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The irregular migrant and refugee crisis poses serious challenges for
Europe. The unprecedented migration pressure presents an opportunity
for the generation of substantial profits by organised criminal networks.
The large influx of irregular migrants looking for facilitation has led to
the development of human smuggling as a substantial criminal market
in Europe. On the other hand, some countries have experienced a
concurrent rise in human trafficking cases. The current publication presents
an analysis of recent developments in transnational organised crime in
Norway and Bulgaria in the context of the migrant crisis. The study
presents the first in-depth examination of human smuggling networks and
operations in Bulgaria, as well as the synergies and differences between
this illicit activity and other organised criminal enterprises, particularly
human trafficking. The publication also reviews trends in Norway related
to both human trafficking and smuggling, two crimes which have rarely
been examined together, with the latter being the focus of little overall
research.
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INTRODUCTION

The refugee crisis presents a serious challenge to European societies.
Both transit and desired destination countries experience significant
difficulties in dealing with the large influx of people entering their
territories. Countries like Bulgaria and Creece, which are among the
main entry points for the refugee flow, proved unprepared to address
the problem when it intensified. As external borders of Schengen these
countries have the responsibility to protect the European free movement
area. At the same time, Dublin regulations mean that a vast majority
of the migrants are unwilling to be registered in these entry points.
Therefore, in these external border states there is an increased risk of
irregular entry, which can be both assisted and unassisted. According
to Europol, an estimated 90 % migrants that enter the EU have used
facilitation services at some point.'

The fight against facilitation of illicit migration and addressing human
trafficking are at the top of the nine priorities of the current EU Policy
Cycle on Serious and Organised Crime and the European multidisciplinary
platform against criminal threats (EMPACT).? In its last SOCTA report,
Europol noted that human smuggling has emerged as a large and
profitable criminal market in the Union, generating an estimated EUR
4.7-5.7 billion in 2015, comparable to the drug markets in the Union in
terms of sophistication of actors. The increasing involvement of organised
crime and the professionalisation of smuggling services have presented
new challenges to effective law enforcement compared to a criminal
market dominated by single, disorganised and opportunistic actors. At
the same time, the impact that organised human smuggling has had on
transnational organised crime more broadly and the convergence between
criminal markets and actors have not been sufficiently understood as the
mechanisms through which multi-criminal networks take advantage of
the new opportunities provided by the illicit migration flow.

A report by Europol found that where smuggling suspects were connected
to other crimes, 20 % were involved in human trafficking, 22 %
in drug trafficking, 20 % in property crime and 18 % in document
counterfeiting and a further rise in perpetrators engaged in multiple
offences is expected.* Yet, beyond these indications, little is known
about the extent of synergies between human smuggling and other
criminal markets. Recognising the necessity for coordinated response
to the facilitation of irregular migration, in 2015 the EU adopted an
Action Plan against Migrant Smuggling (2015 — 2020). In the Action
Plan, the Commission underscored the need for increased understanding

' Europol. (2016b) Migrant Smuggling in the EU. The Hague: Europol.

2 Europol. (2016a) EU Policy Cycle Serious Organised Crime Priorities. The Hague: Europol.
2017) Serious and Organised Threat Assessment. The Hague: Europol, p. 50.

2016b), op.cit,, p. 9.

Europol.

(
(
(
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4 Europol.
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of human smuggling networks, noting that “organisations involved in
migrant smuggling may be active both in legitimate and illicit businesses,
although lack of research and evidence obscures our understanding of
these links.”

In contrast to human smuggling, human trafficking is an established
area of concern for the EU. A number of key policy and legislative
initiatives have been adopted, notably the EU Strategy towards the
Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012 — 2016° and the 2014
Anti-Trafficking Directive.” However, in its assessment of the transposition
of the Directive, the Commission noted a number of remaining problems
related to prevention, prosecution of perpetrators, victim identification
and assistance. The Commission’s analysis further highlighted that “there
is strong evidence that the migration crisis has been exploited by criminal
networks involved in trafficking in human beings.”® An increase in the
number of Nigerian women and girls leaving Libya has been registered,
80 % of whom IOM ltaly estimates to be potential victims of trafficking.?
The migrant crisis, therefore, adds a new dimension to a criminal activity
which is already difficult to address effectively.

However, it remains unclear whether this development applies to other
contexts. The mechanisms and extent of involvement of organised crime
in human smuggling, as well as the degree to which human smuggling
and human trafficking specifically can be viewed as complementary
criminal activities remain unclear. The present study aims to increase
understanding of developments in transnational organised crime practices
in two very different national settings, with specific focus on challenges
presented by the migrant crisis. By examining the implications for law
enforcement as well, the analysis aims to aid the development of better-
suited responses to new developments in transnational crime.

Bulgaria and Norway present appropriate case studies for shedding
light on the ways organised crime exploits opportunities for increases
in profits. Bulgaria is a transit country for human smuggling and an
important source country for both human trafficking perpetrators and
victims'® and has well-established organised criminal groups engaged in
a variety of criminal markets."!" Due to the established nature of human
trafficking as a criminal threat, the country has managed to build
experience, institutional infrastructure and channels of cross-border law
enforcement cooperation for countering trafficking in human beings

> European Commission. (2015) EU Action Plan against migrant smuggling (2015 — 2020). Brussels:
European Commission, p. 4.

©  European Commission. (2012) EU Strategy towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings
2012 - 2076. Brussels: EC.

7 European Commission. (2016) Report on the progress made in the fight against trafficking in human

beings (2016) as required under Article 20 of Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating

trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims. Brussels: EC.

European Commission. (2015) EU Action Plan against migrant smuggling (2015 — 2020). Brussels: EC,

p. 10.

Organizzazione Internazionale per le Migrazioni. (2017) La Tratta di Esseri Umani Attraverso la Rotta

del Mediterraneo Centrale: Dati, Storie e Informazioni Raccolte dall’ Organizzazione Internazionale per le

Migrazioni. Rome: 1OM Italia.

10 Eurostat. (2015) Trafficking in Human Beings 2015 Edition. Luxembourg: Eurostat.

" CSD. (2012a) Serious and Organised Threat Assessment 2010 — 2011. Sofia: CSD.



INTRODUCTION

(THB)."? The effective tackling of human smuggling, however, remains
a challenge.

On the other hand, Norway is a destination for both asylum seekers,
irregular migrants and human trafficking victims. While not a member of
the EU, Norway is a Schengen associated country and can be strongly
affected by developments in transnational crime elsewhere in the Union.
At the same time, as some have argued,” as a closely associated third-
country Norway applies more EU policing and internal security instruments
than some other EU member states. As such, Norway’s judicial and law-
enforcement response to international organised criminality is, in turn,
shaped by EU-level political and regulatory dynamics.”* In addition,
Norway experienced a brief surge of numbers of asylum seekers entering
through the Arctic route in 2015.%

This study reviews trends in transnational organised crime in Norway and
Bulgaria, taking stock of the impact of the migrant crisis on two criminal
markets — human smuggling and trafficking, the actors involved and their
modus operandi, as well as the implications for law enforcement and
criminal justice. In the case of Bulgaria, the study presents the first in-
depth analysis of human smuggling and the networks involved. It reviews
the emergence of smuggling networks from the 1990s to date but puts
emphasis on the development of the migrant crisis and the quickly
evolving structure of human smuggling operations since 2013, followed
by an assessment of the institutional response towards these new threats,
the challenges faced and possible strategies for improvement.

In the case of Norway, the study reviews trends in organised crime
activities in Norway related to both THB and smuggling, two criminal
activities which have rarely been examined together. It also looks at a
criminal activity, human smuggling, which has not been the focus of
much research in the country. The chapter provides a comprehensive
picture of the legislative and institutional framework in place to counter
these phenomena and assesses challenges and good practices for the
criminal justice response and policing the two phenomena. Particular
attention is paid to human trafficking, which continues to present one
of the main field of operation of organised crime in Norway as a major
destination country.

