.37 However, the standard for proving guilt under the 
act is rigorous and includes the following requirements: 

 » The accused must be members of an organized crime 
syndicate

 » Continually use of unlawful means for carrying on unlaw-
ful activity for economic gains

 » The continuing unlawful activity has to be a cognizable 
offence punishable with imprisonment of three or more 
years, in respect of which more than one charge sheet 
has to have been filed before a competent court in the 
preceding ten years

 » The court must recognize such an offence38 

34 Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities Act, 2004 (Act 12 of 2004) (PreCCA) 
deals expressly with sport and provides a tool which can potentially be very powerful in the 
fight against corruption and match fixing in sport. See www.gov.za/documents/preven-
tion-and-combating-corrupt-activities-act-0.

35 Khy Sovuthy, “Football officials banned for life over corruption”, Cambodian Journal-
ists Alliance Association, 7 May 2020.

36 Delhi District Court, Patiala House Courts, State v. Ashwani Aggarwal alias Tinku 
Mandi and Ors, Case No.SC No. 115/13, 25 July 2015.

37 Supreme Court of India, Sreesanth v. The Board of Control for Cricket in India and 
others, decision of 15/03/2019, case no. 42358/2017, https://main.sci.gov.in/supreme-
court/2017/42358/42358_2017_Judgement_15-Mar-2019.pdf.

38 India, Maharashtra Control of Organised Crime Act, section 2(1).

In this case, the prosecution could not provide sufficient evi-
dence to prove that the players were part of the crime syndi-
cate, or that they were carrying on continued unlawful activity 
consisting of cognizable offences punishable with imprison-
ment of three or more years. Therefore, the Delhi District 
Court acquitted all the players for lack of evidence.39

Papua New Guinea

In 2018, an audit into the construction of a new headquarters 
for the Oceania Football Federation and the conduct of the 
former President of the Papua New Guinea Football 
Association, revealed notable irregularities. A budget of 
$10.9 million was allocated for the project but was assigned 
without the use of regular processes. The former president 
was banned from football for six and a half years and 
received a substantial fine.40

TÜRKIYE

In 2011, 61 individuals were arrested, including club manag-
ers and national team players, on suspicion of being involved 
in the fixing of 19 football matches. One official was sen-
tenced to six years and three months in prison on charges of 
competition manipulation. A senior official of a football club 
at the time received a prison sentence of one year, ten 
months and ten days. Another official was sentenced to one 
year and two months in prison, while a fourth official was 
sent to prison for six years and three months.41

3.3 Eastern European States

Armenia

In 2018, an international investigation supported by Europol 
revealed that an Armenian-Belgian criminal organization 
operating across different countries, both inside and outside 
Europe, actively bribed professional players of lower-tier 
tennis circuits. Most of the bribed players participated in the 
Challenger and Futures tournaments, the second- and 
third-highest levels of professional tennis competitions. The 
players had been bribed to obtain pre-arranged match results 
with the aim of betting on those fixed matches. The 
Armenian-Belgian criminal organization consisted of several 
individuals, each of whom had a specific task, including 
anonymously moving large sums of money abroad. As part 
of the investigation, Belgium cooperated with investigators 

39 The Court of the Additional District Judge, Delhi, Ajay Sharma v. The Board of Control 
for Cricket in India, Case No.507/14/03 (24 May 2014).

40 www.fifa.com/media-releases/adjudicatory-chamber-of-the-independent-ethics-com-
mittee-sanctions-david-chung.

