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Foreword
The world is being dredged of its natural resources, with much of what we rely on 
for our livelihoods at risk from a new threat: environmental crime.

The slaughter of elephants and rhinos has raised awareness 
of the illegal trade in wildlife. We are facing mass extinctions 
and countries are losing iconic wildlife species. However, the 
scope and spectrum of this illegal trade has widened. Crimi-
nals now include in their trafficking portfolios waste, chem-
icals, ozone depleting substances, illegally caught seafood, 
timber and other forest products, as well as conflict minerals, 
including gold and diamonds.

The growth rate of these crimes is astonishing. The report 
that follows reveals for the first time that this new area of 
criminality has diversified and skyrocketed to become the 
world’s fourth largest crime sector in a few decades, growing 
at 2-3 times the pace of the global economy. INTERPOL and 
UNEP now estimate that natural resources worth as much as 
USD 91 billion to USD 258 billion annually are being stolen 
by criminals, depriving countries of future revenues and 
development opportunities.

Environmental crime has impacts beyond those posed by 
regular criminality. It increases the fragility of an already 
brittle planet. The resulting vast losses to our planet rob future 

generations of wealth, health and wellbeing on an unprece-
dented scale. They also compromise our ability to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals.

An additional by-product of environmental crime is that it 
undermines peace. It is not surprising that the UN Security 
Council has recognized the serious threat to security posed 
by environmental crime, with UN reports pointing to armed 
groups and potentially even terrorists sustained through the 
spoils of this rising criminal industry.

However, an enhanced law enforcement response can help 
address this worrying trend. There are significant examples 
worldwide of cross-sectoral efforts working to crack down on 
environmental crime and successfully restore wildlife, forests 
and ecosystems. Such collaboration, sharing and joining of 
efforts within and across borders, whether formal or informal, 
is our strongest weapon in fighting environmental crime.

But to meet the scale of this threat, a broad-ranging, targeted 
effort must be put forward so that peace and sustainable 
development can prevail.

Mr. Achim Steiner
UN Under-Secretary General and UNEP Executive Director

Mr. Jürgen Stock
INTERPOL Secretary General
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Summary and recommendations
The environment provides the very foundation of sustainable development, our 
health, food security and our economies. Ecosystems provide clean water supply, 
clean air and secure food and ultimately both physical and mental wellbeing. Natural 
resources also provide livelihoods, jobs and revenues to governments that can be 
used for education, health care, development and sustainable business models. 
The role of the environment is recognized across the internationally agreed seven-
teen sustainable development goals adopted in 2015.

However, the environment as the very foundation of sustain-
able development, peace and security is now at risk. Environ-
mental crime is vastly expanding and increasingly endan-
gering not only wildlife populations but entire ecosystems, 
sustainable livelihoods and revenue streams to governments. 
By some estimates, possibly more than a quarter of the world’s 
elephant population has been lost in a decade. However, envi-
ronmental crimes are no longer restricted to iconic wildlife 
and rare wood species alone – they have become part and 
parcel of the larger global network of transnational organized 
environmental crimes. Environmental crime also include 
corporate crime in the forestry sector, illegal exploitation and 
sale of gold and minerals, illegal fisheries/fishing, trafficking 
in hazardous waste and chemicals and threat finance using 
wealth generated illegally from natural resources to support 
non-state armed groups and terrorism. 

Although the definition of “environmental crime” is not 
universally agreed, it is often understood as a collective term to 
describe illegal activities harming the environment and aimed 
at benefitting individuals or groups or companies from the 
exploitation of, damage to, trade or theft of natural resources, 
including serious crimes and transnational organized crime. 

Indeed, the value of the illegal wildlife trade is now dwarfed 
by the larger crimes against the environment. 
• The illegal wildlife trade is by some estimated at 7–23 billion 

USD per year
• Environmental crime is now estimated to be ca. 91–258 

billion USD (2016) annually, a 26% increase from previous 
estimate in 2014.

