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1

The Political-Criminal Nexus
and Global Security

Roy Godson

One of the more dangerous threats to the quality of life in the contempo-
rary world is at once both old and new. It is the collaboration of the political
establishment with the criminal underworld—the political-criminal nexus
(PCN). This active partnership increasingly undermines the rule of law, hu-
man rights, and economic development in many parts of the world. States in
transition are especially at risk. The insidious effects of the PCN, and even its
very existence, are often obscured, not only deliberately by the players them-
selves, but also by the tendency of security specialists to underestimate groups
outside the formal political structures.

In some areas, the problem of the PCN is chronic—for example in Mexico,
Nigeria, Turkey, and Taiwan. In such cases, only the forms and balance of
power among the players change. In other countries and regions—Colombia,
Afghanistan, Sierra Leone, the Balkans and the Caucuses—the problem is
more acute, violent, and kaleidoscopic, and often it dominates political, eco-
nomic, and social life.

As local problems become global, and global problems have local effects,
its appears that the complex and murky relations between criminals and po-
litical elites in many parts of the world explain much not only about local
politics, but regional and global trends in world politics as well. These
increasingly complicated dynamics have also created a different kind of
security challenge, the contours of which are only gradually coming into
focus.

Part I of this chapter highlights the significance of this problem, and ex-
plains why it has now become of major importance in regional and global
trends. Part II seeks to diagnose contemporary factors or causes that create the
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2 Menace to Society

problem—the “drivers” or “linchpins.” Some will be skeptical that valid
causal generalizations are possible—especially about clandestine relation-
ships. Indeed, such generalizations—and well-grounded theory and data—
are not easy to come by. However, as the chapters in the book illustrate there
have been studies of diverse cases—some well documented—so that pat-
terns, generalizations, and hypotheses can be put forward to facilitate further
study, and draw implications for policy.

In addition, and significantly, governmental leaders from the global level—
the UN, the G8, and the World Bank—to the regional—the EU and OAS—to
national and subnational elites have begun to grapple with aspects of the
problem. They are beginning to prescribe solutions, pass international con-
ventions, and authorize expenditures for the use of force and other tech-
niques of statecraft to manage the malady. Having reached conclusions about
the cause of the problem, they are developing and implementing policy aimed
at its management.

Part III of the chapter summarizes the main elements of governmental
diagnosis and prescriptions. It then seeks to address causal factors that appear
to have been under- or over-estimated (for intellectual and bureaucratic rea-
sons) and suggests directions for future research and policy planning to
strengthen analysis and prescriptions that ultimately will help to prevent and
ameliorate this global security challenge.

Part I. The Political-Criminal Nexus:
A Major Security Problem or a Nuisance?

Definitions of Key Terms

Definitions are necessary to avoid the confusion that accompanies the
many different types of political and criminal actors. Nonetheless, some defi-
nitions now in use are extremely broad.

Some define regimes or governments as “criminal” because they system-
atically violate international conventions, such as the UN’s 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. While not disputing the criminal nature of
some of these regimes, this definition is too broad for analytical purposes. It
would include most if not all authoritarian regimes from the Nazis and Com-
munist regimes to Panama under Noriega, and would erase the distinctional
problems created by the collaboration of two sets of actors, the political and
the professional criminal.

Other definitions focus on individual political leaders and define their
governments as criminal because the leaders themselves, or the political sys-
tems they manage, regularly violate the criminal statutes in their own societ-
ies. This would include what have come to be known as “kleptocracies,” very
corrupt leaders who use their political authority to enrich themselves, their
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families and their political allies. Mobutu (The Congo), Abacha (Nigeria),
and Estrada (Philippines) would appear to fall into this category.

The focus here is on the collaboration between two sets of groups and
institutions, the political establishment and the criminal underworld. The
involvement is sustained, although it may take different forms. Sometimes it is
easy to distinguish between the two sets of players, as in the case of the American
Cosa Nostra, and the U.S. political establishment. When political establishment
knowingly and regularly does business with gang leaders, or when professional
criminals are actually elected to power, as has happened in Sicily and Taiwan, the
distinction is less straightforward. The lines between the two sets of players
become less distinctive; and sometimes the political and the criminal merge.

The Criminals (Underworld). The criminals, whose activities are substan-
tially shielded from public view in the underworld, have a number of charac-
teristics:1  They are professionals, usually, but not always. They make their
livelihood primarily from crime. Some also engage in legal as well as illegal
professional activities. The principal motive is profit making, but this is not
the exclusive driver. The most important criminals are part of an organiza-
tion, i.e., part of an ongoing relationship with other criminals. The organiza-
tion can be a hierarchical, vertical structure, such as the U.S. or Sicilian Cosa
Nostra, or a more horizontal, egalitarian network, such as those found in
organized crime in and around China and the Chinese diasporas scattered
throughout the world. Geographic location can be local, regional, or transstate.
The criminals purposefully violate national and often international conven-
tions, (e.g., most importantly, the anti-drug trafficking regime).

The Political Establishment (Upper World). The political establishment
on the other hand, must conduct at least some of its business in public. It is
important to note the major distinction between the legal-governmental es-
tablishment, and the non-legal, terrorist/separatist, revolutionary groups, such
as al-Qae’da, Colombia’s FARC, the Irish IRA, and Kosovo’s KLA. The focus
here is on the legal, governmental, and political establishment. Within this
establishment, there are diverse players and levels.

The first are office holders in the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches of government. They include those in security bureaucracies, the
military, paramilitary, intelligence and security services, diverse police and
law enforcement, prosecutors and judges. Usually, these are both national
and local, but they interact with transstate criminals who operate both inside
and outside their territory. At the top are the president, prime minister, and
various other ministers. These operate usually at the national level, but some-
times they also interact with transstate criminals.2

A second group are front men who work for or support official office hold-
ers. They include political party officials, public relations firms, businesses,
legal advisers, accountants, and NGOs supportive of parties. They usually are
based nationally, but they often operate across state borders.3
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The third group is the legal opposition that rotates in and out of official
positions; they and their front men and organizations are usually nationally
based, but often with transstate links to both legal and criminal actors.4

The PCN consists of relationships of varying degrees of cooperation among
these political and criminal participants at the local, national, and transstate
levels. These patterns fluctuate between various combinations of collabora-
tion and conflict.5  An initially stable pattern may, over time, become unbal-
anced until a new more stable equilibrium is reached. It sometimes evolves
into open war between the partners, and the PCN is seriously weakened if not
destroyed. For example, after decades of mostly collaboration both the crimi-
nals and the politicians were seriously damaged in Sicily in the 1980s and
1990s.6  However, in most cases where a crime group has endured and pros-
pered—whether in a democracy or an authoritarian regime—the criminals
have reached some type of accommodation with political authorities at the
local, national, or transstate level.

Criminal organizations that exist over a period of time are advantaged by
collaboration, at least in their home state or region. Typically, where one sees
a long history of organized crime, there is a PCN, for example, in southern
Italy and the U.S.-Mexican border.7

However, it should be noted that not all political actors that engage in
criminal/corrupt activities require a PCN. Political actors can behave in a
criminal fashion—for example, become corrupt—without collaborating with
the underworld, yet often they believe that such alliances are advantageous.

Why the PCN is a Transstate Security Threat

Why is the PCN a transstate security threat and not simply a local law
enforcement or policy problem? Security threats interfere dramatically with
the functioning of society. Conditions that threaten the political, economic,
social infrastructure of a system cannot be considered ordinary crime prob-
lems. Normally, the infrastructure or framework provides the means for the
reconciliation of differences within the system. For example, street crime and
public health problems are not generally a security problem in the United
States. The infrastructure can handle such problems and they generally do
not threaten the functioning of the legal or health systems. On the other hand,
contemporary organized crime in Mexico and the spread of AIDS in much of
Southern Africa threaten the legal, economic, and social infrastructure of
those societies. Even the perception that they threaten the infrastructure cre-
ates a security problem by diminishing confidence in central authority, or
creating alternative structures of power.

Especially in the world’s many weak states and small states, the PCN is a
major threat to the infrastructure of governability and the rule of law. The
PCN may not become the government. There may be major foreign policy or
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economic decisions that the top political leaders undertake without consul-
tation or major participation by criminal groups. However, the PCN in these
societies plays a role in determining major aspects of the infrastructure. For
example, in elections or the appointments of key executives or judicial fig-
ures, or in key public investment decisions, tax policy, trade policy, coali-
tions on diverse issues will be formed between political and criminal leaders.
This will result in political appointments in the security area, prosecution
policies, border controls, etc. In the courts, it will extend to who is pros-
ecuted, who is convicted, what prison conditions or sanctions prevail. The
PCN involves much more than a few corrupt officials. It can and sometimes
does substantially control the politics of a country and how it normally works.
It affects the functioning of much of the system, and threatens the security of
the rule of law.

However, the balance within the PCN may at times go back and forth.
Sometimes the politicians will dominate, sometimes the criminals. The spe-
cifics of how the PCN dominates a state vary. Regardless of who is dominant,
the politicians or the criminals, the coalition of forces that is created influ-
ences many aspects of government, and the reconciliation of differences in-
side the country.

A key factor in the ability of the PCN to maintain power is the fact that it
can resort to violence and intimidation. In addition to the use of violence by
criminals, the PCN can mobilize the forces of the state when necessary to attain
its goals. Once the public comes to fear those who should be their protectors—the
police, intelligence, and security forces—and loses confidence in the electoral
and the judicial systems, they will seek alternatives, creating different patrons
and loyalties, and further weaken the national infrastructure.

Particularly in a globalizing world, all areas are of concern. This is because
the PCN can operate on a local, national, regional or transstate level. Their
activities in one country or region undermine democratic governabililty, the
rule of law, economic development, human rights, and the environment in
that region. But a local or regional PCN also can, and often does, take advan-
tage of zones of impunity, or sanctuary in other regions to operate more
effectively in its home state as well as in other regions. For example, a PCN in
one state will use safe havens in other regions for production of illegal prod-
ucts, such as drugs and counterfeit goods; they use transit zones in other
regions for illegal activities, such as smuggling and access to markets; and
they use services in still other regions for money laundering, safe meetings,
false documents, particularly passports (including diplomatic passports). The
fact that the central governments of such states often have difficulty main-
taining control over all their territory, make the possibility of an effective
governmental response less likely.

This influence now often reaches beyond domestic activities. The PCN in
one country or region also is in a position to influence regional and global
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security concerns. It can affect state-to-state relationships, making normal
relations all but impossible. For example, political decisions in the Balkans,
on the U.S.-Mexican border, in central and SW Asia, the Golden Triangle and
Central Africa are affected by the PCN in other countries. Smuggling routes
for drugs, arms, resources, and people from SW Asia are controlled by PCNs in
the former CIS, the Balkans, and southern Italy. The reverse is also true. The
Colombia PCN has played a major role in the evolution of politics and secu-
rity in Mexico and the Caribbean. Decisions by the Colombian cartels to use
the Mexican and Caribbean smuggling routes to the United States have re-
sulted in the massive national PCNs in these regions. Prior to these develop-
ments, they were local organizations, affecting local crime and corruption.
This transformation changed the nature of politics and security in Central
and South America, Mexico, the Caribbean, and the U.S. border area during
the 1990s.

Of 192 states in the world today, approximately 35 have characteristics
that maintain strong governability and rule of law—and weak PCNs. On the
other hand, approximately 120 states can be classified as medium to weak to
failed states (zones with very weak to nonexistent infrastructures).8  They
have medium to strong PCNs. In these states, PCNs threaten the security of
their own people as well as the security of people in other regions.

For example, the United States is affected by the activities of the PCNs in
Eurasia, Mexico and the Caribbean. Their involvement in drugs, illegal mi-
gration, violation of intellectual property rights, and the dissemination of
weapons of mass destruction, has a direct impact within the U.S. even though
the U.S. itself appears to be relatively free of a domestic regional or national
PCN.

To take another example, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) faces
current and future threats from the PCN, both from inside the country and
from PCNs abroad. Inside the PRC, organized crime appears to be growing,
and the PCN is also expanding. In some regions there is considerable Chinese
public acknowledgement of these developments.9  In others, the sources are
murkier. However, it appears that inside Mainland China, the PCN gives power
to particular coalitions who can use money and violence to maneuver against
other groupings and undermine decisions about the infrastructure of society.