41 See: www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-18681119.
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from Bulgaria, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Slovakia, 
and the United States of America, with support from the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI).42 

Bulgaria

In 2017, a lawsuit was started against two football coaches 
for competition manipulation. The coaches were held 
accountable under article 321 (1) of the Penal Code regard-
ing anyone who forms or manages an organized criminal 
group.43 

Latvia

In 2014, a joint investigation into match-fixing conducted by 
the police in cooperation with UEFA and the Latvian Football 
Federation led to the arrest of eight individuals.44 

In 2019, the State Police supported by UEFA and the Latvian 
Football Federation, launched a criminal investigation on a 
case of competition manipulation in the Latvian football 
league. Three individuals were arrested.45 

Republic of Moldova

In 2020, an investigation by the Moldovan National 
Anticorruption Centre, with the support of Europol, revealed 
that half of the teams in the Moldovan top league were 
involved in the fixing of around 20 football matches. Criminals 
would influence the outcome of the games and bet mostly 
on the Asian market. The bets ranged between €10,000 and 
€20,000 for a single fixed match. Overall, the criminal profits 
are estimated at €600,000.46

Romania

In 2014, eight executives and management officials, includ-
ing a former Romanian national football captain, received jail 
sentences for money-laundering and tax evasion. The offi-
cials registered false sums for the transfers of 12 players 
from Romania to foreign clubs between 1999 and 2005. 

42 See www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/match-point-law-enforcement-organ-
ised-crime-group-involved-in-manipulating-professional-tennis-competitions-arrested.

43 https://rai-see.org/two-bulgarian-football-players-charged-with-match-fixing/.
44 The 2014 case (reference n. 1815006313) has been sent to the court. No decision 

has been taken yet about the case.
45 The 2019 case (reference no. 11815003519) is under preliminary investigation, the 

report is in finalization phase before being sent to court.
46 See: www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/four-arrested-in-top-football-league-

match-fixing-scheme

Prosecutors proved that the state lost €1.7 million in taxes, 
and the Romanian clubs lost €10 million.47

Russian Federation

Cases of connections between criminal groups and sport 
organizations have been prosecuted and adjudicated since 
the 1990s. They frequently involved the abuse or misuse of 
public funds and public authority.

A first case, for instance, is related to officials at an ice 
hockey club who admitted misusing funds in connection 
with a local criminal group between 2011 and 2013. A second 
case involves interference with a basketball club activity 
between 2014 and 2016. Representatives of the basketball 
club, acting under pressure from the minister, rented apart-
ments at the expense of the club for the residence of the 
minister’s acquaintances. As a result, the club suffered 
damage in the amount of 2.7 million rubles. 

Furthermore, in 2010, a high level official of the Kaluga region 
organized the activities of legal entities that entered formal 
contracts to perform the functions of construction control 
during the building of these facilities. In fact, control services 
were provided in full by a state treasury institution subordi-
nate to the Ministry of Construction and Housing and Utilities 
of the region, fully financed from budget funds. Fictitious 
control services were paid from the budget of the Kaluga 
region in the amount of more than 15 million rubles.48 

Slovenia 

In the context of an operation supported by Europol in 2017, 
law enforcement authorities identified an organized crime 
group that had created different websites as part of an online 
illegal betting platform used to place bets on manipulated 
sport events taking place in multiple countries across 
Europe.49

3.4 Latin American and Caribbean States

Brazil

In 2015, an investigation was initiated into the construction of 
a new stadium for the FIFA 2014 World Cup, the Arena 
Pernambuco. The construction had been managed by the 

47 See: www.occrp.org/en/ccwatch/cc-watch-briefs/2359-romania-eight-top-football-
officials-jailed-for-corruption.

48 Cases reported by the Russian Federation in response to a questionnaire issued by 
UNODC in preparation for the present report.

49 Regional Anti-Corruption Initiative, “Croatia and Slovenia: 11 arrested in sports cor-
ruption hit”, 19 December 2017.
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major domestic construction company Odebrecht. The inves-
tigation revealed widespread corruption relating to the project, 
the price of which had been inflated by $12 million. The head 
of Odebrecht was found guilty of organizing a significant kick-
back scheme and given a 19-year prison sentence.50 

Colombia

The municipality of Medellin designed and implemented a 
programme aimed at building a multifunctional space open 
to all citizens, using activities in sport, culture and other 
areas as a means for social inclusion. The strategic use of 
sport is viewed as a crucial tool in stopping young people 
from joining local gangs.