The report further discusses the potential links and convergence between
smuggling and THB in both countries, compares and contrasts the law
enforcement responses towards the two phenomena, and concludes

2 Ibid.

3 Hufnagel, S. (2016) “Third Party’ Status in EU Policing and Security,” Nordisk Politiforskning,
3 (2): p. 165-180.

Norway is fully integrated and actively participates in the decision-making processes in EU’s
justice and home affairs domains as a non-voting country. For example, Norway is involved
in, among others, the Dublin Cooperation, the European Migration Network and the European
Asylum Support Office. Norwegian police representatives and prosecutors work for Europol
and Eurojust respectively. Norway is party to the Mutual Assistance arrangement, the Prum
Treaty and is awaiting entering into force of the European Arrest Warrant.

Jokinen, A. (2016) “Irregular Migration, Trafficking in Persons and Prevention of Exploitation.”

In Carrera, S. and Guild, E. (eds) lrreqular Migration, Trafficking and Smuggling of Human Beings:
Policy Dilemmas in the EU. Brussels: Centre for European Policy Studies, 70-73.
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with recommendations for a more effective fight against transnational
organised crime. These underline the need for law enforcement to
develop crosscutting competences to be able to respond effectively to
the evolving complexity and scale of transnational criminal activities
across the spectrum of serious and organised crime.



1.

HUMAN SMUGGLING IN BULGARIA

Cross-border trafficking and smuggling in persons and goods remain
among the essential income sources for organised crime in Bulgaria and
pose a high public threat."® Following the lifting in 2001 of the Schengen
area visa requirements for Bulgarians and Romanians, the largest market
for Balkan organised crime became trafficking for sexual exploitation.
This, however, changed quickly in 2013, when Bulgaria found itself
affected by the migrant crisis triggered by events in the Middle East.

While the organisation of human trafficking as a transnational crime
is well documented and researched, emerging trends such as human
smuggling and other forms of cross-border crime afforded by the most
recent migration wave from the Middle East and North Africa to
Europe are less well understood and law enforcement methods are
yet to adapt to these threats. Although smuggling networks in Bulgaria
date back to the early 1990s, the unprecedented migration pressure
triggered by the European migrant and refugee crisis since 2013 has
turned the country into a transit zone. The majority of irregular migrants
and asylum seekers have been smuggled by organised criminals and
opportunistic facilitators via the Eastern Mediterranean Route towards
Western European countries as their final destination. This has presented
new challenges for EU and Bulgarian border control and the fight
against organised crime networks involved in cross-border smuggling
operations. Despite the increased political and media attention, the
level and nature of involvement of organised crime in human smuggling
and the changing patterns of facilitation of irregular entry, stay or transit
remain little understood.

As the crisis developed, Bulgarian and transnational organised criminal
groups active in other more traditional criminal activities — such as the
trafficking of drugs or cigarettes — have increasingly switched to or became
simultaneously engaged in smuggling of irregular migrants, using their
know-how and previously established smuggling routes and networks.
However, despite the extent of the migrant flow and the numerous cases
of human smuggling detected, irregular migration facilitation in Bulgaria
and its development since 2013 has not been thoroughly explored.

This chapter contributes to closing this knowledge gap and aids law
enforcement in countering this crime by assessing the patterns and modalities
of human smuggling in Bulgaria, the actors involved and the effectiveness
of law enforcement responses.” The chapter explores the ways criminal

6 CSD. (2012a), op.cit.

7" The present study is based on a review of policy documents and grey literature, review of
official statistics provided by the Ministry of the Interior, the Supreme Judicial Council, the
Specialised Criminal Court, review of court cases on human smuggling, as well as on in-depth
semi-structured interviews with experts from law enforcement and judicial authorities. A total
of 42 interviews were carried out with officials from the General Directorate Border Police
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actors adapt to opportunities for the generation of substantial profits and
the implications for law enforcement. It also reviews the history of human
smuggling in Bulgaria since the early 1990s, followed by an assessment of
the effects the European migrant crisis has had in terms of opportunities
created for existing and emerging criminal groups. It then provides an
analysis of networks and perpetrator roles, modi operandi and routes, with
particular emphasis on payment modalities.

The report analyses the intersection and overlap between Bulgarian criminal
networks in human trafficking and human smuggling. It addresses the
impact the new opportunities created by the migrant crisis has had on the
largest organised crime market in Bulgaria — human trafficking for sexual
exploitation in Europe more generally and in Norway specifically.

An assessment of the institutional response towards tackling facilitated
irregular migration is then provided, problem areas are mapped and
strategies to improve law enforcement measures and prosecution are
suggested.

1.1. TRENDS IN IRREGULAR MIGRATION AND SMUGGLING
IN BULGARIA

1.1.1. The emergence of smuggling networks (1990 - 2001)

The start of organised smuggling operations in Bulgaria can be traced
back to 1990 - 1991, when the need to smuggle Bulgarian citizens from
the Turkish minority into Turkey arouse.” It was prompted by the sudden
closure of the border by Turkey in August 1989, following the mass
migration wave from Bulgaria in June-July 1989."” Due to the closure, a
large number of families remained divided. In the following years, the
smuggling of members of the Turkish minority from Bulgaria into Turkey
developed as a large and sustainable criminal market. This process
continued almost throughout the 1990s, despite several agreements
between Turkey and Bulgaria?® for family reunification.

(CDBP), the General Directorate National Police (GDNP), General Directorate Combatting
Organised Crime (GDCOC), the Internal Security Directorate, the Specialised Prosecution,
regional prosecutions in relevant regions of the country, former border police officers and
human smugglers. Below, references to these interviews are made using a coding table in
which each respondent was given a code; see the Annex for details.

Here the illicit transfer of people across the Balkan borders organised by the Bulgarian State
Security (the equivalent of KGB) prior to 1990 will not be addressed.

The emigration of the Turkish minority from Bulgaria began in the mid-1980s when the regime
of communist leader Todor Zhivkov decided to force the change of the Turkish names of
Bulgarian citizens of Turkish origin. As part of the campaign, it was forbidden to speak in
Turkish in public places and to wear traditional Turkish clothes. In the spring of 1989, the
Bulgarian government allowed citizens of the Turkish minority to leave the country, providing
them with travel passports. On June 3, Turkey opened its border with Bulgaria and this led to
the mass migration of about 360,000 people to Turkey. On August 21, the border was again
closed by Turkey. As a result of the poor conditions in the Turkish reception centres, a return
process began. By the end of 1990, over 150,000 immigrants had returned back to Bulgaria.

For example, a 1998 agreement allowed the reunification for family members with regular
residence documents in Turkey. The problem was that part of the immigrants from Bulgaria
had only temporary permits or had entered illegally in Turkey.
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Following the political changes in Bulgaria, the Soviet-style control of
the borders was suspended,?’ which reduced the risks for smugglers.
The so-called “guides” (residents of the border regions who know
intimately the terrain at the border) started to offer their services for
illegal crossing of the Bulgarian-Turkish border. Initially, their number
was very low and the transfer prices were high, because the Turkish
border was still guarded by two fencing facilities, one of them equipped
with a signalling system.

By the mid-1990s, these guides were already organised in loose networks.
A clear structure began to emerge, with specific roles for guides who
accompany the people through the green border, guides who meet the
migrants in Turkey, and even brokers who sign up people planning to
migrate to Turkey. The brokers were usually from the Turkish minority
from the regions of Kardzhali, Momchilgrad, Krumovgrad, but also from
North-eastern Bulgaria. They negotiated the prices and the number of
people to be smuggled. Other minor roles included drivers (providing
rides to the border for potential migrants) accommodation providers,
and informers (people with contacts among the border guards, providing
information about their routes and schedules). In the mid-1990s, demand
for smuggling in the opposite direction, from Turkey to Bulgaria, began
to rise rapidly.?

Following the 1999 earthquake in Turkey, the number of emigrants to
Turkey fell sharply,®® and once Turkey introduced visa-free travel for
Bulgarian citizens, there was no longer a need for smuggling them across
the Turkish border.

It is difficult to estimate the exact size of the human smuggling market.
According to Turkish sources, the number of Bulgarian citizens from
the Turkish minority living in Turkey in the 1990s was anywhere from
100,000 to 300,000. The average price per person smuggled was DM
1,000 (EUR 500).>* Former police officers who had investigated smuggling
networks estimate that no more than 50,000 to 60,000 people had been
smuggled across the Turkish border, with prices ranging from DM 500
and 2,000.