The activities of the PCNs on the borders of China can also affect the
infrastructure inside the PRC. For example, drug trafficking from SE Asia
appears to be contributing to the spread of AIDS inside China as well as
increased addiction levels. These internal effects may be strengthening po-
litical-criminal coalitions inside major areas of the PRC. More powerful PCNs
in China facilitate PCNs in other parts of the world through its involvement in
intellectual property violations, piracy in the South China Sea, and the manu-
facture of precursor chemicals. All of the foregoing are becoming problems.
China has lengthy borders, which are difficult to control, and its economy is
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now developing at a rapid rate, offering attractive opportunities for exploita-
tion, both legitimate and illegitimate.

The activities of PCNs become particularly important in certain circum-
stances. For example, in regions that possess weapons of mass destruction
(WMD) PCNs can facilitate the export of WMD or their components and also
facilitate the import of components of WMD into their own or other states.
This could be a threat in Russia and perhaps the PRC.10

Those regions and sectors that are important to the global economy such
as the economic, financial sectors, or mass production are vulnerable to PCNs.
China, S. Asia, and Mexico, for example, are involved in massive counterfeit-
ing of goods and violations of intellectual property rights damaging to the
U.S. and other economies. The PCNs may also assist criminals to gain control
of key sectors of the economic security infrastructure, such as telecommuni-
cations or financial services. PCNs affect regional cooperation, color rela-
tions with other states, and contribute to local instability in geostrategic
regions of concern.

Increasing Recognition of the PCN by Global and Other Organizations

Many governments and international institutions now maintain that “or-
ganized crime,” “transstate crime,” and “corruption” are security threats. There
also has been increasing recognition that there is a linkage between the upper
and underworlds, although few have explicitly recognized the PCN as a secu-
rity threat.

The United States, for example, first spelled out the security threat from
organized crime in a comprehensive manner in 1995, and has been incorpo-
rating it into policy and planning ever since. The Clinton Administration’s
Presidential Decision Directive (PDD) 42 states unequivocally that orga-
nized crime is a threat to national security. The same year, President Clinton’s
address to the UN 50th Anniversary Assembly, drew attention to organized
crime as a global threat. Three years later the U.S. International Crime Con-
trol Strategy, the first attempt to devise a national strategy, was published. It
recognizes the threat of international crime to the integrity of government.
By 2000, there was specific recognition of the PCN. A U.S. Interagency Work-
ing Group published the first International Crime Threat Assessment, recog-
nizing the PCN as a security threat.11

At its 1998 Summit in Birmingham, UK, the G8 began to focus on orga-
nized crime as a security threat, and established a senior experts group, known
as the “Lyon Group.” Not all members of the G8 specifically endorsed the
perception of the PCN as a security problem, but some, especially Germany,
regard the PCN as a significant security threat.

The United Nations, and especially its Office of Drug Control and Crime
Prevention in Vienna, has been increasingly concerned with transstate crime,



8 Menace to Society

particularly drugs, trafficking in people, and corruption in recent years. Bud-
gets and contributions for countering high-level crime and corruption have
been increased, but as yet there has been little explicit recognition by the UN
of the PCN as a significant threat.12

Part II. Causes and Conditions That Give Rise to and Sustain PCNs

The generalizations in this chapter have been made possible in large part
by case studies that are included in this book. The chapters were written by
regional specialists who were asked to address a common set of questions.
Beginning in 1997, the specialists were asked to identify various stages in
the development of political-criminal relationships, and based on their diag-
nosis to highlight techniques that have proved effective or show promise in
combating them. This framework included questions about the singular con-
ditions in their region that have led to alliances between the upper and under-
worlds, how the relationships were established and maintained, what is the
currency of these relationships—what does each party want from the other,
and what inferences can be drawn from their analysis that would be useful to
practitioners in and outside government, to prevent such relationships devel-
oping in future, and weakening those that already exist.

In 1998, drafts were exchanged and discussed by commentators with par-
ticular knowledge of the subject matter at a colloquium at Georgetown Uni-
versity.13  The papers then were revised.14  The editor of this volume
subsequently developed generalizations based on the conclusions and dis-
cussion of the papers. He also has benefited from repeated travel to most of
the regions discussed in the papers where it was possible to interview local
law enforcement practitioners, researchers, and civil society leaders respon-
sible for neutralizing PCNs, and sometimes even with actual former partici-
pants in regional PCNs.

Motives of the Actors/Agents

Criminals are insecure. Their lives and well-being are at risk. There is no
individual or group to protect them and their (real) families from their own
governments, foreign political actors, or rivals inside or outside their own
circles. Criminals need protection, impunity, security—and assistance in fa-
cilitating their activities. Collaboration with the upper world can bring pro-
tection against law enforcement, and also some protection from rival criminals,
both inside and outside their own organization. As further protection, through
their PCN connections, they can obtain information from the police, intelli-
gence and military to help neutralize their opponents.15

The criminals also want economic information from government sources
that can be exploited for profit. For example, advance information on govern-
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ment economic policy and regulatory activity enables them to take advan-
tage of privatization plans, bids for public contracts, sales of licenses, and
other opportunities. For states in transition, such as the countries of the former
Soviet Union, this has been a particular problem.16

Successful criminal elites often want to be accepted by the upper world
and seek social mobility for themselves and their families. They often want to
mix with celebrities, be seen in fashionable places, and have their families
blessed by senior religious authorities. They want respect from the best and
most powerful in their societies. Often, they surround themselves with sym-
bols of wealth and power, large houses, even private zoos.17  After they are rich
and powerful in the underworld, what else is there to do with their money and
power?

The political elites who collaborate with the powerful underworld are
driven by a variety or mix of motives. A principal motive is surely money for
personal or political purposes—to finance lavish lifestyles, to win elections,
and maintain their leadership roles. Criminal connections can also facilitate
services for corrupt business or money laundering for the politicians.18

Fear—physical threats to family and position have influenced some. The
offer of “Silver or Lead,” either accepting their money or being killed is the
usual threat. If the political person had collaborated with criminals at an early
stage in his career and later become successful, he will not be allowed to walk
away from the relationship, or may well continue them out of physical or
psychological pressure.19

Criminals often are in a position to perform other services and favors such
as providing intelligence on rivals at home and abroad, disrupting or even
eliminating political rivals (e.g., Taiwan in the 1970s), secure votes in par-
ticular regions (e.g., Sicily and Taiwan in the 1980s.)20

There are also areas where strong cultural and familial connections, and
long traditions of association and collaboration, bring politicians and crimi-
nals together. For example, in Southern Italy, and the island of Sicily.21

Specific Structural Conditions

It appears to be possible to identify political, social, and economic factors
that (a) facilitate or catalyze the formation and (b) evolution of a PCN.

Political Factors. Where the state is too unitary or noncompetitive, and/or
where the state and its bureaucracies are too strong relative to civil society,
PCNs tend to develop. Examples of the former were Mexico’s one-party sys-
tem, Russia’s one-party legacy, and Colombia’s clientelistic system in which
state assets and services are viewed as bounty. The lack of checks and bal-
ances, either from civil society or opposition political parties helps explain
this tendency. Even in the United States, there are particular regions where
this condition appears to be present. One example was New York City. In spite
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of a generally vibrant civil society, contractors for decades worked with the
U.S. Cosa Nostra and local officials in order to meet construction schedules
and to prevent becoming bogged down in red tape or labor strife. The PCN
was used to bypass bureaucratic inefficiencies. A policy implication of this
finding is that the promotion of democracy, checks and balances, the devel-
opment of civil society, and particularly various types of watchdog groups
help to weaken the PCN.22

Regimes and bureaucracies that are weak relative to society or other po-
litical actors, tend to develop PCNs. In this circumstance, inefficient premodern
institutions, personalistic and/or patronage systems, and governmental in-
ability to compel citizens or officials to obey the laws appears to explain the
tendency. Examples include Colombia’s inability in the 1980s to stamp out
prolonged narco-violence or to resolve conflicts in the private sector. Simi-
larly, the Nigerian government’s inability to police itself and Mexico’s anti-
quated law enforcement agencies as it began to engage in a democratic
transition in the 1980s and 1990s also illustrate this condition.

In his case study of Mexico, Stan Pimentel concluded that PCN there fits
the “elite-exploitative” model in which politicians and government officials
treat organized crime as useful or necessary evils, as “cash cows to be ex-
ploited.” During almost seventy years in power, the Partido Revolucionario
Institucional (PRI) according to Pimentel used its military, police, and inter-
nal security agencies to control, tax, and export from criminal groups. The
politicians and the establishment provided immunity from prosecution, while
gaining access to funds for party political campaigns, as well as personal
enrichment.23

The PCN in Mexico has its origins in the complex patronage system rooted
in Mexico’s colonial heritage. A hierarchical and interdependent series of
relationships among the stakeholders kept organized crime in check. As PRI’s
political dominance began to wane, however, the equation with the crime
groups changed. The PRI was no longer able to exert control over the orga-
nized crime elements that had gained more autonomy and become more ag-
gressive and violent in their dealings, not only with the state but also with
society in general.

By implication, where this condition is present, efforts should be made to
strengthen the state’s weak institutions. For example, foreign aid programs to
professionalize law enforcement agencies and strengthen conflict resolution
mechanisms could ameliorate this condition. U.S. law enforcement assis-
tance to Italy in the 1980s and 1990s appears to have played a role in dramati-
cally weakening the PCN in Sicily. Aid to Colombia in the 1980s, contributed
to the near total destruction of the Medellin and Cali PCNs.24

The particular focus in the American case study by Robert Kelly, in con-
trast to the other contributions, is on the local urban political-criminal nexus.
Even in the national crisis of the Prohibition era, the fragmented nature of
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enforcement and authority at the local level prevented the formation of a
national-level PCN, according to Kelly. While the existence of organized
crime groups in the United States has long been known, and their links to
political figures and law enforcement officials have been exposed on many
occasions, there appears to be little evidence of national PCN. Kelly points to
several reasons for this, not least the lack of a central police force. Law en-
forcement efforts to counter crime and corruption have therefore been di-
rected mostly against local targets, producing numerous commissions and
cases in major U.S. cities over the past 100 years.25

Contemporary political systems in transition appear to be particularly
susceptible to the development of PCNs. Russia, Ukraine, Mexico, Georgia,
Taiwan, and maybe China illustrate this propensity. (Portugal and perhaps
Spain, possibly because their transitions transpired during the Cold War,
appear to be exceptions to this general pattern.) This seems to be true for most
if not all former communist/totalitarian states and authoritarian regimes, in
the post-Cold War era. Economic and political transitions create uncertainty
regarding what norms of behavior are acceptable, and provide an extremely
favorable environment for former and current state officials to work with
criminal opportunists. Moreover, the transition of institutions (e.g., law en-
forcement) appears to be accompanied by a period where control is secured
neither by the old, authoritarian or premodern institutions, nor by the new,
more modern, democratic successor institutions. This condition may over
time be amenable to change by policy actions, e.g., transfer of institutional
expertise and experience from other states. The policy implication is that in
giving aid to transition states, one should be mindful of this problem and
focus on developing efficient institutions, even perhaps before the frame-
work of the old ones are discarded. This finding bears directly on current
policymaking towards, for example, Cuba and the PRC.

Louise Shelley maintains that the PCN that emerged in Russia and Ukraine
during the 1990s represents the evolution or transformation of the PCN that
existed in the Soviet period. Power that was formerly rooted in the managerial
apparatus of the Soviet state and the consumer economy was transformed into
control of very large shares of the domestic economy, and one with interna-
tional dimensions. The successor states, according to Shelley, are character-
ized by symbiotic relationships between government officials and criminals
that have their origins in the Soviet era. Both Russia and Ukraine are societies
in transition. During this period, the PCN has expanded. Ukraine needed
immediately to create laws and the bureaucracy capable of governing the
population of over 40 million in the midst of an economic crisis. Russia was
somewhat better off. However, the former nomenklatura, the party elite, along
with their criminal associates with whom they were allied long before the
breakup of the former Soviet Union, have appropriated much of the state
property. The transformation Shelley describes has been facilitated to some
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extent by the West, which viewed privatization as a route to democracy.
However, in both states, an unofficial economy that arose to satisfy the unmet
needs of the population has flourished parallel to the state economy these
many years. The shadow economy could not have existed without the com-
plicity of government officials at many levels. This laid the basis for illicit
relationships between those officials and criminals. When the USSR col-
lapsed, these unofficial relationships did not.26

A criminal organization’s capacity to mediate between the state and indi-
viduals tends to focus loyalties away from the state and towards the criminal
organization, thereby increasing the strength of the criminal organization
and increasing points of political-criminal collaboration. This occurred in
Sicily, where for many decades the Mafia interfaced between the state and
local communities.27  The degree to which state institutions can prevent pen-
etration and exploitation by cohesive subnational groups is another factor.
For example, Nigeria’s PCN has been entrenched by ethnic groups and prob-
ably also secret societies that penetrated and occupied state institutions.28

Cultural Factors. Cultural factors also play a role in facilitating the PCN.
Certain subcultural traits or characteristics have been identified as signifi-
cant variables. Patron-client systems, for example in Mexico or southern
Italy, tend to make politics personalistic. Individuals, criminal and noncrimi-
nal, accept that solutions to economic and personal needs, and to conflicts,
reside with given leaders who have the capacity to solve problems with their
personal clout and ability to threaten or provide physical security.