3.5 Western European and other States

In 2020, EUROPOL51 highlighted the threat posed to sport by 
organized crime. This built on the Europol Serious and 
Organised Crime Threat Assessment (SOCTA) of 2017, 
which identified corruption in sport as one of the 12 main 
activities of organized crime within the European Union.52 

Australia 

In 2013, the Australian Crime Commission released a report53 
dedicated to organized crime and which covered the link 
between organized crime and doping and the smuggling of 
pharmaceuticals. The report stated:

Australian professional athletes, facilitated by 
sports scientists, coaches and support staff are 
using prohibited substances including peptides 
and hormones. This behavior is occurring in several 
professional sporting codes in Australia. The use of 
illicit drugs within some sporting codes is higher than 
previously recorded. Organized crime is involved in the 
domestic distribution of peptides and hormones. The 
use of prohibited substances by athletes is leading 
to an association between professional athletes 
and criminal identities. There is a culture in some 
professional sports of administering untested and 
experimental substances to athletes. Some sports 
scientists and medical practitioners are involved in 
supplying peptides and hormones to athletes.

50 BBC, “Brazil corruption: ailed former Odebrecht chief to serve term at home”, 19 Decem-
ber 2017; BBC, “Brazil launches investigation into World Cup corruption”, 14 August 2015. 

51 Europol, “The involvement of organised crime groups in sport corruption”, August 
2020, www.europol.europa.eu/publications-documents/involvement-of-organised-crime-
groups-in-sports-corruption.

52 Europol, “Serious and organized crime threat assessment 2017 (SOCTA): updated 
methodology”, November 2017.

53 Australian Crime Commission, Organised Crime and Drugs in Sport (Canberra, 2013).

Also, in Australia, the infrastructure to prevent and counter 
organized and serious crime is proving to be crucial in identi-
fying connections between sport and organized crime. 
Qualified and knowledge-based reporting has been identified 
as a key tool in building effective policies.54 

Belgium

In 2015, a Serbian player was transferred from a football club 
in Serbia to a club in Belgium and subsequently to a club in 
the United Kingdom. The transfers involved a series of illegal 
payments. Belgium law enforcement agencies discovered 
irregularities in the transfers, leading to the arrest of both the 
coach and the agent.55 In addition, Operation Clean Hands, 
conducted between 2017 and 2019, revealed a scheme used 
by sport agents to hide commissions from authorities. The 
investigation led to 23 people, including player agents, club 
executives and board members, being accused of at least 
one crime.56

54 See: Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, Organised Crime in Australia (2017); 
Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Health, Report of the Review of Australia’s Sports 
Integrity Arrangements (2018).

55 “Belgium football transfer: two arrested in fraud inquiry”, www.bbc.com/news/
world-europe-49662132.

56 See www.eurojust.europa.eu/eurojust-supports-dismantling-football-money-launder-
ing-network.
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Canada

In 2013, the administrator of the illegal sports betting ring 
Platinum Sports Book was arrested and later sentenced for 
illegal gambling. Platinum Sport Book was technologically 
advanced, with computer servers in Costa Rica, toll-free tele-
phone lines and a smart-phone app for betting on all major 
sporting events. It was organized in a pyramid structure, with 
betting operators signing up their own clients, collecting their 
debts and paying out the winnings.57 

Finland

The Court of Appeal applied section 6, section 5(2), of the 
Criminal Code to increase the sentence applied to members 
of a football club.. In a decision by a district court, the 
member of a football club was found to have participated in 
the activity of an organized criminal group involved in illegal 
betting in Asia and in manipulating games played in different 
countries. 