21 During the communist regime, the borders were guarded by a system of fences and signalling
installations, coupled with systematic use of border dogs and weapons against persons who
tried to cross the border illegally. Archives reveal that between 1945 and 1990 hundreds of
Bulgarians and citizens from other countries of the Soviet bloc were killed when trying to cross
the border. These measures were supplemented by a large network of locals of border regions
informing the police about violations. Incentives for the local population to provide information
were in place to maintain this network. In the early 1990s, these strict border control measures
lingered for some time before being abolished.

22 While no border police data is available for the period, respondents (BG-P28, BG-P29,
BG-P30, BG-P31) point to cases of apprehended persons from different countries from the
Middle East.

2 The earthquake in Northwest Turkey in August 1999 changed abruptly attitudes among the
Turkish minority in Bulgaria, and the number of people planning to emigrate went down
significantly. See United Nations Development Programme. (2000) Early Warning System Annual
Report. Sofia.

# AnebHuk ,300 MAH. MapKU ca CrieyeArAn KaHaapxunte” 3.06.2001.
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1.1.2. The smuggling networks in the pre-accession period
(2001 - 2007) and through 2013

In 2001, Bulgaria started pre-accession negotiations with the EU and
Bulgarian citizens were granted visa-free travel in the Schengen area. This
marked the beginning of a significant wave of Bulgarian immigration to
EU countries. At the same time, after the collapse of the Milosevic regime
in Serbia, the traditional direct routes to Central and Western Europe
via Serbia became fully accessible. As Bulgaria became a convenient
transit country for migrants from North Africa and the Middle East to
Western Europe, new opportunities opened up for the existing smuggling
networks. At that time, smuggling networks had already developed a
smoothly operating infrastructure for illegal crossing of the Bulgarian
borders.” According to official data of the Ministry of Interior, at the
beginning of 2001, about 900 persons had been registered by the
Bulgarian border police as smugglers. Of them, 275 were convicted in
2000, but only 4 had effective sentences.?®

A major factor for the rise of migrant smuggling was the existence in
Bulgaria of diasporas from North Africa and the Middle East. These
communities evolved around former students who had studied in
Bulgaria (in line with the Soviet doctrine to maintain influence in the
Third World). Some of these students had settled in Bulgaria while
retaining their contacts in their home countries. After 1990, these
communities, in particular well-to-do representatives of the Arab* and
Kurdish ones, began to help their countrymen to obtain legal residence
in Bulgaria.

The Bulgarian smuggling networks built upon the experience and
resources developed in smuggling persons from the Turkish minority. For
example, according to interviews and publications in the media, deserted
migrant houses in the regions populated by the Turkish minority, such as
Kardzhali, have been used to accommodate migrants from the Middle
East.”® An important role was played by members of the Bulgarian
Turkish minority who had emigrated from Bulgaria to Turkey. In the past,
some among them had turned smuggling into a profitable business by
facilitating illegal transfers across the border for Bulgarian Turks. Under
the new circumstances, living in Turkey they served a sustainable flow
of foreign citizens wishing to cross the border illegally to Bulgaria. This
group of smugglers is so active that some of them expand their services,
offering smuggling of people across the Greek-Turkish border as well.
Their most valuable asset is the trust they enjoy at the highest levels in
the rapidly expanding smuggling industry in Turkey (and in particular in
Istanbul).

% CSD. (2002) Corruption, Trafficking and Institutional Reform. Sofia: CSD.

% BoraaHos, A. 5.03.2001 ,lMoak. Baaepn Tpuropos: 275 Aylun ca OCbAEHU MKUHAAATA TOAMHA 3a
HeAeraAHnTe kaHaau 3a umurpantin” Cera.

¥ In a 2010 study by Vitosha Research of long-term foreign residents in Bulgaria many Chinese
citizens claimed that solving problems with residence documents “is difficult without the
mediation of the Arab communities”.

2 Cmangapm ,TpadukaHtn Ha xopa npasst 6asu B Poponure” 23.01.2002.
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The onset of military actions in Afghanistan and Iraq in 2002 — 2003 led
to a significant increase of refugees using Bulgaria as a transit country.?
Economic migrants joined the refugees from the war, and smugglers took
advantage of this mixed migration flow.

New smuggling models and new players emerged. Probably the most
profitable supplementary activity was the counterfeiting of Bulgarian and
EU travel documents, where the highly qualified currency counterfeiters
operating in Bulgaria excelled. The price was fixed and depended on
the complexity of the national documents to be counterfeited. However,
most often migrants were supplied with illegally issued or stolen authentic
Bulgarian identity documents.*

Two very important new types of players working in partnership with
smuggling networks emerged. The first one was bus companies providing
transport from Bulgaria to countries of the European Union. As Bulgarians
could travel visa-free to the countries of the Schengen area, smugglers
started mixing Bulgarian citizens and irregular migrants. The second
player were the travel agencies: they facilitated legal entry of potential
migrants to Bulgaria, from where smugglers transferred them illegally to
EU countries.”!

A 2002 report of the Center for the Study of Democracy (CSD) showed
that a significant number of foreign nationals entered the country but
there was no record that they had left.>* During the late 1990s and early
2000s, a few basic “corridors” for migrants charging sustainable prices,
was established, with no significant changes since then (excluding in
2015).% The prices are as follows:

e from Istanbul to Sofia — USD 500 — 700;

e from Sofia to Thessaloniki or Athens: USD 700 — 1,200;

e from Sofia through Romania or Yugoslavia to Budapest: USD 1,000 —
1,200;

e from Sofia through Romania, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Slovakia to Austria:
usD 2,000 - 2,300;

e from Sofia to Germany: USD 2,000 — 2,500;
from Sofia to Italy: USD 2,000 - 2,500;

e from Sofia to Denmark or Norway: USD 5,000 — 6,000.**

Bulgaria’s accession to the EU opened up new opportunities but also
created challenges for the operation of smuggling networks. From

2 Anebruk ,LlapeBo npotectupa cpelty OexaHcku Aarepn A0 naaxosete”, 7.01.2002; AneBHuk
,bexxanun atakysat bBbArapus npes Topums” 27.05.2002; Tpyg ,3aroBuxme 66 Oerbauy,

KaHaApaXus npoctpeAsiH” 14.11.2004.

Various corruption schemes were used, such as payments to officials at the passport department
of the Ministry of Interior (at that time Bulgarian passports did not have biometric data), or
using stolen documents of Bulgarian citizens who had visual resemblance to the migrants.
Documents of representatives of Turkish minority were in high demand.

31 Smuggling networks and networks for trafficking in human beings for the purpose of sexual
exploitation often use the same transport companies.

32 CSD. (2002), op.cit.

3 BG-P28, BG-P29, BG-P30, BG-P31.

3 CSD. (2002), op.cit.
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1 January 2007, Bulgarian citizens could travel freely to the EU, using
only their national identity cards. The new regime made it easier for
smugglers to move around in the Schengen area. At the same time,
however, the bilateral agreements between Bulgaria and third countries
for visa-free travel had to be cancelled, making it harder to smuggle
third country nationals into Bulgaria and then to Western European
countries.

Another obstacle for the smuggling networks was the introduction of
mandatory registration of biometric data for persons seeking refugee
or humanitarian status in Bulgaria. Since 2007, pursuant to the Dublin
Agreement, foreign nationals seeking refugee or humanitarian status in
Bulgaria must remain in Bulgaria. If apprehended in another EU country,
they are subject to return to the country of first entry. The already
established channels continued to operate under their own momentum,
thus trapping thousands of migrants heading to Western Europe. Later,
smuggling networks rarely used this option.*

The predictions that after Bulgaria’s EU entry some of the irregular
migrant flow would be redirected from Greece through Bulgaria did not
materialise. The reason is that compared to Creece, the Bulgarian route
has two disadvantages. First, Bulgaria, together with Romania, is still
not part of the Schengen area.’® To reach the area of free movement,
migrants who have been smuggled into Bulgaria need to go through at
least two other controlled land borders. Second, contrary to practices at
the Turkish-Greek border, Turkish border police at the Turkish-Bulgarian
border cooperate with their Bulgarian counterparts and stop migrants
who try to cross the border illegally.