In his case study of Nigeria, Obie Ebbe maintains that the highly devel-
oped and complex PCN there has its roots in Nigeria’s colonial past and in its
culture. Ebbe contends that intense inter-ethnic struggles have contributed
to the strength of the PCN today. These began immediately after Indepen-
dence, with politicians leading the way, closely followed by civil servants.
Each ethnic group vied for the “National Cake,” as Ebbe terms it, which as a
result was divided into precise, often ethnically based slices, with each cor-
rupt tier of the Criminal partnership taking its cut. These intricate relation-
ships helped perpetuate the PCN because the participants were so
interdependent. Strong family and cultural traditions reinforce these pat-
terns. The “Cake” is still a target, but the strategies of the contemporary
political and criminal partners have moved far beyond that.29

A history and prevalence of secret societies has existed in China and in
ethnic Chinese societies in many parts of the Pacific Rim.30  Similarly, secret
societies in Nigeria appear to have been significant. Also, the Italian Mafia-
Freemasonry connection in the 1970s and 1980s helped create conditions of
covertness that facilitated PCNs.31

A widespread public perception that corruption is “normal” has been the
case in much of twentieth-century Nigeria, Mexico, and in Hong Kong. This
facilitated a PCN by, for example, de-professionalizing government service.
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This included views on government (accountability, trustworthiness, and
efficiency), criminality (defining which behaviors are considered criminal,
determining the level of social stigmatization attached to graft and official
corruption), and wealth (respect for wealth regardless of its source).32

In some societies, public perception of criminals as cultural heroes be-
stows an aura of legitimacy on illegal activities.33  When, for example, Mexi-
can drug barons are idolized by young people for their power and money
such as in the popular music along the U.S.-Mexican border, the “narco-
corridas,” or by the church for their charitable work, the stigma attached to
criminal conduct and violence is diminished.34

In the case of southern Italy, Letizia Paoli emphasizes the social and cul-
tural factors surrounding the PCN. Since their beginnings in the mid-nine-
teenth century, organized crime groups there have had longstanding
relationships with the political establishment in southern Italy, where major
organized crime groups are still based. Indeed, according to Paoli, much of
their enduring power and freedom of action was a direct result of these rela-
tionships that she traces through the last 150 years. The relationships have
evolved along with organized crime structures and the development of the
Italian state. The weakness of the state, and its inability to maintain law and
order fostered an alternative form based on “code of honor, ” and a willing-
ness to use violence. The criminal association thus filled much of the void
left by weak state institutions particularly in Sicily. For its part, the state
tolerated the Mafia as a means to control public order. As the relationships
evolved, the Mafia sought more influence in politics, to distribute its spoils
and increase its own power.35

These factors contribute to the social context that facilitates or retards
political-criminal relationships. Changes in culture can facilitate a breakup
of a PCN, as evidenced by the apparently effective efforts in Sicily and Hong
Kong. Wing Lo contends that there are two distinct phases in the PCN’s
existence in Hong Kong. The vast refugee population that streamed across
the border from China after 1949 was disinterested in politics and wary of
government, and made no attempt to challenge the existing elite. This changed
in the late 1960s as the children of the refugees came of age and watched the
Cultural Revolution in China. Rioting threatened both the power of the elite
and the economy on which it was based. Wing Lo argues that these develop-
ments catapulted ethnic considerations to the fore, and that the gulf between
the haves and the have-nots and the latter’s desire for political power forced
the government to make hard choices. Other case studies have documented
that PCN often deprives ordinary citizens of everyday services by illegally
diverting resources away from their operations. In Hong Kong, the colonial
government responded to the unrest by pouring money into social services,
housing, and education, and bypassing new legislation aimed at improving
the lives of ordinary people. Wing Lo argues that the motivating force was the
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need for a satisfied and pliable workforce that would assure continued eco-
nomic prosperity.36

In Sicily, over the last twenty years, policymakers and law enforcement
officials developed allies from many parts of society—religion, arts, enter-
tainment, and education—in order to change cultural acceptance of patron-
client relationships and the Mafia, and weaken the PCN.37  Similarly, in Hong
Kong since the mid-1970s law enforcement has been combined with exten-
sive education and prevention campaigns. A central component of this effort
is a strong community outreach program, including publicity campaigns (ra-
dio, television, and posters), business ethics programs, and moral education
for primary and secondary school students. This approach in Sicily and Hong
Kong appears to have been successful in weakening the traditional culture of
corruption prevalent in these societies and strengthening a culture of lawful-
ness that has played a major role in weakening PCNs.38

Economic Factors. Not surprisingly, markets and economics bear on the
PCN issue. For example, the sheer scale of money that needed to be laundered
in Colombia made the establishment of national-level PCNs a major goal of
the criminals. Another factor is the level of efficiency and service provided to
legitimate economic actors by criminal organizations and their political col-
laborators. For example, when domestic currency is devalued and unstable,
entrepreneurs’ access to foreign currencies may be obtainable only through
criminal organizations. Similarly, criminal bankers often provide speed, sim-
plicity, and confidentiality that surpass the services offered by legitimate
banks, even for legitimate activities, let alone tax evasion and money laun-
dering. Specific national-level economic policies also can facilitate the cre-
ation of a climate conducive to criminal and political-criminal activities. For
example, Colombia’s tax-amnesty schemes tended to encourage develop-
ment of links between illicit money and the formal economy.39

Concrete economic factors at the local level also play a role, for example
in both Mexico and Sicily. Local criminal groups had the capacity to direct
local government contracts and exercise control over local job opportuni-
ties.40  Paoli also relates the Sicilian Mafia’s rise to economic power. In the
1960s and 1970s, the subculture of “honor” began to fade and wealth became
the basis of reputation and respect. This led to their “entrepreneurial transfor-
mation” fueling illicit—and licit—economic activities. In Palermo they es-
tablished influence over four basic sectors of the economy, the credit market,
the wholesale market, the construction sector and the labor market. Their
leverage in the public works market was enhanced by their political connec-
tions at a time when public spending was growing by leaps and bounds.
These endeavors were often financed with favorable loans obtained through
their political friends. However, in the 1960s, the Mafia groups also entered
the world drug trade with great success. This situation was tolerated by a
populace, some of whom benefited to some extent from it.41
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The supply and demand dynamics of illegal goods and services facilitate
the PCN. The demand for illegal goods and services and the effort to supply
the demand can contribute in a significant way to the creation of organized
crime, and hence facilitates the creation of PCNs. But this general concern is
often so broad and amorphous as to be unhelpful when formulating concrete
diagnoses and policy prescriptions. The policy implications of economic
factors will vary according to the specific economic factor in question. How-
ever, attentiveness to the kinds of economic situations that promote PCNs
can help analysts detect and minimize them.

For example, drawing on interviews with past and recent Colombian poli-
ticians, Rensselaer Lee and Francisco Thoumi emphasize that the enormous
size and financial resources of the cocaine cartels have driven the PCN there,
and this has provided the resources for corrupt purposes. Because the money
generated by drugs dominates the Colombian economy, the cartels can influ-
ence government officials and others to maintain their power. This influence
may be exercised in more or less subtle ways. Lee and Thoumi argue that in
addition the Colombian PCN has been defined by a number of other factors,
some reaching deeply into Colombian society and history, and others that are
products of the characteristics of the “cartels.” 42

Although difficult to use from a rigorous scientific perspective, it is impor-
tant to recognize the role of contingent, accidental, or coincidental factors in
the development of PCNs. Among the contingent factors that have been iden-
tified so far are (1) specific individuals; and (2) specific political circum-
stances.

PCNs often develop opportunistically, as when a specific person occupy-
ing a particular government or criminal position at a particular time may have
a singular impact. Where in one instance a PCN blossoms or is destabilized, it
might not in similar circumstances involving different personalities. An ex-
ample of individuals who were critical to PCNs were Pablo Escobar and the
Rodriguez-Orejuela brothers of the Colombian Medellin and Cali cartels,
respectively, or Amado Carillo Fuentes in Mexico. In the 1970s and 1980s,
these leaders brought the Colombian and Mexican drug producing and smug-
gling organizations into global prominence, in the process developing en-
trenched PCNs in Colombia, Mexico, and elsewhere.43

According to Lee and Thoumi, a number of deeper factors that led to
Colombian dominance particularly of the cocaine industry in the 1970s and
1980s also contributed to growth of the PCN. The weakness of the govern-
ment, and its inability to protect property or solve disputes during times of
profound socioeconomic change diminished the government’s legitimacy.
At the same time, citizens were willing to avert the laws for economic or
political gain. Weak nationalism, strong local parties, and lack of physical
integration all contributed to a political system dominated by local clientelism.
Local parties viewed the national government as a bounty for local distribu-
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tion. An already weak civil society underwent further strain as more and more
of the rural population migrated to the large cities, uprooting local ties and
traditional values, and clearing the way for what has been termed a “savage
capitalism.” Rural violence has surfaced time and again in Colombia through-
out the twentieth century. It has continued pushing people further into un-
settled territory, where coca cultivation is argued to be one, if not the only,
means of survival; and violence, as a tool in general, increasingly found its
place in the modus operandi of the drug cartels. Finally, a period of economic
recession led to a series of so-called tax reforms and amnesties that in fact
further facilitated the growth of illicit drug business in Colombia.44

In certain cases one can identify particular political circumstances that led
to the emergence of a PCN. For example, in Italy in 1948 the Christian Demo-
cratic (CD) party’s need for political support in Sicily in order to compete
with the only other national political party—the Communists—led the CD
closer to the reviving Mafia.45  This electoral reliance on the Mafia was a
particular contingent condition. When this condition changed, as it did in
the late 1980s with the end of the Cold War, the CD-Sicilian Mafia relation-
ship was no longer so important to the CD and Italian politics. This change in
conditions helped lead to the demise (but not the elimination) of the Sicilian
Mafia.46  There are clear policy implications for contingent factors. For ex-
ample, where individuals appear to be the keys to a PCN, these people can be
identified and targeted for law enforcement or other disruptive actions. In the
1980s, U.S. law enforcement came to the aid of specific parts of the Colom-
bian and Mexican governments by helping to target the key figures of these
cartels. This contributed to the incarceration, death, or removal of key mem-
bers of the cartels’ leadership, the splintering of the criminal organizations,
and the weakening of the PCNs. 47

Different types of criminal activity and diverse concentrations of criminal
actors lead to different types of PCNs. Local smugglers and criminal organi-
zations need to develop relationships with local law enforcement authorities,
but they may have few relationships with state or national officials. In this
case, the PCN would be narrow, focused, and would likely have only limited
impact on the larger society. By contrast a criminal organization with a broader
and deeper local or regional base, such as the Sicilian Mafia, with diverse
profit-making activities, may seek numerous and varied relationships with
political actors of all types, from the national level to local law enforcement.
A PCN of this type would have more serious implications for the host society.
Understanding these differences could inform policy by allowing the more
dangerous types of PCN to be prioritized and targeted. As resources are lim-
ited, devising criteria for differentiating among PCNs is significant.

PCN relationships, like others, are dynamic. For example, at the beginning
of a relationship one partner (either the political actor or the criminal) will be
dominant. However, over time, as conditions change, the initially inferior
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partner may become dominant. In Sicily from the 1950s to the 1970s, the
criminals were the dominant partners. When they felt their power waning in
the 1980s, they went to war, that is, used terrorism against the political class
and the state, including some of their former partners. Combined with other
conditions, this led to the weakening and perhaps near destruction of the
PCN as other political forces and civil society mobilized against the Mafia
and their former political allies.