Persons belonging to the football club were prosecuted by a 
district court for the laundering of money obtained by betting 
on manipulated competitions. While the district court dis-
missed the charges, the Court of Appeal found that the 
former managing director and the chairperson of the club 
should have known that 300,000 euros received by the team 
from a Singaporean company as part of partnership deal in 
2010–2011 was the result of criminal activities. The trial 
before the Court of Appeal resulted in a conviction.58 

Italy

Numerous examples of the involvement of organized crime 
in sport in Italy exist. These date from the 1980s to more 
recent times.59 

 » In 1980, the “Totonero” competition manipulation case in 
the country’s professional football leagues resulted in two 
processes that had two different outcomes: disciplinary 

57 See: https://nationalpost.com/news/toronto/man-admits-to-role-in-103m-illegal-
gambling-ring-allegedly-linked-to-mafia-hells-angels.

58 Johanna Peurala, “Match-manipulation in football: the challenges faced in Finland”, 
International Sports Law Journal, vol. 13 (2013), pp. 268–286.

59 For the analytical information about the selected cases, refer to: Raffaele Cantone 
and Gianluca Di Feo, Football clan. Perché il calcio è diventato lo sport più amato dalle mafie 
(BUR Univ. Rizzoli Library, 2014); Daniele Poto, Le mafie nel pallone. Storia dell’illegalità 
diffusa nel gioco più truccato del mondo (Abele Group, 2010); Daniela Giuffrè and Antonio 
Scuglia, Calcio truccato. Il grande business della mafia (Bologna, Minerva, 2018); Daniela 
Giuffrè and Antonio Scuglia Game over. Calcio truccato, ora basta! (Bologna, Minerva, 
2015); Pierpaolo Romani, Calcio criminale (Rubbettino, 2012); Antonio Felici Le pagine 
nere del calcio. Tutti gli scandali minuto per minuto (Iacobellieditore, 2011); Antonio Felici, 
Da porta a porta. Gli ultimi dribbling dei furbetti del calcio (Iacobellieditore, 2012); Oliviero 
Beha and Andrea Di Caro, Indagine sul calcio (BUR Biblioteca Univ. Rizzoli, 2006); Oliviero 
Beha and Andrea Di Caro, Il calcio alla sbarra (BUR Biblioteca Univ. Rizzoli, 2011); Giovanni 
Tartaglia Polcini C’è del marcio nello sport. Ovvero come truccare le carte del gioco, (Ricerca 
Eurispes, 2019); Paolo Bertaccini Bonoli and Caterina Gozzoli, Il match-fixing in Italia: un’in-
dagine conoscitiva (2014), ASAG Università Cattolica within the Stop Match-fixing Italia 
project, www.stop-match-fixing-italia.org/1/upload/indaginematchfixing_italia.pdf.

and criminal. On 14 May and 11June 1980, the Disciplinary 
Commissions of the Federation determined the relega-
tion to Serie B of the teams AC Milan and SS Lazio, along 
with various penalties, including the disqualification of 
presidents and players. On 23 December 1980 at the 
Fifth Criminal Section of the Court of Rome acquitted all 
connected players indicted for aggravated fraud, because 
at the time there was a gap in the legislation in Italy that 
did not allow the criminal punishment of the incident. This 
gap was filled by Law 401/89.

 » In 1986, the “Totonero” competition manipulation case 
revealed the involvement of a large network of criminals 
that was responsible for a wide range of criminal activity 
affecting all the country’s professional football leagues. 
Similar to the 1980 “Totonero” competition manipulation 
case, the result was two processes that had two different 
outcomes: disciplinary and criminal, with sanctioning 
occurring through disciplinary procedures.

 » In 2006, the “Calciopoli” competition manipulation case 
was uncovered. Several club owners, managers, players, 
referees and league officials were accused of corruption 
and links to organized crime.60 

 » In 2011, the “Calcioscommesse” competition manipula-
tion case affected football in Italy again. Approximately 
130 professional football players, officials and referees 
were involved in a range of corrupt practices, who were 
prosecuted under organized crime legislation.61 

 » In 2015, a further investigation into competition manip-
ulation in football was launched. It involved teams and 
officials from the lower leagues of Italian football. A total 
of 100 incidents were cited, involving 36 clubs and 40 
matches. The clubs were prosecuted for illicit activities 
and betting under organized crime legislation.62 