1.1.3. The refugee crisis and the smuggling networks,
2013 - 2017

The Bulgarian smuggling networks found themselves in a radically different
situation in the summer of 2013. Until then, Bulgaria had been a marginal
migratory path compared to the huge wave of migrants entering Europe
on the major Balkan route through Greece. In the 2007 — 2011 period,
Greek police reported between 35,000 and 55,000 irregular crossings per
year at its land and maritime borders,>” while the respective numbers
for Bulgaria were between 1,000 and 2,000. In 2013, however, the
migration routes through Creece were practically closed following the
reinforcement of its borders with additional police and fencing facilities,

3 A 2009 survey of Vitosha Research targeted a large number of non-EU citizens who were
returned to Bulgaria as illegal migrants from other EU countries. All of them had assumed
(based on outdated information) that they could request asylum in Bulgaria, and then continue
on their way to Western Europe. With the introduction in 2007 of mandatory EURODAC entry
procedures in Bulgaria, these migrants were treated as illegal immigrants in Western European
countries and most of them left the EU.

% In 2010, the French President Nicolas Sarkozy claimed that Bulgaria and Romania were not
ready to join the Schengen area. The entry of the two countries has been a politically sensitive
issue since then.

Various analyses indicate that the major factor for the enormous migration wave through

Greece was the liberal visa policy of Turkey towards countries of the Middle East and Africa
(http://frontex.europa.eu/trends-and-routes/eastern-mediterranean-route/).
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bringing down the illegal border crossings to 1,122 at its land border with
Turkey, and 2,525 at its maritime borders (Table 1).

TAaBLE 1. NUMBER OF IRREGULAR MIGRANTS CROSSING THE TURKISH-GREEK BORDER

Greek-Turkish land border 16,789 14,461 8,787 47088 54974 30,433 1122 1,141
Greek-Turkish sea border 16,781 30,149 27,685 6,204 814 3,610 2,525 21,983

Source: Greek police data as cited in: Triandafyllidoul, A. (2014) Migration in Greece: Recent Developments in 2014. Athens: Hellenic Foundation
for European and Foreign Policy.

As a consequence, migration pressure on the Bulgarian-Turkish border
increased drastically. The flow of transiting Syrian and other migrants
coming from Turkey that hit the Bulgarian borders in August 2013 could
not be stopped. It should be noted that Bulgaria was in a political crisis
at that time, and the way the country should react to the migration
pressure was the subject of heated political debates.’® On one hand,
there were refugees fleeing a civil war in Syria; on the other, there was
the issue of massive numbers of foreign citizens crossing the national
borders illegally.

The smuggling networks were undergoing a shock at all levels, with new
players and new organisational forms quickly emerging. At the highest
level, a significant number of coordinators entered the market, setting
up new structural units where Syrian and Kurdish coordinators were
particularly influential. At the level of guides (who sensed the upcoming
pressure as early as the summer of 2012), the size of groups to be
smuggled increased from 4-8 migrants in earlier periods to 10-15 by the
spring of 2012 and 20-30 in a group in August 2013.%

The most important change was the entry of new players. Until then,
almost all smugglers at the lower levels (guides, drivers, accommodation
providers, informers) had been experienced members of the networks.
After August 2013, the numerous new entrants included mostly persons
with criminal records, but also regular residents of the towns close to
the border (Svilengrad, Harmanli, Haskovo) who offered transport and
housing to migrants. At the time, some of these services had not been
incriminated, as political attitudes to migrants were equivocal. Typically,
“the Syrians” — a byword for all migrants from the Middle East and
Northern Africa who reside in Bulgaria — are transported by taxi drivers
or other legal transportation companies, and are offered accommodation
in inexpensive motels, hostels or private residencies. The migration flow
is served by an extensive and chaotic periphery of service providers.

38 Beginning on 14 June 2013, daily street protests took place in Sofia and other large cities. The
opposition managed to block the work of the Parliament.

39 24 yaca ,TpubrbAHUKBT Ha KaHaapxuute” e mexay Csuaenrpap, EaxoBo n Maako TbpHOBO”
3.10.2012.
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Initially, media, politicians and the general public tended to show
compassion to the Syrian refugees. These attitudes changed abruptly when
a large number of migrants became stuck in Sofia due to the insufficient
capacity of the existing smuggling networks (demand exceeded several
times the throughput of the channels used for transferring migrants to
Central and Western Europe). The sight of thousands of migrants in
downtown Sofia, along with the media reports of criminal incidents
involving migrants, intensified negative attitudes and even led to actions
by far right organisations. Fearing that these attitudes could deepen the
political crisis, the government decided to put an end to the free flow
of migrants into the country. An additional 1,200 police officers were
positioned along the borders in November 2013,% and the influx of
migrants sharply declined.*’ Intermittently during the crisis, at times of
especially strong migration pressure, the government would reinforce the
border police with additional troops from Mol or the military.

After November 2013, the operations of the smuggling networks
continued in their traditional fashion. If up to August 2013 passage was
easy and the guides took the migrant groups through convenient spots
at the border, where it could be safely crossed, while border guards
took the apprehended migrants to migration centres, since November
2013 this had no longer been possible. The organisers now needed
to take care of instructing the guides on both sides of the border
about safe spots where the groups can be smuggled. They needed
several months to identify corruptible border guards** who were willing
to cooperate with the smugglers, in order to return to the previous
rates of successful smuggling.*® Within two-three months the smuggling
networks managed to remove the irregular migrants from public spaces
in the cities, and to make their movement across the country less
visible. The new facilitators, providing transport and housing services,
absorbed most of the risks.

If before the crisis, Bulgarian smuggling networks could service between
1,000 — 2,000 irregular migrants, in 2014, the second year of the refugee
crisis, the Bulgarian smuggling networks increased their capacity tenfold
(see Table 2). In addition, Bulgarian smugglers established permanent
presence in the neighbouring Balkan countries. Their area of operation
is no longer limited to the territory of Bulgaria.

Coordinators active in Bulgaria and Bulgarian organisers expand their
operations beyond the borders of the country to destinations, as indicated
by the infamous “coffin truck” case (See Case 1). The smuggling units
are capable of crossing three or four foreign borders, and the charge per
smuggled migrant for delivery to Germany, France, Netherlands or other

40 The government of Plamen Oresharski (2013 - 2014) failed to react immediately to the
migration pressure. As police from all over the country was involved in guarding mass anti-
government protests, there were no spare police forces that could be sent to strengthen the
regular border police units.

41 As per statistics available in: MBP. (2016) CumyayuoHHa kapmuHa Ha muepayuoHHama obcmarobka

3a nepuoga 2013 — 2076 2. Cousi: MBP.

42 Based on interviews with police officers from the Directorate Internal Security.

4 The rate of irregular migrants (those with no police registration) apprehended when exiting the

country rose to 50 % in April 2014 and reached 86 % by October the same year.
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EU countries is around EUR 5,000 — 6,000. In 2016, Bulgarians have also
been apprehended on several occasions in countries not neighbouring on
Bulgaria — for example Croatia** or the Czech Republic.*

Case 1. The “coffin truck”

On 27 August 2015, the Austrian police uncovered an abandoned truck with 71 suffocated irregular
migrants on the highway near Pandorf, close to the Austrian-Hungarian border. In total, 11 persons
were charged with human smuggling and with causing the death of the irregular migrants: one Afghan
national residing with a refugee status in Hungary,* pointed as the leader of the group, a Lebanese with
a Bulgarian passport, who had allegedly procured the vehicles and the temporary license plates* and
nine Bulgarian drivers. The Afghan leader had resided in Hungary since 2013 and is suspected to have
been involved in smuggling since February 2015.*8 Upon investigation, it became clear that the German
police had more than 10 open investigations in human smuggling perpetrated by the same OCG.*

The criminal group had 31 vehicles in its possession with which it is estimated to have transported at
least 1,200 people to Western Europe.>® The group would recruit drivers from Bulgaria and irregular
migrants from Serbia, while the means of transport were purchased in Hungary.*'

Five of the indicted Bulgarians are from the North-western Bulgarian town of Lom. All of them have
criminal records for theft.? The alleged driver of the truck has 11 criminal registrations, most for minor
infractions but media accounts connect him to a number of criminal enterprises such as pimping,
cigarette smuggling and assisting in fraud involving transfers of indebted companies.>® Furthermore, the
driver was allegedly involved in another smuggling incident in Germany, when a vehicle registered in
his name was stopped with 38 irregular migrants.>

The tremendous capacity developed by the smuggling networks is
demonstrated by 2015 data. Based on official statistics, between 23,000
and 34,000 persons who have passed through the country have an AFIS
registration and are subject to return to Bulgaria under the provisions of
the Dublin Regulation. At the same time, the total number of irregular
migrants who crossed the borders in 2015 is estimated to had been
between 110,000 and 150,000 (see Table 2), which is between 12 % and
17 % of the irregular migrants entering Europe through Greece and the
Western Balkan route.