• Environmental crimes is rising by 5-7% annually – 2–3 times 
the rate of the global economy

• Losses of government revenues through lost tax income 
due to criminal exploitation account for at least 9–26 billion 
USD annually. 

• Forestry crimes including corporate crimes and illegal 
logging account for an estimated 51–152 billion USD; 

• Illegal fisheries an estimated 11–24 billion USD, 
• Illegal mining estimated at 12–48 billion USD; 
• Waste at 10–12 billion USD. 

The wide uncertainty range reflects the lack of criminal statis-
tics in this field, but is based on best sources and criminal 
intelligence from INTERPOL. The value makes environmental 
crimes the fourth largest crime in the world after drug traf-
ficking (344 billion USD), counterfeit crimes (288 billion USD) 
and human trafficking (157 billion USD), by some estimates. 

Unlike any other known crime, environmental crimes are 
aggravated through their additional cost and impact on the 
environment and cost to future generations. Deforestation, 
dumping of chemicals and illegal fisheries causes loss of 
ecosystem services such as clean air and clean water, extreme 
weather mitigation, food security and even health and well-
being. They also deprive governments of much-needed reve-
nues and undermine legal businesses. 

The possible annual growth rate of environmental crimes is 
difficult to estimate. Based on some registered trade statistics, 
seizures and reported incidents including of iconic species and 
chemicals, the last decade has seen a rise in environmental 
crimes by an annual growth rate of possibly in the range of at 
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least 5–7%, with examples as high as 21–28%. This compares 
to a global GDP growth rate of ca. 2.4%. Hence, the growth rate 
in environmental crimes, including the illegal wildlife trade, 
may indeed be 2–3 times that of the global economy, but corre-
sponds to or exceed the growth rate in Asian countries that 
serve as transit or recipient of many illegal products. 

With the rising involvement of transnational organized crime, 
criminals coordinate, evade or even shift their focus from 
drugs, human trafficking, counterfeit products and arms 
to any new opportunity – hazardous waste and chemicals, 
forest products, pangolins, giant clams, minerals and illegally 
extracted gold. The pangolin, an ant and insect eating scaly 
mammal from Asia and Africa, has become one of the world’s 
most trafficked animals for fraudulent medicines and exclu-
sive meals in just a few years, with over a million individual 
pangolins estimated to have been killed in a decade. Natural 
resources in terms of gold, minerals, forestry products or 
waste are easier to smuggle and raise less attention than drugs. 
Hazardous waste and electronic waste are often customs-code 
classified as second-hand products by smugglers and thereby 
bypass customs regulations and international conventions. 
Criminals shift swiftly between types of contraband or to alter-
native geographic locations in response to geographically or 
thematically limited enforcement operations. 

Moreover, enforcement efforts have revealed a great increase 
in the scale of organization of environmental crimes: Pros-
ecuted and convicted individuals in recent years have been 
convicted for illegal logging and laundering of hundreds of 
millions of USD in individual cases, dwarfing the resources 
which are available for enforcement, investigation and pros-
ecution. Individual carbon credit fraud cases have involved 
sums of transfers and profits also in the hundred million 
USD scale. A single individual vessel involved in illegally 
fishing Patagonian toothfish was estimated to have had 
illegal catches of around 200–300 million USD alone. The 
UNODC-WCO container control programme has established 
improved customs controls in some countries, targeted at 
transnational organized crime. This programme is seeing a 
rise in a new diversity of contraband far beyond drugs, arms, 
counterfeit products and ivory – but also ozone depleting 
chemicals and hazardous waste – such as containers with 
37 tons of the ozone-depleting gas in Pakistan in 2014, but 
also in places like Paraguay in 2015 and in Ghana in 2016, 
reflecting a global network. 

Criminals are becoming more advanced and are shifting from 
ivory to giant clams and pangolins. They shift from smug-
gling ozone depleting CFCs to HCFCs smuggling as HCFCs 
are phased out and become more scarce, shifting from regular 
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