 » In 2018, operation “Mani in Pasta” revealed the involve-
ment of organized crime in the fixing of horse races, with 
a leading role by the Sicilian mafia. An organized criminal 
group had manipulated jockeys and doped horses across 
the country to win bets on races.63 

60 I degree Sentence of conviction by the Court of Naples on 8.11.2011 RG 27685/06 
against BERTINI Paolo + others; II degree Sentence of conviction of the Court of Appeal 
of Naples of 17.12.2013 no. 10786/13; Supreme Court of Cassation III Criminal Section n. 
36350/15 of 23.3.2015

61 The trial concluded for all defendants with a sentence of non-suitability as the 
alleged crimes were extinguished due to the statute of limitations. Order applying precau-
tionary measures of the GIP of the Court of Cremona of 28.5.2011.

62 Execution on 19.5.2015 and 10.6.2015 of two precautionary orders issued by the 
GIP of the Court of Catanzaro at the request of the local Anti-Mafia District Directorate: 
Investigated DI LAURO Fabio + 83 RG 345/16.

63 On 12.05.2020 executed order of application of precautionary measure against 
the family of Acquasanta Resuttana (FONTANA Gaetano + 104), which documented the 
diversified illegal business, including those in the field of online betting, horse racing betting 
and slot machines, with the reinvestment of its proceeds. Among the crimes charged were 
also fraud and sports fraud relating to horse races (OCC 3275/2019 RGNR and 3713/2019 
RGGIP issued by the GIP of the Court of Palermo).
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It is worth noting that investigations of corruption in sport 
initiated in Italy after 2010 were a spin-off of earlier investiga-
tions into the activity of organized criminal groups. 

Historically, organized crime has been a primary threat in 
Italy, which has generated in-depth analyses and the adop-
tion of structural policies, legislation and other measures.64 
In response to the emerging connections between organized 
crime and sport, Italian authorities have implemented a wide 
number of measures, including:

 » The inclusion of sport in the activities of the parliamen-
tary Anti-mafia Commission.65 

 » The establishment of the UISS-GISS (Unità Informativa 
Scommesse Sportive-Gruppo Investigativo Scommesse 
Sportive) platform within the Ministry of Interior, combat-
ting illegal betting and competition manipulation, includ-
ing their relations to organized crime.

 » The establishment of asset recovery operations in lities 
has been handed to non-governmental organizations or 
grassroot sport clubs.

 » The implementation by the Ministry of Youth and Sports 
of an integrated programme on competition manipula-
tion, including the launch of a reporting mechanism.66

64 For some guiding literature on the Italian case, refer to Isaia Sales and others, eds., 
Atlante delle Mafie: storia, economia, società, cultura, vols. 1–5 (Rubbettino, 2012–2017); 
Isaia Sales, Storia dell’Italia mafiosa: Perché le mafie hanno avuto successo (Rubbettino, 
2015); Nicola Gratteri and Antonio Nicaso, Storia segreta della ‘ndrangheta. Una lunga e 
oscura vicenda di sangue e potere (1860–2018) (Mondadori, 2018); Antonio Giorgi Mai 
più nell’ombra. Vittime di mafia: dalla conoscenza all’intervento psicologico (Franco Angeli, 
2019); Nando Dalla Chiesa L’impresa mafiosa. Tra capitalismo violento e controllo sociale 
(Novocento Media, 2012); Nando Dalla Chiesa, Buccinasco. La ‘ndrangheta al nord (Ein 
audi, 2012); Giovanno Fiandaca and Salvatore Lupo, La mafia non ha vinto: Il labirinto della 
trattativa (Laterza, 2014); Piero Bevilacqua, Breve storia dell’Italia meridionale. Dall’Ottocento 
a oggi (Donzelli, 2005); Pino Arlacchi La mafia imprenditrice. L’etica mafiosa e lo spirito del 
capitalismo (Il Mulino, 1983).