4 Bacunesa, E. 30.11.2016 ,lllectuma Gbarapy 3aroBeHn B XbpBartusi 3a Tpapuk Ha murpaHtn”

Dnes.bg.

4 Dnes.bg ,B Uexnsi xBaHaxa 26 HeAaeraAHn murpaHti B Obarapckn Oyc” 21.4.2016.

4 Nova.bg ,O6Burenus B youiicteo 1 Tpadmk Ha xopa rpossit 7 Obarapn B Yrrapus” 12.10.2076.

4 168chasa.bg ,B VYurapusi 11 Ayiwun, BKAIOUMTEAHO U ObArapu, ca OOBUHSIEMW 3a CMbpPTTA Ha
71 murpantn” 4.5.2017.

Reuters.com “Police recount journey of 71 migrants who died in Austria as investigation ends”
12.10.2016.

4 Eurojust. (2017) Annual Report 2016. The Hague: Eurojust.

Aumutpos, M. 5.5.2016 ,lpeTbnKaHn, HEUYOBELIKN, MbUUTEAHU YCAOBUS” AOBEAN AO CMbpTTa
Ha 71 murpantn” Capital.bg.

48

T Europol Press Release. 12.10.2016 “Hungary concludes investigation into the death of
71 migrants.”

52 bopucosa, b. 2.9.2015 ,Hosun aAanHu 3a apecryBanute Gbarapu-tpadukantn” Nova.bg.

53 AaekcaHaposa, K. n Bopucos, K. 1.9.2015 ,Aomckusit Mutbo Kprka kapaa kamuoHa KoBuer ¢
Gexxanuure” 24chasa.bg.

4 Standartnews.bg ,TpadunkaHTsr o1 Aom xnsee B Aykc” 7.9.2015.
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TaBLe 2.  COMPARISON BETWEEN THE OFFICIAL DATA AND THE ANNUAL ESTIMATES

OF MIGRANT FLOWS IN BULGARIA (ESTIMATES A AND B)3%

2013 11,618 - 11,618 11,618 12,000 12,000**

Source: Ministry of Interior monthly migration statistics.

2015 10900 11,805 11,140 22,705 33,845 110,000 175,000

Total 33,617 29,124 = 62,667 85,941 166,000 257,000

**Due to lack of data on apprehended without an AFIS registration at exit and a lack of policy discouraging passage through the country it
can be assumed that the registered at entry correspond to the number of migrants passing through the country.

In 2015, Bulgaria built fencing facilities at the border with Turkey to cover
the most vulnerable sections. The smuggling networks were forced to look
for remote spots further away from the usual smuggling paths, reaching
as far as the Black Sea coast. To respond to the new hike in demand,
several thousand facilitators from all over the country got involved,
sporadically or full time. Another change was the further increase of the
size of smuggled groups to 70-80 people, and occasionally over 100 in
a group.

The agreement between Turkey and the European Union of 2016 put
an end to the migration crisis, despite fears that Bulgaria might again
become a major migratory route. At the same time, irregular migrants
were being returned from Austria to Hungary, from Hungary back to
Serbia, and subsequently Serbia started returning them to Bulgaria. The
closure of the migratory route through Serbia posed further challenges
to the smuggling networks. While in the first half of 2016 migrant and
refugee centres in Bulgaria were occupied at about 10-20 % of their
capacity, in September the number of occupants exceeded the capacity
(106 %).>® After the failed coup in Turkey, the situation at the Bulgarian-
Turkish border improved dramatically as the number of entering migrants

% The migration data collected by the Ministry of Interior allows for the estimation of the amount
of irregular migrants who crossed the territory of Bulgaria in 2014 — 2017. Four types of data
on irregular migrants is used: 1) apprehended at entry; 2) apprehended inside the territory
of the country (with regard to this indicator, it is possible for irregular migrants to have been
counted more than once); 2) apprehended at exit; 4) apprehended at exit without AFIS
registration. Two estimates can be derived, each based on three steps. Estimate A: in order
to minimize errors resulting from the possibility of irregular migrants being counted more than
once if apprehended inside the country, a monthly estimate can be derived by summing the
number of apprehended at entry and apprehended at exit. Estimate B: the monthly number
of apprehended irregular migrants is derived by summing the number of apprehended upon
entrance, inside the country and at exit without AFIS registration. Subsequently, both estimates
are multiplied by a coefficient, inversely proportional to the ratio between apprehended
migrants with AFIS registration and all apprehended migrants. All monthly figures are summed
to arrive at an annual estimate.

% As per data from the weekly reports on the migration situation by the Mol (https://www.mvr.bg).
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dropped. The setting up by the Turkish government of 3 control lines along
the Bulgarian and Greek land borders to prevent its various adversaries
(Giilenists, military officers fleeing persecution, Kurdish activists, etc.)
from leaving the country also contributed to the disruption of smuggling
operations. On the Bulgarian side, the new fence was almost complete,
second and third lines of control at the green border were introduced,
and border police were reinforced with units of the gendarmerie, the
national army and seconded border guards from Frontex. Indicative of
the effectiveness of the measures is the fact that even before Turkey
and Serbia took those steps, the share of irregular migrants apprehended
at exit without an AFIS registration went down from 70.7 % in the
first six months of 2015 to 43.7 % for the same period in 2016.°” At
the end of 2016, the smuggling networks experienced sharp shrinking
of demand. The number of irregular migrants entering the country fell
to 15-20 people per week, while the share of unregistered migrants
apprehended at exit went down to 12-18 %. No significant changes have
been observed in the first six months of 2017, with about 20 irregular
crossings per week, with the share of unregistered irregular migrants at
exit about 15 %.

1.2. THE STRUCTURE OF HUMAN SMUGGLING OPERATIONS
IN BULGARIA

This section reviews the organisation of human smuggling networks and
routes since the beginning of the migrant and refugee crisis in 2013 and
takes stock of most recent developments. While some facets of the
smuggling networks (such as the core roles within the networks) are the
same as prior to the crisis, the involvement of new actors brought about
more diversity of smuggling operations, routes and modi operandi.

1.2.1. Organisation of smuggling operations

Since 2001 — 2002, Bulgaria has become a transit zone for the flow of
irregular migrants on their way to Western Europe. As a result, demand
for smuggling services, including facilitation of entry and exit without
registration, or irregular exit of those already registered in Bulgaria
increased significantly. While during the migrant crisis the organisation
of smuggling operations varied significantly, commonalities have been
observed as regards routes taken to enter and exit the country, the
hub to which irregular migrants were taken and the division of tasks
within the smuggling networks. However, the changing migration routes,
intensity of migration flows and stricter border control measures are all
factors that have impacted on the organisation of smuggling operations.

Smuggling networks are transnational in nature, including both foreign
and domestic perpetrators. Several roles can be distinguished within

7 Mol monthly migration statistics.
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Bulgarian facilitation networks:*® coordinators (liaisons), organisers,
informers, guides, road scouts, and those providing transport and
accommodation. Depending on the complexity of the organisation, there
might be strict division of labour with different people being in charge
of specific aspects of the smuggling operation.