In Mexico, PCNs for decades tended to be dominated by political actors;
however, this changed as political and economic transition began taking
place in the 1980s.48  During the 1980s, an increased concern for democracy
and law enforcement consistent with human rights left government weaker
and law enforcement less effective. Increasing resources from the cocaine
trade and other activities enabled criminals to become more assertive and
violent. It is unclear which element now dominates, as is demonstrated by the
large-scale violence among political and criminal actors in that country.

In the twentieth century, PCNs have tended to arise, evolve, and some-
times disappear. In the United States the creation of oversight bodies for state
contracting, programs to increase competency of government officials and
administrators, the use of special prosecutors and task forces, and witness
protection programs substantially diminished PCNs in various regions, particu-
larly the demise of the American Cosa Nostra and its political connections.49

As this diagnosis has shown, PCNs have a variety of causes, both motiva-
tional and structural, and these appear in many complex combinations.
Monocausal explanations are incomplete and insufficient. Money is not the
only sine qua non. Criminals often pursue money, but they have other mo-
tives. Political actors frequently desire money, but they have other interests
and insecurities. Remedies aimed solely at one type of motivation or one
type of structural factor are not as likely to be successful as those that are more
comprehensive, and tailored to the specific factors that seem to be in play.
Some elements are generalizable, others are not.

States in transition, for example, in their fluid and complex conditions
likely have few structures in place. These may need to be addressed differ-
ently from those with well-established institutions.

Many diagnoses tend toward political explanations and the financial
motivations of criminals. Their policy implications emphasize
professionalization of law enforcement, for example. Because they also tend
to subscribe to the theory that money is the principal motivation of criminals,
policy is focused on the effort to cut off the money and seize the assets. Those
who employ economic explanations also seek to use market forces to affect
outcomes by controlling the supply of drugs. However, the economic and law
enforcement/regulatory approach, with its focus on financial motivation would
appear to be inadequate. It fails to address the many other contributory fac-
tors.
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Part III. What Needs to Be Done

In recent years, governments and global and regional bodies have focused
primarily on ameliorating the causes and conditions that facilitate organized
and transstate crime. Increasingly, some have addressed corruption and pro-
tecting the integrity of the political establishment. The PCN itself, however,
has rarely been the focus, and when it has, governmental policy has addressed
the political and institutional factors that facilitate organized crime, rather
than the motivations of the establishment. Usually the focus on criminals has
been on improving the effectiveness of law enforcement and regulatory sys-
tems in weak or transitional states, as well as on regional and global law
enforcement cooperation. Hence, the focus has been on interdicting local and
transstate criminals, with a little attention, sometimes, focused on criminal
efforts to corrupt government officials, particularly at the lower levels of
officialdom.

There also have been efforts to affect the supply of some illegal goods and
services. Most efforts have been devoted to influencing the producers of
opium and coca, particularly the farmers, providing opportunities for alterna-
tive development.50  There have also been other financial incentives, and sanc-
tions for establishment figures involved in laundering the illegally obtained
funds, both of the criminals and the political establishment generally.51

So far, however, there have been only a few efforts to address the global
challenge of the PCN. Perhaps others have not yet come to public attention.
Moreover, in the main the problem has been viewed by governments and
nongovernmental specialists from a criminal, law enforcement perspective,
with supplementary assistance requested from diplomats and intelligence
practitioners, and specialists in alternative development.

There also has been little effort to develop strategic approaches to manag-
ing the problem. Such an approach would involve (a) detailed assessments of
the problem, (b) the prioritization of objectives, the sustained mobilization,
calibration of resources, and means to achieve priority objectives, and (c)
evaluations of performance.

Assessments are needed to identify the specific threats and their causes, as
well as opportunities to prevent or break the linkages between the upper and
underworlds. What factors or conditions are leading to the PCN, and which
are amenable to change over what period of time? What practices have been
effective in preventing or breaking such linkages, and are they replicable?

Second, what are the key priorities? Presumably some PCNs are more im-
portant than others. Many in the G8 have come to be particularly concerned
with “Russian organized crime” and its recognized political linkages in Rus-
sia. What should the other priorities be? Should the PCN in China also be of
regional and global concern? What efforts are being made to establish a
global coalition to identify and build consensus on the priorities?
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Third, there is a need for a realistic appraisal of the long-term means and
resources that will be needed to address, manage, and minimize the priority
PCNs. The relatively meager resources and means (in comparison to the mag-
nitude of the problem) that have been mobilized to fight and prevent even
transstate organized crime in the last decade have been insufficient. No doubt
the problem would have been worse had governments not taken the steps
they have. But even the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Federal
Republic of Germany, among the most mobilized and capable governments,
have not been able to reverse the general growth of transnational organized
crime and PCNs, although there have been some successes.52

Also, it appears that more than governments will be needed to manage the
problem of the PCNs. There is almost certainly a necessary and important role
for civil society and private sectors in the mix—particularly to manage cul-
tural factors. In recent years, there has been growing recognition (in some
governments and international institutions) that cultural and educational
resources (fostering a “culture of lawfulness”) are necessary to complement
law enforcement, intelligence, etc. in managing and preventing major crime
and corruption.

The term “culture of lawfulness” means that the dominant or mainstream
culture, ethos, and thought in a society are sympathetic to the rule of law.
Such a culture would be characterized as one in which the average person
believes that legal norms either are a fundamental part of justice or provide a
gateway to attain justice, and that such a system enhances the quality of life
of individuals and society as a whole. To achieve such a culture, various
sectors of society and their institutions must be mobilized. Among the most
important sectors that have contributed to building such a culture in such
diverse areas as Western Sicily and Hong Kong, for example, are schools
(formal school-based education for all youngsters), centers of moral authority
(religious institutions and NGOs), and the mass media.53

Moreover, these “cultural” means are very inexpensive in comparison to
the material costs of paramilitary activities, intelligence, and law enforce-
ment. For a medium-sized state, it is estimated that as little as $1 million per
year, for 5-10 years, would be needed to design and implement a basic pro-
gram for the creation of a culture supportive of the rule of law.

In promoting this culture of lawfulness, some of those resources also could
be devoted to intensifying the sense of insecurity among criminals and in
deterring some from entering a life of crime in the first place. Projecting the
criminal lifestyle as one of permanent anxiety, albeit under a thin camouflage
of glamour, is one part. In addition, security can be offered to those willing to
give up criminal lifestyles, and even witness protection programs to key
figures that need it. Exposure and publicity in the media are powerful tools
that can be used to shatter the links between criminals and their political
allies. However, there has been almost no planning or implementation, on the
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regional or global level, to synchronize what have been called “two wheels of
the cart”—law enforcement and culture; hence at this time little progress can
be expected from exclusively political and economic “solutions.”

Finally, there will be a need for a periodic review and evaluation of perfor-
mance outputs. It is relatively easy to measure inputs such as how much
money is spent. It is much more difficult intellectually and politically to
measure outputs. Such measurements are needed to guide strategic planning
to manage this very complex and murky problem of the collaboration be-
tween the political establishment and the underworlds.

However, evaluation, recalibration, and reevaluation are usually the weak
points in strategy. While the U.S. International Crime Control Strategy was an
important first step, almost no evaluation was built into the process to deter-
mine whether the means were achieving the intended goals. Nor were the
goals prioritized in the Strategy and there is confusion between ends and
means. (Only the U.S. Office of Drug Control Policy has proposed to engage
in systematic evaluations of U.S. efforts.)54

Developing and refining the strategies are both the work of governments
and nongovernmental specialists, both within and across state boundaries.
One impediment in this case, however, is that many governmental leaders are
uncomfortable with investigating their senior foreign political, intelligence,
and law enforcement counterparts. It makes it very difficult to conduct offi-
cial business, especially countering crime and corruption with officials or
bureaucracies known to be corrupt. Moreover, some bureaucracies also are
not comfortable with the dangerous work of probing the linkages of criminals
with the political establishment around the world.55

While some of this work can be undertaken by academics and other non-
governmental specialists, the global security requirement of the early twenty-
first century requires a partnership between the governmental and
nongovernmental sectors. Democratic governments have the primary resources
and capabilities to assess the clandestine linkages of the PCN. On the other
hand, nongovernmental specialists have the independent analytical capa-
bilities that can be helpful to governments in such assessments, as well as in
studying effective practices, and evaluating performance.

Although there has been some teaching, research, and training on the
security threat of nonstate actors in the U.S., U.K., and some other countries
(for example, about terrorism and ethnic conflict) systematic work on these
problems is only just beginning.

Conclusion

Collaboration between governments and gangsters, in ways that signifi-
cantly affect security, is much more than the stuff of fiction. While it is not
new, the magnitude of the problem now is unprecedented. Some regions are



The Political-Criminal Nexus and Global Security 21

affected more than others, but in an era of increasing globalization the prob-
lem reaches into most corners of the world.

The causes, however, do not lend themselves to straightforward solutions.
These causes can be viewed from the perspectives of economic, political, and
cultural structures that give rise to the incentives for the collaboration of
political and criminal elites. Or, they can be ascertained from examining the
motivations of the respective elites, given the condition of contemporary
world politics and the specific conditions in their environment.

As this overview has sought to demonstrate, however, contemporary evi-
dence suggests that PCNs have a variety of causes and they appear in com-
plex combinations. Monocausal explanations, particularly economic or
financial explanations are inadequate. Moreover, some elements are general-
izable; others are not. And prescriptions based on weak or faulty diagnosis are
unlikely to lead to effective solutions.

Many governmental players—both at the national and the international
level—and some civil society or “third sector” actors have begun to recog-
nize the severity of the problem. On the whole, however, their prescriptions
are not based on multi-causality, or on a strategic approach to the problem.
Usually, the search for solutions has focused on criminals, and not on the
dynamic relationships between the political and criminal players. Moreover,
the basic explanation is that in the current era of multiple transitions to
democracy, the problem is primarily one of weak governments and states, and
the absence of strong rule of law institutions. While these appear to be major
contributing factors, they are not the sole determinants.

Finally, few governmental players in the U.S. and elsewhere appear to
have taken a strategic approach to the global challenge of the PCN. Very little
exists by way of detailed assessments and studies. There has been little
prioritization of objectives, too few calculations of the required resources,
and the requirements for the mobilization and calibration of means both in
government and the private sector that are needed over the short as well as the
medium term. Nor has there been a systematic attempt to evaluate and
recalibrate performance.

As a result, although it is not easy to measure with precision the wins and
losses and what caused them, the results and outlook for the near to medium-
term are not particularly encouraging. Since the 1980s, there have been some
successes, for example in Sicily and the United States. The PCNs involving
the Sicilian and the U.S. Cosa Nostra and the political establishments in their
respective regions have declined dramatically. In other regions the problem
probably would have been worse if governments and third sector organiza-
tions had not made some efforts to prevent or to break PCNs. On balance,
however, it is hard to find reasons for optimism.

Governments and civil society were moving in the right direction prior to
September 11, 2001. Since then, attention has shifted away from transnational
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crime and its connections to the political establishment, to focus on terrorism
and its connections to strong and weak states. It is possible that the shift in
priorities will have a positive effect in helping to combat and prevent PCNs.
Terrorist-political linkages, particularly in regions that have weak govern-
ments are now viewed as important. Moreover, there are overlaps between
terrorists and criminals. For example, both need money, arms, money launder-
ing, false documents, secret methods of communication, safe havens, and are
advantaged by political connections. As governments and civil society in
various regions mobilize and collaborate to prevent and manage terrorist
groups and their political linkages, they may find it useful to develop a
strategic approach, which also will be helpful in preventing and curtailing
PCNs.

Notes

1. There have been many attempts to define organized crime and transstate organized
crime, and definitions vary among countries, organizations, and agencies. In this
chapter, Crime refers to illegal activities conducted either by organized groups/
networks or individuals acting independently. Organized crime refers to individu-
als and groups who have ongoing working relationships, and who make their
living primarily through profit-making activities that one or more states deem
illegal and criminal. Organized crime can take a variety of institutional or organiza-
tional forms. This includes tight vertical hierarchies with lifelong commitments, as
well as looser, more ephemeral, ongoing, non-hierarchical relationships. Transstate
crime refers to organized criminal activities and enterprises that operate across
state boundaries. Disorganized crime, in contrast, is crime committed by individu-
als or small groups acting in isolation.