65 Commissione Parlamentare Di Inchiesta Sul Fenomeno Delle Mafie E Sulle Altre 
Associazioni Criminali, Anche Straniere, www.camera.it/leg17/491?idLegislatura=17&-
categoria=023&tipologiaDoc=documento&numero=031&doc=intero.

66 See: www.sport.governo.it/it/attivita-istituzionale-e-internazionale/contrasto-alla-ma-
nipolazione-dei-risultati-sportivi/presentazione/. www.sportpulitoitalia.it within the AMFF 
project www.anti-match-fixing-formula.eu/index.php/eng/.
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Spain

In 2018, an operation conducted in Spain with the support  
of Europol, INTERPOL and law enforcement authorities from 
Georgia revealed competition manipulation involving orga-
nized criminal groups from Belgium, France, Italy, Lithuania 
and the United States of America. Many apprehended indi-
viduals had close contacts with tennis, beach volleyball, 
basketball and ice hockey players. Twenty athletes were 
bribed to arrange the outcome of matches to obtain illegal 
gains.67 

As a result of a growing number of investigations by the 
Guardia Civil and the National Police on organized criminal 
schemes related to competition manipulation, in June 2018, 
a total of 21 people were arrested in connection with opera-
tion “Cortes”. It was launched to uncover the fixing of football 
matches played in the men’s third division and the women’s 
first division in Andalusia and Extremadura.68 

United States of America

The FBI’s Criminal Investigative Division launched the 
Integrity in Sport and Gaming (ISG) Initiative to combat 
threats of influence from organized crime groups and other 
criminal actors who sought to undermine integrity in sport 
and gaming. The ISG Initiative has two interrelated compo-
nents: ensuring integrity in sports and tackling illegal sports 
gambling. In addition to supporting case development to 
address growing threats to sport and gaming, the ISG 
Initiative focuses on promoting partnerships with public and 
private entities involved in sports integrity to increase educa-
tion and information sharing between those entities and the 
law enforcement community.

Attention to sports integrity issues continues to grow in the 
United States, particularly because of the expanding legal-
ization of sports betting across the country and the passage 
of the Rodchenkov Anti-Doping Act in December 2020, which 
can “impose criminal sanctions on certain persons involved 
in international doping fraud conspiracies, to provide restitu-
tion for victims of such conspiracies, and to require sharing 
of information with the United States Anti-Doping Agency to 
assist its fight against doping, and for other purposes”. The 

67 Europol, “Major Spanish operation against a prolific organized crime group in Europe”, 
Press Release, 6 July 2018. www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/major-spanish-op-
eration-against-prolific-organised-crime-group-in-europe. The case is still not adjudicated 
or the sentence available (case reference no. 9/2016 – Instrucción número 2 de Tarrasa / 
Barcelona).

68 See: https://elpais.com/deportes/2018/06/12/actualidad/1528757145_452287.html

FBI focuses on combatting threats from organized crime 
groups and other criminal actors who seek to commit or 
facilitate competition manipulation, illegal gambling and cor-
ruption of the integrity of athletes and sporting institutions. 

In March 2020, an FBI investigation led to the formal accusa-
tion of 27 defendants involved in an international racehorse 
doping scheme. Trainers, veterinarians and other individuals 
were charged with conspiracy to manufacture, distribute and 
administer adulterated or misbranded drugs, as well as with 
conspiracy to commit mail and wire fraud.69 

In 2013, an FBI fugitive and Russian organized crime figure 
was indicted in the United States for operating an illegal 
international sportsbook that catered to wealthy Russian 
entrepreneurs. His syndicate used this sportsbook to laun-
der more than $100 million through shell companies and 
bank accounts in Cyprus, before diverting the funds to the 
United States.70 

In 2009, an investigation of the construction of a new sta-
dium for the New York Yankees baseball team revealed that 
companies involved had been previously linked to local crim-
inal organizations and had been previously banned from 
taking part in public sector construction work.71 

A former Mafia boss, who was condemned in 1986 to an 
eight-year prison term for a wide range of crimes, later 
described analytically the modalities through which New 
York mafia-type organized crime made a systemic use of 
sport for illegal earnings through competition manipulation. 
It was revealed that the most popular gamble in United 
States sport betting was “the spread”: players in teams that 
were strong favourites were targeted to simply fix the win-
ning margin to be lower than expected. This scheme gener-
ated huge profits.72 Since 2006, the former mobster has 
cooperated with the Association of Tennis Professional 
(ATP) to prevent competition manipulation.