Essential for a smuggling network is the figure of the coordinator, who
is of foreign origin.* Coordinators are members of different communities
from the Middle East®® who are usually long term immigrants owning a
business and/or married to Bulgarians, persons of foreign descent born
in Bulgaria, etc.®"®? The coordinator is usually not involved in operations
of the network. Instead, he makes arrangements on the number of
irregular migrants to be smuggled, the prices to be charged and selects
the network operating on the local level.®®

Coordinators in different countries are part of a larger network, which
can stretch from migrant source countries through transit countries to
desired destinations.** These networks recruit migrants mainly from
among their national or ethnic communities already in the countries
of origin® and contact key Turkish smuggling network leaders.®®®” The
coordinator for Bulgaria also contacts an organiser, who is in charge of
finding guides, transport and accommodation in Bulgaria. The coordinator
makes the connection between the Bulgarian organiser and his Turkish
counterpart, who subsequently arrange the specificities and initiate

°¢ Similar roles, with some variations, have been identified by other studies in different contexts.
However, they have been given different labels. See Antonopoulos, A. and Winterdyk, J. (2006)
“The smuggling of migrants in GCreece: an examination of its social organization,” European
Journal of Criminology 3 (4): 439-461; In Turkey, the organisation of smuggling operations also
includes similar roles, but is more complex as it includes one more level compared to Bulgarian
networks (Demir, O., Sever, M. and Kahya, Y. (2017) “The Social Organisation of Migrant
Smugglers in Turkey: Roles and Functions,” European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research 23 (3):
371-391.).

% It is likely that social relations and hierarchies in the countries of origin of irregular migrants
determine the coordinators in charge of arranging smuggling operations in other countries.
Respondents have noted that conflicts between rival clans in Afghanistan led to clashes for
control of smuggling channels in Bulgaria (BG-P9, BG-P10).

%0 There have also been several coordinators from African countries, who almost completely
disappeared during the migrant crisis.

" BG-P1, BG-P2, BG-P3, BG-P4, BG-P5.
%2 For example, media reports suggest that the brother of a prominent Bulgarian-born movie

director and PR professional from Syrian descent is involved in a smuggling ring for Syrians
(24chasa.bg ,bpatbt Ha Hupaa Aarapapn OGua 3ameceH B KaHaa 3a OexxaHun” 23.9.2015).

% BG-P3, BG-P32, BG-P33.

64 BG-P33; In other studies, these networks might be referred to by different names. For example,
Demir, Sever and Kahya (2017) divide these networks along two roles — intermediaries, who are
active in source countries and recruit or are approached by migrants and liaisons who operate
in transit countries and communicate with organisers (Demir, Sever & Kahya, op.cit).

% Other studies have also concluded that the process usually begins in countries of origin with
the smugglers approaching potential migrants or the other way around. E.g. Heckmann, F.
(2005) The Social Organisation of Human Smuggling. Warsaw: Center for International Relations.

% BG-P33.

% According to the experts interviewed for this report, unlike those in Bulgaria, the senior levels
at the smuggling networks in Turkey are occupied mostly by Turkish citizens who maintain
contacts with the Turkish security services. This puts key Turkish smugglers in a privileged
position. After the coup in that country, many smugglers have been jailed convicted for being
Giilenists, having contacts with PKK, terrorist organisations, etc. (BG-P32, BG-P33, BG-S3). As
a result, the Turkish security services have considerably enhanced their control of smuggling
networks (BG-S3). In Bulgaria, the counterintelligence service also influences smuggling networks
but provides “cover” only for foreign coordinators with the justification that these are valuable
agents in anti-terrorist efforts (BG-S2, BG-S3).
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smuggling operations from Istanbul®® or Edirne.®® Before initiating more
stable smuggling activities, a few irregular migrants might be sent to test
out the channel and see if is safe and operational.”®

The organisers are mostly Bulgarians, with only some coming from
the Turkish minority in Bulgaria. They can arrange the transport and
accommodation for the journey along the whole distance of the country,
from the Turkish-Bulgarian border to exit or split it in sections. In the
most typical case, locally based participants in smuggling operations
service certain sections of the distance — smugglers from Bourgas and
Svilengrad would bring the irregular migrants from the Turkish border to
Sofia, which is a main hub, or another city, such as Plovdiv.”

Once the organisers in Turkey and Bulgaria work out the details of the
operations, irregular migrant groups are transported to the border area.
The most common method for crossing the Turkish-Bulgarian border
is by foot’? and less often concealed in trucks.”” Guides take groups
across the border or escort them close to it, giving detailed instructions
on how to pass. After the group crosses from Turkey into Bulgarian
territory, they are often taken over by other guides.” The guides on
both sides of the border can vary in profile significantly. They could
be Turkish or Bulgarian citizens (including from the Roma or Turkish
minorities, usually locals from border areas). However, police sources
and cases reported in the media suggest that foreigners who have
received refugee or humanitarian status are more often involved as
guides.” Since 2016, Afghans have been encountered in this role more
frequently.”

Routes taken to enter Bulgaria have shifted due to measures taken by
the Bulgarian government. Until 2015, a major part of the flow would
enter through the border district of Haskovo — around the towns of
Elhovo and Bolyarovo (in 2013 — 2014 especially) where the terrain is
easily accessible.”” In response, as already mentioned, in November
2013 the Bulgarian government tightened control measures and stationed
additional police forces on the Bulgarian-Turkish border, thus limiting
unhindered passage. Due to this measure and subsequent initiation of
the construction of a fence covering the most easily accessible terrain
around BCP Lessovo, it is thought that a portion of the flow redirected
east towards the district of Bourgas.”® Nevertheless, the large number of
irregular migrants combined with strengthened control necessitated the

b8 BG-P8, BG-P11.

% BG-P3, BG-P4, BG-P5, BG-P11.

0 BG-P3, BG-P4, BG-P5.

' BG-P12, BG-P13.

2 BG-P11, BG-P8.

73 Cbbes, b. 23.4.2017 ,XBaHaxa 4YeTMpUMA YY>KAEHLY B KAMWOH C A€LLHNKOBO GpatuHo” Monitor.bg.
4 BG-P3, BG-P4, BG-P5, BG-P8.

7> BG-P2, BG-P3, BG-P4, BG-P5, BG-P8; 24chasa.bg ,Cupuel, BAn3a B 3aTBOpa 3a KaHaAAXNACTBO
Ha 21 cbHapoAHWLM, MuHaAM npes rpaHuuara Ao foue Aeaves” 16.2.2017.

6 BG-P8, BG-P9, BG-P10, BG-P11, BG-P23, BG-S1.
77 BG-P26, BG-27.
7% Ibid.
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use of additional tactics beyond simple change in routes to secure entry
into the country.

In response to the increased police presence at the border, smugglers
and less often the irregular migrants themselves employed corruption to
secure passage into the country. At this stage, informers working for the
organiser (persons with contacts in the border police or other relevant
police bodies) can be involved to secure corrupt law enforcement officials
for the needs of the respective criminal operation.

Two distinct models of crossing involving corrupt border guards emerged
in the period 2013 - 201579 The first model involved paying not to
be pushed back to Turkey and was most commonly used in end-2013
and beginning of 2014. The second model, used throughout the crisis,
ensured that irregular migrants could cross the country without being
detained and without having their fingerprints taken. The second model
has a substantial advantage, making it more expensive — it reduces the
risk of being returned to Bulgaria under the Dublin regulation. In 2015, a
variation of the first model emerged — paying to be taken to a reception
centre.

Irregular migrant groups which have managed to cross into the country
are subsequently moved to a hub. Transportation can be provided
by a variety of persons (e.g. taxi drivers® owners of trucks or vans).
The organiser might have a number of drivers in his employment, in
arrangements where they are a more stable feature of the network.t" On
the other hand, drivers could also be randomly hired for the purpose.®
Highways are preferred for transportation as the risk of encountering a
police check is lower.?®

At the height of the crisis in 2015, large groups of irregular migrants were
transported in busses and trucks.** However, when police increasingly
targeted such vehicles for inspections, groups were split and transported
in luxurious cars to avoid drawing attention.®® Currently, the tendency
is for smaller groups to be smuggled.®® This trend could already be
observed during 2016 and is even more visible in 2017. The size of the
groups is often attributed to the decrease in migrant pressure due to
enforcement efforts by Turkey.?”