For another recent approach to definition, see United Nations Convention Against
Transnational Organized Crime: “‘Organized criminal group’ shall mean a struc-
tured 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 estab-
lished in accordance with this Convention, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly,
a financial or other material benefit,” G.A. res. 55/25, annex I, 55 U.N. GAOR
Supp. (No. 49) at 44, U.N. Doc. A/45/49 (Vol. I) (2001). A total of 124 countries,
including the U.S., signed the United Nations Convention against Transnational
Organized Crime during the Palermo conference from 12-15 December 2000;
Howard Abadinsky, Organized Crime, 6th ed. (Stamford, CT: Thomson Learning,
2000); on the problem of defining organized crime, see Michael D. Maltz, “Defin-
ing Organized Crime” in Robert J. Kelly et al., Handbook of Organized Crime in
the United States (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, 1994), pp. 21-37;
Mark Findlay, The Globalization of Crime: Understanding Transitional Relation-
ships in Context, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). Klaus von
Lampe has compiled a useful compendium of definitions by organized crime spe-
cialists from various countries. It can be accessed at his website http://
people.freenet.de/kvlampe/OCDEF1.htm. Criminologists in mainland China have
also sought to differentiate between various types or levels of organized crime
according to their levels of sophistication and organizational needs, namely, ordi-
nary and relatively disorganized groups and gangs, “underground groups of a
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criminal nature,” and the highest level, almost certainly involving significant politi-
cal collaboration, “underground criminal organizations.” See especially the work
of Professor He Bingsong of the China University of Law and Political Science.

2. On the Salinas-Citibank connection, see United States General Accounting Office,
“Private Banking: Raul Salinas, Citibank, and Alleged Money Laundering,” Report
to the Ranking Minority Member, Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations,
Committee on Governmental Affairs, U.S. Senate, October 1998, GAO/OSI-99-1.
John Bailey and Roy Godson, eds., Organized Crime and Democratic
Governability: Mexico and the US-Mexican Borderlands (Pittsburgh, PA: Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), Spanish Edition (Mexico, DF: Editorial Grijalbo,
2000), especially p. 21. Eduardo Varela-Cid, Hidden Fortunes: Drug Money, Car-
tels and the Elite Banks, translated by Michael C. Berman (New York: Hudson
Street Press, 1999).

3. See also June T. Dreyer, “The Emerging Political-Criminal Nexus in the People’s
Republic of China.” Draft paper prepared for joint meeting of the U.S. and Chinese
Working Groups on Political-Criminal Collaboration in the PRC, National Strat-
egy Information Center, December 2001.

4. See, for example, Ko-lin Chin, “Black Gold Politics: Organized Crime, Business,
and Politics in Taiwan.” Draft paper prepared for joint meeting of the U.S. and
Chinese Working Groups on Political-Criminal Collaboration in the PRC, National
Strategy Information Center, December 2001. Paul Klebnikov, Godfather of the
Kremlin: Boris Berezovsky and the Looting of Russia, (New York: Harcourt,
2000).

5. For a description of a typology of PCNs within one country, see John Bailey and
Roy Godson, eds., Organized Crime and Democratic Governability, especially
the Introduction.

6. For the recollections of key leaders in the anti-Mafia movement, see Leoluca
Orlando, Fighting the Mafia and Renewing Sicilian Culture (San Francisco, CA:
Encounter Books, 2001). Among the best analysis in English and Italian is Letizia
Paoli, “The Pledge to Secrecy: Culture, Structure and Action of Mafia Associa-
tions,” Ph.D. diss., European University Institute, Florence, 1997.

7. Bailey and Godson, Organized Crime and Democratic Governability, especially
chapter 2, Stanley A. Pimentel, “The Nexus of Organized Crime and Politics in
Mexico;” chapter 3, Luis Astorga, “Organized Crime and the Organization of
Crime;” and chapter 7, Louis R. Sadler, “The Historical Dynamics of Smuggling in
the U.S.-Mexican Border Region, 1550-1998.”

8. This calculation is based on several data sources, originally brought to my attention
by Matthew M. Taylor, a Ph.D. candidate at Georgetown University. The major
data sources are listed below. The combination of these sources suggests that most
of the states in the world can be categorized as having medium to weak to failing
governmental systems. This writer then deduced further that in many, if not all, of
these states, the PCN tends to be medium to strong. As far as is known, there is no
published survey of the strength and weakness of the PCN in states characterized
as having weak or strong governments. See United Nations membership list,
accessed at http://www. un.org/Overview/unmember.html; WorldAudit.org, site
accessed at http://www.worldaudit.org/polrights.html; The World Bank, “Gover-
nance Matters” by Daniel Kaufman, Aart Kraay, and Pablo Zoido-Lobaton, May
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Broken Bonds: Mafia and Politics in Sicily

Letizia Paoli

On 27 March 1993, Palermo prosecutors asked Parliament for authoriza-
tion to proceed against Giulio Andreotti, the seven-time prime minister and
one of the most important characters of the Italian political scene throughout
the postwar period, on the charge that from the early 1970s, he was the main
political referent of the largest Sicilian mafia association, Cosa Nostra.1

The authorization was granted, and from September 1995 to October 1999,
Andreotti was on trial in Palermo.2  At the same time he was also accused
by the Perugia prosecutor’s office of having asked Sicilian mafiosi to
murder Mino Pecorelli, a journalist who blackmailed him. In autumn 1999,
Andreotti was finally acquitted on both charges on grounds of insufficient
evidence,3  but the court decisions could not dispel all doubts about his
political career.

Notwithstanding the verdicts of acquittal, no other case better illustrates
the pervasiveness of the political-criminal nexus in Italian society and the
efforts that have been made for the first time in the 1990s to denounce and to
eradicate it. Furthermore, Andreotti’s inquiry is far from being the only one.
Many less important politicians and state officials are currently facing simi-
lar charges (see infra).

The investigations in the 1990s by several prosecutors’ offices in the
Mezzogiorno (southern Italy) confirm the denunciations repeatedly made by
small minorities of “enlightened” (mostly left-wing) observers since the late
nineteenth century. Despite the great variation of subjects and situations,
both past denunciations and current judicial inquiries point to the same fact:
collusive agreements with state representatives have been a key element of
the success and, truly, the very survival of southern Italian mafia groups. Not
by chance, the most durable and powerful Italian mafia associations—the
Sicilian Cosa Nostra and the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta, upon which our atten-
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tion will be largely focused—are those that have been able to infiltrate state
institutions most deeply.

Long doubted by most scholars,4  the existence of Cosa Nostra and the
‘Ndrangheta has from the mid-1980s been confirmed thanks to information
disclosed by hundreds of former mafia members who have cooperated with
the judiciary, the so-called pentiti (literally “those who have repented”). Due
to these inside sources and to the personal commitment of some prosecutors,
judges and police officials, knowledge about mafia groups’ internal organi-
zation, culture, and actions has also grown tremendously in the last fifteen
years, today reaching a once inconceivable level. We now know that both
Cosa Nostra and the ‘Ndrangheta are consortia, each made up by about ninety
mafia families. The ‘Ndrangheta cosche (i.e., mafia families) are located pre-
dominantly in the Reggio Calabria province and its environs, but entire mafia
groups are also settled in northern Italy and abroad, most notably in Australia
and Canada. More than six thousand people are suspected of belonging to
the ‘Ndrangheta. Most of the ninety families associated with Cosa Nostra are
based in western Sicily (the provinces of Palermo, Trapani, Agrigento, and
Caltanissetta), though Cosa Nostra groups also exist in the eastern part of the
island and there are branches in northern Italy and in several North and South
American countries. Today there are at least three thousand men ritually
affiliated with Cosa Nostra families.5

Since the rise of the earliest antecedents of these criminal coalitions around
the mid-nineteenth century, there have been contacts and exchanges between
their members and state representatives and politicians. Indeed, from the
1880s onwards, the relationship between mafia and politics has been so deep
and intense that numerous scholars believed the mafia phenomenon to con-
sist of the interaction between criminal structures and political circuits.6

Given the information disclosed by former mafia members about the exist-
ence of formal mafia associations, this view appears simplistic, but it is none-
theless true that mafia groups owe much of their enduring power and freedom
of action to their relationships with politicians.

To reconstruct this century-old relationship, this first section focuses on
the social and political context that saw the rise of mafia associations in
southern Italy and the spread of a subculture that may be defined loosely as a
mafia type. This subculture, it will be argued, has been a fertile “culture
medium” for both the consolidation of mafia associations’ power and the
political-criminal nexus. The following sections reconstruct the evolution of
the political criminal nexus, by focusing on three distinct historical phases.
The second section is devoted to the Liberal Age (1860-1922), and the third
to the fascist regime and the Second World War (1922-1945). The Republican
period (1946-today) is analyzed in the last three sections of the chapter: the
fourth one is concerned with the first two postwar decades, the fifth covers the
1970s and the 1980s. The sixth and final section focuses on the situation
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today, highlighting the growing vulnerabilities of the political-criminal nexus
and, at the same time, the factors that may favor its perpetuation in the near
future.

The Rise of Mafia Groups and the Sociopolitical
Context in the Nineteenth Century

There is one factor that is pointed out by most scholars to explain the
development of the mafia phenomenon, considered as both an attitude and
an organization, in nineteenth-century southern Italy: the inability of both
the Bourbon and (for a long time) even the Italian governments to monopo-
lize physical force in large parts of the Mezzogiorno and to gain legitimacy
from the local population.7  As such, the mafia is not the residue of a lawless
past: “it is an outgrowth of the particular form that the process of state forma-
tion took in Italy.”8  The mafia developed because national systems of power
expanded without fully subordinating the local systems of power and indeed
had to rely on them—landlords of feudal ambitions and mafiosi—if they
wanted to govern at all these areas. A vicious circle was consequently set in
motion: “the chronic weakness of the state resulted in the emergence of self-help
institutions and the exclusive power positions of informal groups made it impos-
sible for the state to win the loyalty of the public, while its resultant weakness
again strengthened the family, the clientele and mafioso positions.”9

Weakened by the absence of an absolutist and enlightened state tradition,
the Bourbons, who ruled southern Italy up to 1860, were unable to force the
dissolution of feudal political and economic arrangements. Feudalism had
formally been abolished in mainland Mezzogiorno in 1806 under French
dominion, and in Sicily in 1812 under pressure from the British government
that then protected the island. After the 1815 Restoration the Bourbons rap-
idly completed, on paper, the transition from institutions of feudal type to
those typical of an administrative monarchy. In reality, the change from the
old to the new system was much more problematic: the new state structures
proved to have only a weak territorial connection and to be largely ineffi-
cient for regulating society.10

For many decades after the 1860 Unification of Italy, the Italian govern-
ment fared even worse than the Bourbon one. With its mixture of weaknesses
and sudden outbursts of indiscriminate and barbarous repression, the govern-
ment of the unified Italy quickly managed to alienate the southerners’ sympa-
thies and so prevented the development of any trust in the new state
institutions. The incorporation into the national kingdom of Italy was thus
largely felt, particularly in Sicily, as yet another invasion by a foreign power.
The same provisions that were to ensure the penetration of state institutions
provoked public dissatisfaction and hostility. The first call-up decree, for
example, gave rise to particular indignation: since the people of the Bourbon
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Kingdom of the Two Sicilies had for centuries not been subjected to compul-
sory military conscription, thousands of young people did not answer the
government call but preferred to go to the mountains and become bandits.
Likewise, the introduction of a new system that taxed income as well as
landed property and land rents, produced widespread discontent.11

On the other hand, Italian state institutions for a long time proved unable
to effectively penetrate large parts of the south and to guarantee public safety.
Policemen and carabinieri officials were long considered alien bodies by the
population who scarcely cooperated with them. The lack of adequate means
of communication and the high rate of illiteracy prevented state institutions
from permeating Sicily and Calabria. As Leopoldo Franchetti (a Tuscan aris-
tocrat who wrote a famous inquiry on Sicily) put it, in the late nineteenth
century western Sicily—but the same considerations may also be extended to
southern Calabria—“was a society which has all its orders founded on the
presumption that no public authority exists.”12  Likewise, Pasquale Turiello
spoke about “a barbaric intolerance” in the whole south for the legal and
impersonal domain of the state. Diffidence, fear, and resentment dominated
the attitudes of the popular masses toward a public power that had never
given signs of social solidarity or help, but rather had imposed heavy finan-
cial and material burdens, and appeared distant and unable to protect them.