69 See: www.justice.gov/usao-sdny/pr/manhattan-us-attorney-charges-27-defendants-race-
horse-doping-rings.

70 See: www.state.gov/transnational-organized-crime-rewards-program-2/
alimzhan-tokhtakhounov/.

71 “Some work on New York stadiums was done by firms New York shuns”, New York 
Times, 10 April 2009.

72 Michael Franzese, Blood Covenant: The Story of the “Mafia Prince” Who Publicly Quit 
the Mob and Lived (New Kensington, PA, Whitaker House, 2018).
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Conclusion and policy 
considerations

Conclusion

The role played by organized crime in sport is cause for  
significant concern and greatly exacerbates the problem of 
corruption in sport. The threat and impact that organized 
criminal groups can have on youth and amateur sports is 
particularly worrying. More action is required to protect the 
positive role of sport in the development of values and the 
socialization of children and youth from the detrimental 
involvement of unscrupulous and sophisticated criminal 
syndicates. 

It is clear that transnational organized criminal groups have 
a thorough knowledge of the differences between national 
legal frameworks and investigative and judicial regimens. 
This knowledge is used to exploit the vulnerabilities of sport 
and minimize the risk of being brought to justice, while  
maximizing opportunities to exploit sport for illicit gains. 

Policy considerations

Governments can strengthen their efforts to tackle  
organized crime in sport by:

 » Implementing the provisions of the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
and its Protocols and of the United Nations Convention 
against Corruption; in addition, by participating actively 
in their review mechanism to identify and address  
implementation gaps.

 » Enhancing the understanding of how organized crime 
and corruption can affect sport through undertaking 
comprehensive organized crime and corruption threat 
assessments in sport at local, national, regional and 
global levels.

 » Developing the capacity of law enforcement and criminal 
justice authorities to tackle organized crime in sport, 
including through training programmes and the creation 
of specialized bodies with appropriate financial, technical 
and human resources.

 » Supporting local, national, regional and global initiatives 
to prevent and adjudicate criminal activities in sport, at 
both amateur and professional levels.

 » Establishing cooperation mechanisms between law 
enforcement, sport organizations and related stake-
holders to facilitate the exchange of information and good 
practices in the prevention and adjudication of organized 
criminal groups exploiting sport

 » Developing education and awareness-raising pro-
grammes, for children and young athletes to alert them 
of the risks of corruption and organized crime in sport, 
including those linked to competition manipulation, illegal 
betting in sport, human trafficking, the transfer of ath-
letes, and promoting principles of integrity and to creating 
an atmosphere of intolerance towards corruption in junior 
and youth sport.

Sport organizations can strengthen efforts to tackle  
organized crime in sport by designing and implementing 
policies and measures to:

 » Prevent and detect the presence or influence of organized 
crime and the use of corrupt practices in their sport. This 
can be done, for instance, by enhancing transparency 
and accountability in relation to the transfer of athletes 
and by establishing control and voluntary disclosure 
mechanisms for managers, employees and athletes and 
by regularly assessing their specific risks of infiltration by 
organized crime. 

 » Support, promote and strengthen reporting to, and coop-
eration, exchange of information and good practices with, 
law enforcement and criminal justice authorities.

 » Conduct due diligence of investors, commercial partners, 
agents and intermediaries involved in activities and trans-
actions which are exposed to heightened risks of corrup-
tion, money-laundering and other economic crimes. 

 » Promote transparency, including by publishing annual 
reports and information on revenues (such as donations, 
sponsorship, income from ticketing, merchandise and 
television rights) and expenditures.
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