
Russia, Smuggling Networks, Human 
Trafficking & Destabilization
As Weapons of War

Russian Organized Crime and Trafficking Networks in Europe

Russian entities and organized criminal networks are involved in various trafficking activities 
across Europe, many of which appear to align with the broader strategic objectives of the 
Kremlin to destabilize the European Union and the United Kingdom. In recent years, their role 
has increasingly shifted away from direct street-level operations toward acting as facilitators, 
intermediaries, and suppliers for local European criminal organizations.

The intersection between organized crime, trafficking networks, and geopolitical influence 
illustrates how illicit economies can be leveraged as instruments of strategic pressure.

Key Aspects of Russian Trafficking and Related Criminal 
Activities in Europe

Weaponized Migration

The exploitation of migration flows has increasingly been described as a form of hybrid 
warfare used to pressure and destabilize European states.

Russian intelligence operatives and state-linked mercenary forces—particularly the Wagner 
Group operating in Libya—have reportedly been connected to people-smuggling networks 
facilitating the movement of migrants toward Europe through North African transit routes. 
These operations can amplify migration pressures on EU border systems and contribute to 
political instability within European societies.

Source:
https://www.hstoday.us/subject-matter-areas/border-security/russian-spies-linked-to-
smuggling-rings-moving-migrants-into-europe/
https://www.dw.com/en/russias-role-in-trafficking-smuggling-from-libya-to-eu/a-72274806

Drug Trafficking

Russian organized crime groups play a significant role in global narcotics trafficking, 
frequently acting as intermediaries connecting international supply chains.

They are particularly active along the “Northern Route,” which transports heroin originating in 
Afghanistan into European markets. Russian criminal networks have also been linked to 
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cooperation with Latin American cartels in Colombia and Mexico, facilitating cocaine 
shipments into Eastern Europe and beyond.

Source:
https://ecfr.eu/publication/crimintern_how_the_kremlin_uses_russias_criminal_networks_in_e
urope/

Human Trafficking for Exploitation

Russian organized crime groups have been associated with the trafficking of individuals—
especially women from Russia and other post-Soviet states—for sexual exploitation.

Victims are frequently forced into underground venues, brothels, and businesses that serve 
as fronts, including massage parlors and escort services operating across European urban 
centers.

Source:
https://ecfr.eu/publication/crimintern_how_the_kremlin_uses_russias_criminal_networks_in_e
urope/

State-Sanctioned Criminality

Researchers and security analysts have noted that the Russian state has at times leveraged 
criminal networks—including cybercriminal organizations and organized crime syndicates—as 
geopolitical tools.

These networks have been linked to cyberattacks, financial crime, money laundering, and 
influence operations abroad. In some cases, criminal actors reportedly operate under informal 
protection arrangements in exchange for participating in activities that support state 
objectives.

Source:
https://www.isdglobal.org/media-mentions/the-consequences-are-extremely-serious-isd-
investigation-exposes-sophistication-of-russian-interference-in-democracies-in-europe-and-
beyond/

Money Laundering

Russian criminal networks have developed complex money-laundering infrastructures 
involving shell corporations, cryptocurrencies, and legitimate-appearing commercial ventures.

Investigations across Europe have revealed laundering schemes using front entities such as 
sports clubs, water-bottling companies, and luxury businesses—including golf resorts in Spain
—to move illicit funds.
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Law enforcement agencies such as the National Crime Agency in the United Kingdom have 
disrupted multiple multi-billion-dollar laundering operations linked to drug trafficking and 
ransomware networks.

Source:
https://ecfr.eu/publication/crimintern_how_the_kremlin_uses_russias_criminal_networks_in_e
urope/

Trafficking for Military Purposes

The European Parliament has condemned cases involving the trafficking and coercive 
recruitment of foreign nationals into Russian military service or war-related labor.

Reports indicate that individuals from several African countries and from Cuba have been 
recruited or deceived into activities connected to Russia’s war against Ukraine, raising 
concerns about exploitation and forced participation in military operations.

Source:
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/eu-european-parliament-calls-on-
social-media-platforms-to-meet-their-human-rights-responsibilities-by-removing-content-used-
by-deceptive-recruitment-and-human-trafficking-networks-linked-to-russian-military/

Conclusion

Russian organized crime networks operating throughout Europe function largely in the 
shadows, combining traditional criminal enterprises with activities that intersect with 
geopolitical objectives. Through trafficking, financial crime, and illicit markets, these networks 
generate substantial illicit revenue while potentially contributing to broader destabilization 
strategies targeting democratic institutions and regional security.
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