In considerable parts of the Mezzogiorno the decline of feudal economic
and political structures was not followed by the imposition of a centralized
political authority. Thus, far from decreasing private violence, the abolition
of feudalism made recourse to force more open and ‘democratic.’13  From the
beginning of the nineteenth century, in both regions different actors exploited
the power vacuum produced by the incapability of state institutions and
arrogated to themselves the right to employ violence. Among these actors,
there were land owners who saw their feudal privileges challenged by the
modernization of the country, civili (that is, bourgeois) who used violence to
support their social ascent, and members of the lower classes for whom vio-
lence presented a means of rapid enrichment.14

Despite what has been stated until recently by most researchers, these
characters did not act alone, embodying “a heroic and anarchical form of
individualism.”15  Whereas the land owners, particularly in Sicily, surrounded
themselves with bands of violent campieri in order to defend their declining
semifeudal authority, the second and third subgroups, often under the protec-
tion of the former ones, gave rise to associations for the promotion of their
own interests through coordinated action which did not exclude resorting to
violence. Some of these associations, particularly those that succeeded in
stabilizing themselves, are the direct ancestors of Cosa Nostra and the
‘Ndrangheta. These are the “brotherhoods,” the “shady sodalities,”16  the
camorre, that were established in many towns and villages of Sicily and
Calabria throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. Though de-
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nied in the first scientific studies on the Sicilian mafia in the 1960s, their
existence has recently been proven by the inquiries of a new generation of
historians. The latter have, in fact, retrieved from state archives a variety of
scientific, literary, and official sources that date back to the period before the
First World War and confirm the existence of well-structured mafia groups
already in the last decades of the nineteenth century.17

The ideology further compounding state institutions’ incapability to guar-
antee law and order was the code of honor. Such a code entails the power to
make oneself respected and to defend one’s person and entourage without
recourse to the instrumentalities of the state. Hence, to be respected in tradi-
tional southern Italian societies meant to be entitled to the deference of oth-
ers that came from the ability to use violence. Those who had a reputation for
violence inspired respect: “the fact that before any other strikes the mind in
hearing stories about Sicily and especially Palermo is the authority, not only
material but also moral, that violent people have.”18  In the traditional south-
ern Italian society honor was the key criterion by which to assess a man’s
value. It was not by chance that around such a code mafia associations have
built their own collective identity: honor, in fact, justified the private use of
violence, which is typical of mafia action. Thus, since the end of the nine-
teenth century members of mafia groups have defined themselves as “men of
honor,” and have called their association Onorata Società.19

Another byproduct of the weakness of state institutions was the diffusion
of a “double morality.” On the one hand, Sicilians and Calabrians carefully
respected the norms of the in-group relationships—the relationship with the
family, relatives, ritual relatives, friends, patrons and clients—even at the
cost of many sacrifices, sometimes even self-sacrifice. On the other hand, they
felt no loyalty towards the state, which they considered an abstract entity.
Likewise, the concept of a social advantage superior to individual interests
was absent in the majority of the inhabitants of the two regions. Nor could
they conceive of a law inspired by such a criterion. “In all,” as the police
official Giuseppe Alongi affirms,

…a conviction took shape that private vendetta was the best way to ensure that one’s
own right counted, that laws and courts were an administrative pleonasm, an irony;
that Government and rich people were allied so as to tyrannize the poor people for
whom the only chance left was to become facinorosi, thieves, bloody in order to gain
protection and impunity for misdeeds and, thus, improve their economic situation.20

Hence, mafia associations may be said to have emerged and prospered in
the gap between the state as it ought to be and ought to function and the state
as it actually was and actually functioned in the southern regions of the
country, in the divergence between the official set of values and the unoffi-
cial but effective moral. Imitating its northern European counterparts, the
Italian state formally subscribed to universal standards of bureaucratic hon-
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esty, recruitment by efficiency and allocation according to the needs of eco-
nomic rationality. Nonetheless, particularistic categories of orientation and
behavior long remained diffused in Sicily and Calabria as well as in most of
the country, infiltrating the very structure of the state. Indeed, it was in this
divergence between a “formal” and a “material constitution” that mafia asso-
ciations were able to develop and thrive. These groups’ collective identity and
power founded on widespread subcultural codes—honor and the primacy of
particularistic ties over universalistic ones—which were shared by consistent
parts of the southern Italian population were subscribed to even by many politi-
cians and state employees. Chiefs and members of mafia associations long ful-
filled functions of social integration that state bodies were unable to fulfill.
Mafiosi protected persons and property in their communities, repressed the
most serious threats to the established order, countered behavior in conflict
with subcultural norms, and mediated conflicts within the local society and
the relations between that society and the outside world.21  Thus, mafia power
substituted for effective state institutions and perpetuated their weakness, pre-
venting the diffusion of universalistic attitudes and practices and the strength-
ening and legitimization of the state apparatus in large parts of southern Italy.

The Liberal Age (1860-1922)

These two elements—the weakness of state institutions and the strength
and legitimacy of mafia power—are the most important factors explaining
the consolidation of the political-criminal nexus in the Liberal Age. Though
formally condemning mafia violence and occasionally fiercely repressing it,
state institutions throughout the second half of the nineteenth century usu-
ally came to terms with the representatives of mafia power and de facto del-
egated them the maintenance of public order in the territories under their
control. A veritable “dual regime” was established.22  Claiming a power over
their homeland and effectively controlling a considerable amount of its hu-
man, social, and economic resources, mafia associations set their relation-
ships with state institutions on an equal basis, almost like two sovereign
entities, and saw their power recognized as legitimate, not only in the eyes of
the local public opinion but also by state representatives and officials. As the
Commissione Parlamentare Antimafia acknowledged in 1993:

…in practice, the relationships between institutions and mafia took place, for many
years, in the form of relationships between two distinct sovereignties: neither would
attack the other as long as each remained within its own boundaries...an attack (by
state forces) would be made only in response to an attack by Cosa Nostra, after
which they would go back to being good neighbors again.23

This relationship was eased by the mafiosi attitude towards state bodies
and representatives: notwithstanding the proclaimed antagonism towards state
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authorities, the capimafia, once they had secured their power with violence,
hardly ever put themselves in open opposition to state institutions or pub-
licly fostered non-compliance with state laws. No matter how he had begun
his career, the leader of a mafia group was no longer a bandit, an outlaw.
Indeed, he portrayed himself as a man of law and order and paid formal re-
spect to state authority. By the same token, mafia power was legitimized by
state authorities in several ways. As late as 1958, for instance, Michele Navarra,
the uncontested chief of Corleone, was granted the honorary title of Cavaliere
dell’ordine al merito della Repubblica italiana two months before he died in
a mafia ambush.24  Similar honors were bestowed upon other mafia chiefs,
such as Calogero Vizzini, Giuseppe Genco Russo, and Santo Flores. Such a
process of “legalization” of mafia power often led to the roles of mafioso and
state authorities coinciding. As a character of a novel written by the Calabrian
writer Saverio Strati affirms:

…they all know who these mafiosi, these courageous men are. They are public
characters: they occupy places in the Commune as assessors or even as mayors.
Protected by the politicians—people whisper that even a Minister was present at a
plenary meeting of the regional mafia.25

The complementary nature of mafia and state power was acknowledged
time and again by public officials who openly protected mafiosi and de-
fended their role as proxies for the state in the maintenance of order. In 1955,
for example, on the occasion of Calogero Vizzini’s death, one of Italy’s high-
est legal dignitaries, Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo, attorney general in the
Supreme Court of Appeals, wrote in a legal periodical:

It has been said that the mafia despises the police and the magistracy, but it is
incorrect. The mafia has always had respect for the magistracy and for Justice. It has
submitted to its sentences, and has not obstructed the judge in his work. In the
pursuit of bandits and outlaws it openly sided with the force of law and order.…
Today, Don Calogero Vizzini’s successor is making his reputation and in time he will
succeed to his predecessor’s authoritative position in the counsels of the secret
conclave. May his labors increase in which the laws of the state are held, and may
they be for the social betterment of all.26

The complementary nature of this relationship was strengthened by the
total inclusion of mafia associations into the web of clientelistic relation-
ships through which the central government integrated southern elites into
the national political system and secured their invariable support for govern-
ment majorities. From 1876, when the then-called Left came to power, the
Mezzogiorno deputies became the mainstay of the “transformist” project first
initiated by Agostino Depretis and continued by his successors up to the
outbreak of World War I. This project aimed to control the threats posed to the
northern bourgeoisie’s dominion by peasants’ protests and the urban masses.27
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In such a system the clientele run by the capomafia and composed of his
mafia consociates, his clients, and his blood relatives, represented “the spe-
cific application of a more general system. Its peculiarity distinguished itself
for the fact that in this case one reached the extreme of the armed menace and
the suppression of the antagonist and the opponent.”28

It was, in particular, the extension of suffrage in 1882 that opened the
season of a mutually profitable collaboration between politicians and ma-
fiosi in Sicily and Calabria—a collaboration that, notwithstanding the turn-
over of regimes and parties, has lasted up to today. By lowering the census
requirement and giving the vote to all literate men, the reform widened the
electorate, previously restricted to a selected group of aristocrats and bour-
geois (less than 2 percent of the overall population). Thus, the candidates
were compelled to gain the votes of the lower and middle classes. As the
Sicilian political scientist Gaetano Mosca noted:

…the cosche immediately understood the great advantage that they could draw from
their participation in the political and administrative elections. This participation
became more effective and active after the law widened the suffrage and gave the
right to vote to the members of the cosche and to the classes in which they had greater
influence and enjoyed prestige.”29

In exchange for mobilizing their own clientele as well as for using vio-
lence to discourage opposing candidates or to convince uncertain electors,
the mafiosi obtained all kinds of favors. Moreover, since electoral competi-
tion was fierce, the latter were often in a position of advantage and could
bargain with the conditions to support this or that candidate. One of the first
favors expected was protection from judicial investigations: if necessary the
political patron was prepared to intervene with the responsible police officer
or judge in order to guarantee a mild sentence, the revocation of an
ammonizione (a formal police warning), the concession of an arms license, or
similar acts. In addition, mafiosi were granted substantial contracts for tax
collection and for public works. Occasionally the capomafia himself or more
frequently his political patron even obtained the control of the town council
through which they could further enlarge their following and consolidate
their power.

Public offices were already at that time a crucial resource contested by
mafiosi. Controlling these offices enabled mafiosi to manage public resources
and so the cosca could provide jobs and revenue to a whole range of adher-
ents as well as to the mafiosi’s relatives and clients. The account given in
1889 by Giovanna Cirillo, the widow of the Public Security delegate Stanislao
Rampolla, about the mafia action in Marineo, a large center of the Palermitan
province is emblematic in this respect.30  The chief of the local mafia sect,
which met under the front of the congregation of the Holy Crucifix, was the
notary Filippo Calderoni, who was mayor of Marineo from 1860 up to 1866
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and then again from 1879 to 1892. In such a position, Calderoni provided
communal jobs and income to relatives and associates, many of whom were
notorious evildoers, employed in the corps of field and communal guards.
These positions were then “abusively” used by the mayor “in order to dam-
age the properties of people belonging to the adversary party,”31  and to extort
kickbacks. Their activities were also particularly precious during election
periods so as to persuade undecided voters or perpetrate blatant fraud. More-
over, according to a custom that has lasted to the present, public offices were
used to increase one’s own economic means and to consolidate one’s position
of power broker. Significantly, Calderoni channeled all the petitioners to his
private notary office or to the legal bureaus of his two sons, where mediations
and private composizioni of conflicts were offered without recourse to state
bodies.

The services mafiosi provided to their political patrons were not limited to
the elections. In an open-ended exchange, members of mafia associations
provided all sorts of violent services, ranging from threats to extortions and
even to murder. The cases involving lower- and middle-ranking victims are
countless. Occasionally, however, if requested by their political patrons, the
members of mafia associations also targeted aristocrats and high bourgeois.
In February 1893, for example, the Marquis Emanuele Notarbartolo, former
mayor of Palermo and former director of the Banco di Sicilia was killed, after
he had denounced several illegal operations carried out by the bank, some of
which included shady political contributions. The murder was carried out by
two mafiosi from Villabate, most probably on the account of Raffaele Palizzolo,
a national deputy of the regional party and one of the bank’s governors, who
was threatened by Notarbartolo’s denunciations.