Organisers provide irregular migrants with accommodation in hubs,
before the groups are taken outside of the country. Sofia is a de-facto

7 BG-P24, BG-P25, BG-S1.
80" Kanal3.bg ,Pasbuxa kaHaa 3a Tpaduk Ha murpaHTi: TakCUAXKMM B CXeMa 3a MPEBO3 Ha CUPUILA
1 adranncranun” 22.5.2016.

& BG-P1, BG-P2.

8 BG-P11, BG-PR6.

8 BG-P17.

8 BG-P6, BG-P7; The largest number of migrants found in a single vehicle as reported in the
media is 120. (Aumutpos, b. 29.6.2016 ,TVIP nscuna 120 nmurpantn Ha Tpakus.” Monitor.bg).

8 BG-P1, BG-P2, BG-P8, BG-P12, BG-26, BG-P27.
8 BG-P8, BG-P13 BG-P17.
8 BG-P17, BG-P18, BG-P19, BG-P21.
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key clearing hub for incoming and outgoing irregular migrants. Many of
them are housed in or around the city regardless of chosen route and
destination. Nevertheless, some law enforcement sources have suggested
that operations which do not involve passing through Sofia exist as well,®®
even though such arrangements are rarer. Another hub mentioned by
some respondents is the town of Harmanli®® close to the Turkish border,
where a large refugee centre is situated.

Temporary accommodation of migrants in transit can vary from abandoned
buildings to private residences and hostels. Hostels located in a central
area of Sofia close to the Banya Bashi Mosque dubbed “little Beirut”
were popular spots for housing irregular migrants and asylum seekers in
2013 and 20714, due to the concentration of Middle Eastern immigrant
communities.”® However, since police intensified raids and searches in
the area, alternative housing for the irregular migrants would be arranged,
often in Roma ghettos. Roma quarters are considered especially suitable
for this purpose due to the ease with which information of incoming
police spreads.”” Another recent development noted in Sofia is the
locking up the irregular migrants in the place of accommodation to
prevent drawing unwanted attention.?

Depending on how the operation is arranged, irregular migrants might
spend some time in Sofia, before the onward journey. Most often,
smuggling networks organise exit from Bulgaria to Serbia or Romania.
The proportion of irregular migrants smuggled through Romania remains
much smaller, as crossing the border is more challenging due to the
short stretch of land border and the difficulty of crossing the Danube.”
On their way to Serbia, irregular migrant groups usually pass through
Bregovo or Vidin.’* However, since the fall of 2016 and spring of 2017
smugglers appear to be diversifying routes by organising border crossing
into Romania®” due to tightened border control at the Serbian border by
police and the military.® Smuggling networks have attempted a number
of methods to cross the Romanian border including by boat* or through
concealing migrants in trucks.?

While the previous paragraphs outline the most prevalent organisation
of smuggling operations it should be noted that the modus operandi
and the degree of sophistication of smuggling networks and operations

8 BG-P3, BG-P13.

# BG-S1, BG-P8.

% BG-P9, BG-P10, BG-P11.
9 pid.

2 pid.

3 BG-P21.

% BG-P8, BG-P11.

% BG-P21.

% BG-P11, BG-P18, BG-P19.

9 In September 2016, six irregular migrants drowned in the Danube when the boat that the

facilitators had arranged to cross to the shore on the Romanian side capsized (Trud.bg ,LLlect
yAaBeHn npu oDOpblLiaHe Ha KaHaApXUACKa Aoaka” 12.9.2016).

% On 23 April 2017, 53 irregular migrants were discovered in a secret compartment of a truck

trying to cross the Bulgarian-Romanian border (Nova.bg ,XBaHaxa 53 HeAeraAHW MUrpaHTU npu
onut Aa npemunar KM, Aynas moct” 23.4.2017).
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vary significantly based on the perpetrators involved, the intensity of the
migrant flow and measures taken by law enforcement.

Rudimentary organisation of smuggling operations was most common in
late 2013.9 Portions of the large flow could pass without assistance or by
employing opportunistic criminal actors, not all of whom provided the service
they were paid for. Irregular migrants were often misled by criminals, who
would “take their money, drive them around for a while, drop them off
around Pernik and welcome them to Germany.”'® Nevertheless, towards the
end of the year, the smuggling networks started growing to accommodate
demand and many new networks emerged. The expansion of smuggling
channels to Western Europe was solidified in 2014. Most of these networks
were run by Iraqi, Syrian and more recently Afghan nationals and smuggled
mainly their own compatriots (see Figure 1).!°" Various accounts also claim
that a separate Kurdish channel exists as well.'2

Since 2014, and especially following the peak of the migration flows in
2016, smuggling networks underwent a process of professionalisation'®
due to tightened border control measures and closure of routes. Case 2
illustrates how sophisticated a smuggling operation can be.

Case 2. The “twin” truck case

On 23 March 2017, near the village of Rezovo, Southern Bulgaria, 27 irregular migrants were found in
a secret compartment of a burning truck transporting gravel.'® Upon investigation it became clear that

the number on license plate of

owned by a company subcontracted to carry out services for the construction of the fence on the
Turkish-Bulgarian border. The company, however, could prove through camera recordings that at the
time their vehicle was in a garage 500 km away from where the burning truck was found. It appeared

therefore, that the license plate

inconspicuous transportation of irregular migrants in border areas.

the truck was exactly the same as the license plate of another truck

of the smugglers’ truck had been a falsified copy, which allowed for

Intensive anti-smuggling operations by law enforcement coupled with
a 2015 change in legislation criminalising transportation of irregular
migrants, necessitated investment into risk management measures by
smuggling networks. Criminal networks use a number of conspiracy
tactics in order to evade detection. Networks with more resources have
more intricate organisation and usually include more such measures. A
common method is to use pilot cars driving ahead of the vehicles with
the irregular migrants and scouting for police. Law enforcement has
intercepted up to five pilot cars for one smuggling operation.'

9 Such operations are not necessarily part of transnational smuggling networks. Due to the large
number of irregular migrants, they would themselves find facilitation or would be approached
by opportunistic actors.
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STRUCTURE OF A TYPICAL SMUGGLING NETWORK THROUGH
BULGARIA AND ORGANISATION OF A TYPICAL SMUGGLING
OPERATION FROM SOURCE TO DESTINATION'0®

Ficure 1.
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(1) The coordinator residing in Iraq contacts the Iraqi coordinators/liaisons in Germany and Turkey, informs them that a group of irreqular migrants
has been assembled and subsequently sends the money to Turkey. (2) The coordinator/liaison in Turkey contacts a Turkish smuggling network leader
for facilitation services, deposits the money for the whole or part of the journey at a hawaladar and notifies the coordinator in Bulgaria about the
upcoming operation. (3) The Turkish smuggling network leader assigns an organiser under his command in charge of land border crossings and
contacts the coordinator for Bulgaria about the preparations for departure. (4) The coordinator for Bulgaria makes the connection between the Bulgarian
organiser and his Turkish counterpart. The Turkish organiser secures the participants on the lower level in Turkey (quides, accommodation providers,
drivers, road scouts). Once the operation is arranged on the Turkish side, the Turkish organiser with his Bulgarian counterpart agree on the specifics of
taking the group over on Bulgarian territory. (5) The Bulgarian organiser arranges the operation in Bulgaria, starting with the securing of undisturbed
passage through the border, handled by the informer. The rest of the operation is handled internally by the Bulgarian network, with guides, drivers,
accommodation providers and road scouts employed from the respective reservoirs. (6) The Bulgarian network is paid by the hawaladars upon arrival of
the group in Sofia. (7) In the meantime, the Turkish smuggling network leader has arranged the transfer through Serbia. The Serbian organiser and his
Bulgarian counterpart agree on the specifics of entry into Serbia. (8) The Turkish smuggling network leader arranges the transfer through Hungary, etc.