Notarbartolo’s murder marks the first homicide of a high state representa-
tive carried out by the mafia. It is also remarkable for two other reasons. First,
it shed light on the intermingling of mafia interests and political circuits and
demonstrated the full compatibility of mafia actors into wider clientelistic
practices. Second, the subsequent judicial proceeding fully revealed the col-
lusive attitude held by the Sicilian landowning class and considerable sec-
tions of the national state apparatus towards the mafia at the end of the
nineteenth century. Since the very beginning of the investigations, suspicion
fell on Palizzolo himself and on the two above-mentioned mafia members,
who were his clients and who were charged with the material execution of the
murder. For six years, however, Palizzolo was kept out of the investigations
thanks to his links with southern right-wing political leaders and his connec-
tions in the Palermitan public administration. Finally in 1902, in Milan,
Palizzolo was condemned to thirty years’ imprisonment, in spite of an at-
tempted cover-up by some high prosecutors and the depositions of many
prestigious Sicilians. As a consequence of this sentence, many influential
members of the Sicilian economic and political classes organized a “Pro
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Sicilia Committee,” asking for the repeal of the sentence by the Corte di
Cassazione. Their undertaking was successful and in a subsequent trial, held
in Florence in 1904, Palizzolo was declared innocent because of insufficient
proof and returned to Palermo as a triumphant hero.32

In the so-called “Giolitti Era” (1903-14), when the need to obtain southern
votes grew as a result of another partial extension of suffrage and the rise of
the Popular (Catholic) and Socialist parties, collusion between government
candidates and the mafia frequently received the open support of state au-
thorities and particularly of the Prefects who represented the central govern-
ment on a local level. The malfeasances were so extensive that Giovanni
Giolitti, who was almost uninterruptedly prime minister from 1903 to 1914,
was called “the minister of the underworld.” According to Gaetano Salvemini,
Giolitti:

…exploits the miserable conditions of the Mezzogiorno in order to link the mass of
southern deputies to himself: he gives them “white paper” in the local administra-
tions; during elections he gives them the underworld and the Questura; he ensures
them and their clients the most unconditioned impunity; he lets the electoral trials fall
into prescription and intervenes with amnesties at the right moment; he leaves the
mayors condemned for electoral crimes in office; he gives decorations to the guilty;
he never punishes delinquent delegates; he deepens and consolidates violence and
corruption, where the local misery develops spontaneously; he introduces them
officially in the villages where they were before ignored.

The Hon. Giolitti is certainly not the first man of government of the United
Italy that has considered the Mezzogiorno as a conquered land, open to all
evil. But none has ever been so brutal, so cynical, so unscrupulous as he in
founding his political power on the exploitation, the perversion and scorn of
the Mezzogiorno of Italy; none has made more systematic and open use, in
the elections of the Mezzogiorno, of this sort of violence and crime.33

Mafia infiltration into the political system was not uniform in the two
regions. Especially in the most backward areas of Calabria, it was less perva-
sive than in the island. Up until the First World War, different tendencies
coexisted in the ‘Ndrangheta. Whereas some mafia families were inserted into
wider political clienteles supporting candidates of the majority party, others
only marginally participated in the political spoils system. The state pres-
ence was so weak in some villages of Calabria that local mafia groups could
only marginally profit from collusion with state representatives. In both con-
texts, however, much more than in recent times, mafiosi tended to be in a
subordinate position vis-à-vis their political protectors. Though several
capimafia successfully integrated into the local ruling elites, the range of
their power rarely exceeded the village and its surroundings: to influence
decisions taken at the regional or national level, mafiosi usually had to turn
to their political patrons. The superiority of the latter was reinforced by the
fact that most of them came from a higher social background than the mem-
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bers of mafia groups. The hierarchical, unequal nature of these relationships
also reflected relations of subordination in the economic sphere. The politi-
cal patron was often the absentee landowner who lent his inland estates to the
mafia gabellotto or hired mafiosi to supervise peasant labor.

As with most patron-client relations, however, the relationship linking
mafiosi to their political patrons was inherently unstable. As gabellotti, many
capimafia succeeded in accumulating considerable wealth at the expense of
landowners and even in buying large properties themselves. Particularly in
the years following the end of the First World War, when the repressive ser-
vices provided by mafiosi became indispensable to control peasant protest,
the mafiosi gained strength vis-à-vis their political and economic patrons, so
much that the latter, feeling threatened, favored the rise of fascism to protect
their social role and properties.34

Beyond the differences in power, an element of moral equality can also be
traced. Throughout the Liberal Age, in fact, the relationship between mafiosi
and politicians was largely founded on a common cultural background, on a
shared system of values and codes that went beyond and, at the same time,
reinforced the immediate exchange of favors.35  Up to the early 1960s local
and regional notables regularly accepted capimafia invitations to attend their
major family celebrations, such as weddings and baptisms, and to act in these
occasions as witness or godfather, thus establishing a lifetime relation of
ritual kinship (called comparaggio) with the mafiosi. Banquets in country
estates—called schiticchio—or in secluded places in Palermo and Reggio
Calabria were also strategic occasions for establishing and maintaining ties
between the mafia and its professional interlocutors.36  The legitimacy of the
mafia (meant as a system of values and not only as a criminal organization)
was such that, in order to maximize their consensus, Sicilian politicians did
not have scruples against defining themselves as mafiosi. In 1925, for in-
stance, in a famous speech during the electoral campaign for the last free
administrative elections before the full consolidation of the fascist regime,
the Liberal deputy Vittorio Emanuele Orlando (who was also prime minister
for a short time at the end of the First World War), was reported to have said:

...if by the word “mafia” we understand a sense of honor pitched in the highest key;
a refusal to tolerate anyone’s predominance or overbearing behavior...a generosity of
spirit which, while it meets strength head on, is indulgent to the weak; loyalty to
friends.… If such feelings and such behavior are what people mean by the mafia...then
we are actually speaking of the special characteristic of the Sicilian soul. And I
declare that I am a mafioso, and proud to be one.37

The Fascist Regime and the Second World War (1922-1945)

The fascist regime strongly hit the lower echelons of the mafia organiza-
tions both in Sicily and in Calabria. Particularly in the eastern Palermo prov-
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ince, where the anti-mafia campaigns staged in the mid-1920s by the “Iron
Prefect” Cesare Mori were most violent, hundreds of mafiosi as well as their
relatives and co-villagers were indiscriminately arrested, condemned to heavy
imprisonment terms or sent to forced residence on isolated islands. Many
others were forced to emigrate. The few who escaped arrest or returned home
during the 1930s had to accept humble roles in village affairs. Nonetheless,
though the scarcity of information does not allow certainty, there are indica-
tions that in the western Sicilian inland and even in southern Calabria the
most educated and/or best-connected members of the mafia as well as the
mafiosi’s unaffiliated patrons survived largely unscathed and often obtained
positions of power and prestige within the regime itself. Calogero Vizzini
from Villalba and Genco Russo from Mussomeli, for example, were hardly
bothered by the anti-mafia repression, and in those years others, such as
Michele Navarra from Corleone, built their own system of power.38  In Raffadali
the mafioso Vincenzo Di Carlo was an active member of the local fascist party
and held relevant positions in the city administration.39  When Mori in the
late 1920s extended his investigations and denunciations to members of the
aristocracy and high bourgeoisie, the campaign came to a brusque halt,
Mussolini dismissed the Prefect, and the mafia was declared defeated.40

Fascism did indeed answer landowners’ requests for protection and al-
lowed them to refuse the impositions of the mafiosi. Nonetheless, it only
provided a substitute: “it monopolized the use of violence without funda-
mentally changing the social milieu in which the mafia had flourished.”41  In
the power vacuum that followed the collapse of the fascist regime and that the
Allied Military Government of Occupied Territories (AMGOT) was unable to
fill, mafia power rapidly re-emerged. Indeed, the AMGOT recognized mafia
power.42  Between 1943 and 1945, AMGOT appointed numerous capimafia
mayors of several towns and villages of western Sicily and the Reggio Calabria
province.43

The 1950s and 1960s

After the decline during the fascist regime, mafiosi again succeeded in
securing a crucial role in the postwar political competition. The creation of
the Republic and the rise of mass parties were not enough to destroy the
clientelism used to obtain political consensus in the south. There was, in-
deed, a transformation from the traditional vertical clientelism, founded on
notables, to a horizontal or bureaucratic one, capable of recruiting interest
groups at the mass level through an organization of party officials.44  But in
such a system of mass patronage the associates of mafia families secured a
role no less important than the one they had played vis-à-vis traditional
notables. Indeed, universal suffrage in 1948 and the ideological split of the
electorate along the left-right division made mafiosi’s intervention essential
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for the management of political clientele and the appropriation of public
offices. At the same time, the “occupation” of government by the new post-
World War II majority party, the Democrazia Cristiana (DC), and the devolu-
tion of huge resources to the enhancement of the industrialization of the
south multiplied the possibilities of clientelistic exchange.45  Thus, though
many Sicilian capimafia supported the separatist movement right after the
war, by the early 1950s the great majority had been co-opted into the DC. As
Salvatore Cancemi, the former chief of the Palermitan Porta Nuova family put
it, “Cosa Nostra’s orientation has always been to vote the Christian Democ-
racy party. Certainly in Cosa Nostra we have never voted for the communists
and the fascists. If somebody preferred the exponents of smaller parties other
than the Christian Democrats, this was allowed.”46

The case of Palermo, Sicily’s regional capital, exemplifies such a transfor-
mation well, anticipating processes that took place in other parts of southern
Italy in following decades. Several prominent Palermitan politicians—elected
at the local, regional, and national level—ritually affiliated “men of honor.”47

The leverage of mafia associations remained consistent even with respect to
those politicians who were not formal mafia members—such as Giovanni
Gioia, Salvo Lima, and Vito Ciancimino, perhaps the main figures in the DC
occupation of the city administration. The three of them headed a group of
Christian Democrat professional politicians who were tied to the faction
Iniziativa democratica under the national leadership of Amintore Fanfani
and which managed to occupy the Palermitan communal and provincial ad-
ministration as well as the key positions at the regional level for about two
decades, from the mid-1950s to the 1970s, after having ousted the old-style
notables that had ruled in the immediate postwar years.48

For the members of this clique, mafia families continued to fulfill the
crucial function of safeguarding political support and running party sections.
During Fanfani’s leadership, party sections had become “the keystone for
control of the party because it is there that the tesseramento takes place.”49

Within the DC, in fact, ruling offices were assigned through elections, for
which only the tesserati (that is, those who had a party card) were eligible.
Thus, he who controlled the process of recruitment at the local level exerted
a considerable influence in the selection of the party leadership at even the
national level. It was exactly in this local grounding of the political power (at
the local as well as at the national level) that the leverage of mafia groups lay.
Though local politicians’ power was enhanced by their relationship with the
center (the Rome government) and, most notably, by their access to state
patronage resources, the means by which that power was generated were lo-
cal.50

Thus, notwithstanding the apparent disparity of power—the Giovani turchi
(as the fanfaniani were called) in those years controlled all the fundamental
levers of economic and political power in the region—the relationship be-
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tween mafiosi and politicians was not characterized by the complete subordi-
nation of the former to the latter. The egalitarian character of such a relation-
ship was favored by the common social origin of both capimafia and
politicians. Unlike most representatives of the prewar southern Italian politi-
cal class, who were aristocrats or high bourgeois, the Palermitan fanfaniani
were homines novi: as many mafiosi, they came from a low or middle social
background and had struggled to be fully integrated into the ruling elite.