In addition, steps are taken to minimise the risk of detection in case of
failure of a smuggling operation. Participants in the smuggling networks
at the lowest level (such as drivers and guides) are most likely to
be apprehended,'”” hence their selection is important to protect the

106 The schematic shows a provisional structure of human smuggling operations in Bulgaria.
Turkish networks are shown in more detail since smuggling operations often begin from
Turkey and Turkish networks have a significant impact on subsequent stages. The schematic
furthermore illustrates an average step-by-step smuggling operation organised from source
to destination by an Iragi network of coordinators. The nationality of the example network
is chosen randomly in order to show that different national or ethnic networks usually
arrange the smuggling of irregular migrants from their respective communities. Still, the
operations organised by these different networks are similar in terms of steps undertaken.
This example, however, does not demonstrate the organisation behind expensive smuggling
channels. In addition, it does not account for operations that have been arranged in other
ways — as has been mentioned before, it is possible for the Bulgarian network to cover the

whole journey to destination.

17 BG-P6, BG-P7, BG-PR1.
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smuggling operations. Intermediaries often approach drivers in order to
avoid contact of the lower levels with the core members of the network.
The drivers may be recruited at random among local youth. In one case
a driver with a mental disability was hired, ensuring that a potential
testimony would be unusable in court.”® Alternatively, they might be a
more permanent feature of the operation.'"™ Drivers (and vehicles) used
repeatedly would be rotated and would still know little about the larger
organisation of the operation."® Telephone SIM cards are also changed
frequently and various voice messenger and encrypted chat applications
are used extensively for communication.

In addition, new and more expensive routes and smuggling strategies
emerged over the past two years in response to tightened border
controls. Sham marriages with Bulgarian women were detected for the
first time in 2016."" In June 2017, a scheme for smuggling persons
through Sofia airport was uncovered, organised by two legally residing
Bangladeshi nationals and assisted by two border police officers."? In
addition, in August 2017, two smugglers, one of which Bulgarian, were
apprehended in the Black Sea near Romania, on a boat with 70 irregular
migrants."3 Law enforcement had previously recorded very few previous
instances of attempted passage through the Black Sea.

1.2.2. Perpetrators

Section 1.1.1. has shown that Bulgaria had established smuggling channels
and networks already before the crisis. However, the scale of the migrant
crisis meant these networks could not satisfy demand, opening up
opportunities for the generation of substantial criminal profit and leading
to the involvement of a large portions of the criminal underground.

The reorientation of traditional Bulgarian criminal networks to
human smuggling is confirmed by law enforcement sources.™ This
phenomenon has been observed with regard to both criminal bosses
and lower-level criminals engaged in a myriad of criminal activities,
ranging from car theft, burglaries to drug trafficking and tobacco
smuggling. In addition, there are ancillary networks, whose main area
of activity is not smuggling. These networks provide vital services
(handling Hawala payments) or important supporting services (securing
counterfeit documents).'”

198 BG-PR6.
199 BG-PR1, BG-PR6.
1o BG-P1, BG-P2, BG-P27.
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"2 Hukonos, K. 26.5.2017 ,Pa3but e kaHaa 3a tpaduk Ha xopa npes Aetuie ,Codus”, Takcara
6uaa 5000 espo” Mediapool.bg.

" Dnevnik.bg ,Noaka c 69 murpaHT e 3apbpxaHa B YepHo mope kpan Pymbhus, eauH oT

KaHaapXKuuTe e ObArapuH” 13.7.2017.
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> At least two known cases of groups manufacturing counterfeit documents specifically for
irregular migrants have been uncovered. (Btvnovinite.bg ,MBP pa3bu npectbnHa rpyna, usrotesira
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A number of the criminals associated with other criminal activities
got involved in human smuggling, including from trafficking networks
for prostitution. Prominent examples include figures from the criminal
underground of Bourgas'® and Lom."” Other career criminals known
for drug dealing'™ and extortion racketeering'” have also surfaced
as perpetrators in smuggling operations. In April 2017, the police
apprehended an OCG during an attempt to smuggle 6 irregular migrants
in wooden boxes through the Bulgarian-Romanian border.'® Searches
in the residences of those involved uncovered large amounts of drugs
and cash.

Offenders engaged in more complex crimes, such as drug trafficking
organise more intricate operations including more risk management
measures.””! It should be noted, however, that even well-established
Bulgarian criminal organisations with experience in other illicit activities
provide services to the coordinator (connection to corrupt police officers,
drivers, pilot cars and drivers, accommodation; see Case 3) as they
do not have the means to secure the main resource for the criminal
activities — the third country nationals to be smuggled.'”

Case 3. The Bourgas drug lord

Tabloid media reports citing anonymous police sources claim that one of the key players on the
southern Black Sea drug market has become involved in human smuggling.”*® The Bourgas drug lord
has previously been convicted for leading and participating in an OCG, drug dealing, pimping and
money laundry."”* The criminal leader allegedly managed to make connections to Serbian smugglers and
through extortion and violence to secure regular payments from Bulgarian smugglers via the Turkish
border in exchange for protection and organisation of transportation.'”

"¢ For example, Boksiora (the Boxer), who was previously indicted for pimping and participation
in an organised criminal group (Blitz.bg ,Ausx Bokcbopa BAM3a Ha TOMAO 3a 3 TFOAMHM 3a
CBOAHMYECTBO, AsicHaTa My pbka ro npeaaae” 30.9.2016).

"7 One of the Bulgarian drivers that transported 71 irregular migrants from Hungary, subsequently
found dead in the abandoned truck in Austria, reportedly had a criminal dossier in Germany
and was unofficially connected to pimping (Standartnews.com ,Tpadukantst ot Aom XiuBee B
AYKC, Hapuuat ro Kpuka” 1.9.2015). See also Case 1.

"8 In March 2016, the police arrested fifteen irregular migrants from Iraq in the Haskovo area,
together with four Bulgarian men, three of whom with criminal records. One of them,
nicknamed “Blackie,” had nearly 400 g of amphetamines in his vehicle at the time of
apprehension and had 13 convictions for different crimes related to drugs, fraud, extortion
racketeering and hooliganism (GClas.bg ,bytHaxa YepHusi B apecta 3a Apora, 3-ma Herosu
aBepu Kpuan murpantn” 22.3.2016). In another case, a convicted smuggler was arrested with
a total of 35 kg of heroin, reportedly the second largest amounts seized of this drug in 2016
in Bulgaria (Xpncros, X. 23.12.2016 ,Cnunaxa kaHaAAXusi n popata My c 35 kuAa XxepouH”
Monitor.bg).

9 One of the key figures of the Bourgas underground, who had been involved in extortion
racketeering during the 90s was arrested while scouting for police in front of a van transporting
irregular migrants (nakuesa, . 30.3.2016 ,Apectyaxa Duaun DpateB 3a KaHAAAXNIACTBO”
Bnr.bg).

120 Nova.bg ,Pasbrxa KaHaa 3a NpeBeXAaHe Ha MUrPaHTU B AbpBEHU CaHAbLu” 25.4.2017.
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Law enforcement information also allege his involvement in smuggling.'® The criminal boss allegedly has
in his employment a border police officer, who transports irregular migrants in his personal camper.'?’
The migrants are purportedly taken to their desired destination, bringing the criminal boss EUR 3,000
in profit per irregular migrant.'

Despite the involvement of the criminal underground, law enforcement
officials have differing views on the effect of the reorientation to
human smuggling on criminal networks’ other illicit enterprises. These
differences are likely related to regional specifics and the different
scopes of operation of the law enforcement agencies interviewed. Some
law enforcement sources consider human smuggling is an additional
highly lucrative source of revenue, which does not interfere with other
illicit activities and is carried out in parallel.’” Others suggest that
local criminal networks have entirely shifted to smuggling, effectively
abandoning their previous areas of operation (which might have been
riskier, especially prior to the 2015 legislative amendment and less
lucrative). As a result, local police registered a drop in other types of
crimes.® Therefore, it appears that the lower levels of perpetrators in
the smuggling networks are more likely to change occupations as well
as networks,”! depending on the respective revenue to be made. On
the other hand, more influential figures can afford to include new illicit
activities in their portfolio and thus to control a number of criminal
enterprises at the same time.'??

While there is evidence that criminals engaged in other criminal activities
are smuggling irregular migrants, the simultaneous use o