The influence of Cosa Nostra on the Sicilian political world was remark-
able: “The lists of candidates,” recalls Gioacchino Pennino, the first politi-
cian, man of honor, who started to cooperate with the magistrates, “were
decided by Lima, Pennino [uncle of the pentito and chief of the Brancaccio
mafia family], and Brandaleone [one of Lima’s followers and assessor in the
Palermo administration as well as member of the Porta Nuova mafia fam-
ily].”51  Likewise, according to Buscetta, Pennino’s house was “the natural
seat of the DC.”52  According to a recent estimate (based on the political
characters mentioned by the pentiti), between 40 and 75 percent of the Chris-
tian Democrat deputies and about 40 percent of all the deputies elected in
Western Sicily between 1950 and 1992 were openly supported by Cosa
Nostra.53

Thanks to their political protection, members of Palermitan mafia families
managed to exert a heavy influence over four basic sectors of the local
economy: the credit market, wholesale markets, the construction sector, and
the labor market. Exploiting their political friendships, the mafiosi often
obtained privileged forms of credit from large regional banks as well as the
promotion or transfer of people that they had recommended. The career of
Francesco Vassallo is exemplary: a man of humble origins who suddenly
received a loan of 700 million Lira (then more than US $1.1 million) from the
Cassa di Risparmio delle province siciliane without offering any form of
guarantee and who became, within few years, one of the biggest building
contractors in Palermo.54

Mafia influence was also pervasive in the Palermitan wholesale markets.
The report of the subcommittee of the Parliamentary Anti-Mafia Commission
appointed to investigate the wholesale market in Palermo ascertained that
between 1963 and 1965, 18 mafia ex-convicts, denounced for delinquent
association, were active in the fruit and vegetable market; 64 were producers,
retailers, or merchants who had been the object of preventive police mea-
sures; in addition, 37 franchise holders and five fruit and vegetable wholesal-
ers had criminal records.55  The long-standing president of the wholesaler
guild was Giacomo Alliotta, later targeted by a preventive police measure
because he was suspected of the crime of mafia association.56  The assignment
of the stands, noted the above-mentioned parliamentary sub-committee, “was
entirely left in the hands of the commissioners, with no interference of the
institution in charge, the Palermo city council. This means that it was left in
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the hands of the strongest, that is the mafia cosche of the wholesale mar-
kets.”57

Though in partnership with their political patrons, Cosa Nostra associates
also dominated the labor market. The pentito Gaspare Mutolo recalls that “if
one looked for a job, he did not go to the Employment Office but he tried
through the mafioso, who, if it was opportune, talked with the man in charge
of the Employment Office.”58  Mafia clients as well as mafiosi themselves
usually found a job in the public sector, in which a relevant number of posi-
tions opened up in the first postwar decades. In Sicily, which was granted an
autonomous status in 1946, an administrative apparatus counting several thou-
sand clerks and officials—the Regione Siciliana—was brought into being ex
nihilo, together with a whole range of public agencies whose purpose was to
intervene in all the major sectors of the Sicilian economy. The employment of
mafia affiliates and acolytes was greatly aided by clientelistic methods ac-
cording to which recruitment was carried out: out of the 8,887 people hired by
the region between 1945 and 1963, 8,236—that is, more than 90 percent—were
employed without the usual public competition, “i.e., one must suppose on the
basis of recommendations and relationships of friendship and power.”59

Lastly, mafia acolytes established a tight control over the construction
sector which, given the overall weakness of the manufacturing sector, ac-
counted—and still today accounts—for a disproportionate share of indus-
trial employment in all the Mezzogiorno.60  Once again the mafia penetration
in a key economic sector took place under the aegis of the Christian Demo-
crat elite. By the early 1970s the construction industry in the city of Palermo
was almost entirely in the hands of the mafia: “...mafia organizations com-
pletely control the building sector in Palermo—the quarries where aggre-
gates are mined, site clearance firms, cement plants, metal depots for the
construction industry, sanitary ware wholesalers and so on...”61  When mafiosi
did not succeed in getting a subcontract, they imposed the payment of a
protection tax: “mafiosi or elements controlled by the mafia are generally the
guardians of the building sites, of the areas, deposits and establishment of the
suburb houses and the rural funds.”62

The collection of revenue in all the island was also controlled by two
ritually affiliated members of Cosa Nostra, the cousins Ignazio and Nino
Salvo. Thanks to a shrewd exploitation of their political relationships, in the
late 1950s the Salvos obtained the contract for revenue collection and won
extremely favorable conditions. They were granted a 10 percent premium, as
opposed to a 3.3 percent national average. They were able to become, and, up
to their indictment for mafia associations in 1984, to remain two of the wealthi-
est and most powerful entrepreneurs of the island as well as the domini of one
of the largest DC electoral clienteles.63

In other parts of Sicily and Calabria, the relationships between mafiosi and
representatives of political authorities up to the late 1960s remained looser
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and less developed. In Calabria, for example, the fight was fierce at the local
level and the mafiosi rushed to occupy the communal offices. A report written
by the Reggio Calabria Prefect in 1955 pointed this out. In the towns, it said:

the underworld controls the local activities and quite often the political activity (given
that in these communes it is impossible to enter and to maintain oneself in the public
administration without the support and favor of representatives of the local under-
world, which is reciprocated with counter-services of both tolerances and abuses).

Thanks to such control, mafiosi were able to exercise a “systematic
intervention...in rents, public tenders, service, concessions, the collection of
civic rights and so on, from which they earn illicit profits.”64  Neither were the
new bodies of parastato protected from mafia interference. In the Gioia Tauro
plain, for example, the ‘Ndrangheta attention was especially directed towards
the cooperative which absorbed most of the citrus production and became
the distribution seat of the subsidies granted by the state to the farmers.65

The cooperation with national politicians was, however, less systematic
than in Sicily. Unlike Cosa Nostra members, the sympathies of the Calabrian
men of honor were distributed to a plurality of parties: whereas many mafiosi
were part of the clienteles of government party notables (particularly the DC
and the Liberal Party, PLI), on the Ionic side several ‘ndranghetisti were
members of the PCI (Partito Comunista Italiano) and were even elected may-
ors of their own villages in the Communist lists.66  A third group, which formed
in the late 1960s under the leadership of the De Stefano brothers, had connec-
tions with the Right, in all its political expressions (that is, from the official
party, the Movimento Sociale Italiano, up to the extra-parliamentary move-
ments) and actively supported them in the organization of the revolt that
took place in Reggio Calabria in 1970 against making Catanzaro the re-
gional headquarters.67  Different political sympathies were sometimes found
even within the same mafia group. “In Africo, for example, two opposing
tendencies co-existed...the Bruzzanitis supported the PCI; the priest, don
Stilo, instead, represented the DC, and both lived together in the Onorata
Società.”68  Such a plurality of orientations was favored by the widespread
conviction that a closer alliance with the parties holding the majority at the
national level would not, in itself, offer advantages to the cosche. Meaning-
fully the postwar affiliation of many ‘ndranghetisti to the Communist Party
is explained in the following way by the pentito Gullà:

Even if it may seem a strange way of reasoning, there was indeed a historical moment
when in many Calabrian villages, not to say in many areas, there were true zones of
superimposition between the environment of the Onorata Società and the commu-
nist environment, since there was no unified political line in the ‘Ndrangheta.

Each of us went according to his own tendencies, his sympathies, not so much
following economic interests, because there were not real economic interests in that
period when the criminal level was archaic. There was no close relationship with the
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public administration. The predominant economic sector was the agricultural one
and the transformation of some products, such as, citruses. Hence there were not
very relevant interests. In those times the ‘Ndrangheta nursed agrarian interests,
such as the sensalia [i.e., mediation] and the guardiania [i.e., protection of rural
estates in exchange for a reward]. Everything turned out into a “systematic” extortion
of these [agricultural] activities, given that there was only a little bit of construction,
it was too early.69

Notwithstanding the local differences, in both contexts the connections
with politicians and state officials—combined with the persisting legitimiza-
tion of mafia groups among considerable sections of the local population and
the indifference of the national public opinion towards the mafia problem—
were sufficient to allow members of mafia groups to easily relieve themselves
of law enforcement pressure. In those years Mafiosi on the run could comfort-
ably hide at home, without taking any special precautions.70  The only excep-
tion to such a pattern in Sicily was the five-year period that followed the
massacre of Ciaculli on 30 June 1963: the murder of seven policemen had a
sensational impact at the national level and led to a serious repressive cam-
paign. Between 1963 and the end of the decade, all the leading figures of the
Sicilian mafia found themselves in prison, in compulsory exile or on the
wanted list. Nonetheless, most of them were freed for lack of evidence by the
Catanzaro and Bari courts that held the two most important trials in 1968 and
1969.71

In Calabria the attention of law enforcement institutions was even more
ephemeral: except for the so-called operation Marzano from August to Octo-
ber 1955, the ‘ndranghetisti were hardly aggravated by police officials and
easily obtained passports, driving and arms licenses from the Questura, and
absconded either on the Aspromonte or, more comfortably, to their homes. In
1955, the fugitive Vincenzo Romeo, from Bova, even succeeded in publicly
marrying in his own town church, inviting “the chiefs of the Honored Soci-
ety” to his reception.72

The attention of law enforcement bodies, furthermore, was limited to the
persons who committed violent crimes and avoided completely the topic of
mafia infiltration into the legal economy and political institutions. For ex-
ample, it is striking that, notwithstanding calls from the First Parliamentary
Anti-mafia Commission (1963-76), no investigation was started in those years
on the activity of the Palermo Commune. Likewise, the Palermo Chief Pros-
ecutor kept a report on irregularities in the management of the wholesale fruit
market in a drawer for three years before starting an investigation on the
matter. Though some police officials and prosecutors were most probably
corrupted or threatened by the mafiosi, this judicial strategy can be fully
understood only by keeping in mind that the law enforcement apparatus was
largely an expression of the local bourgeoisie and reflected its moral values
and its political sympathies. In such a Weltanschauung, mafia and clientelistic
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practices were deemed acceptable and the capimafia and their protectors in
state bodies deserved respect and were thus considered to be not prosecutable
since they were members of the dominant power group.73

The Last Thirty Years

Following Palermo’s example, from the mid-1960s all the cosche associ-
ated with the Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta underwent an “entrepreneurial
transformation,” attributing a growing importance to licit and illicit eco-
nomic activities and orienting them towards rapid enrichment. This trend,
which has accelerated over the last three decades, was dictated by the pro-
gressive fading away of the subculture of honor in the society at large. In-
stead, in the eyes of public opinion in the 1960s and 1970s, wealth became
the basis of reputation, the most readily recognizable proof of success. To
possess wealth was imperative for anyone who wanted to enjoy a position of
respect.74  In order to cope with this cultural change and not to lose their
preeminent position in the local communities, a growing number of mafia
associates have, in the last forty or so years, progressively used their brother-
hood bonds for personal enrichment.

This adaptation process was greatly favored by two larger trends, which
provided mafia groups in Sicily and in Calabria with hitherto unforeseen
chances of enrichment: the expansion of world illegal markets (most notably
in tobacco and narcotics) and the growth of public spending in the
Mezzogiorno. Mafia groups’ involvement into the international illegal mar-
kets largely took place independently of their connections with political
authorities (which remained, however, extremely important even in this field
to avoid penal prosecution).75  However, the alliance with politicians and
state representatives has been fundamental to consolidate mafia groups’ le-
verage over the public works market, an activity that has over the 1980s, been
producing profits “comparable to the illegal income from drug trafficking.”76

As far as the involvement of mafia consortia in the public works market is
concerned, an evolutionary path can be drawn. Already in the 1950s, each
group of the two criminal networks imposed kickbacks on building contrac-
tors working within their territories. In the late 1960s, however, when large
sums of public money were devoted to the industrialization of the south,
mafia entrepreneurs did not content themselves with the parasitic collection
of a “protection” tax, but claimed a more direct involvement in the public
works, through the execution of subcontracts. Due to the weak opposition
shown by the large national companies working in the Mezzogiorno, which
usually preferred to come to terms with mafia power rather than denouncing
pressures and resisting extortion claims, the mafiosi obtained what they
wanted. A third phase opened in the early 1980s. Since then, in fact, mafia
bosses succeeded in being fully accepted in the so-called comitati d’affari
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(business committees) made up of entrepreneurial groups, state representa-
tives, and officials, which controlled the whole system of parceling out ten-
ders at the outset of planning of the public investment. In a couple of important
judicial inquiries, the Palermo prosecutor’s office has been able to trace the
mechanisms by which public money was maneuvered in Sicily during the
1980s, coming to the conclusion that:

…in the second half of the 1980s the mafia began to establish itself in a pre-existing
system of illegal allocation of public contracts previously dominated exclusively by
large-scale enterprises, politicians and public officials. This involvement over the
years has progressively increased, tending to gain in some sectors a role of total and
hierarchical control, in others, impinging on the space formerly reserved exclusively
for the “business committees” and in others still, developing a kind of co-existence
with these same “business committees.”77

A sort of “duopoly” was established that sought to subject the public
works market to the complete top-downwards control of two strong subjects—
Cosa Nostra and the comitati d’affari—that had joined forces in a kind of
symbiosis cemented by silence and complicity. The alliance between na-
tional construction companies and politicians, on one side, and mafia repre-
sentatives, on the other, has been so tight that some northern entrepreneurs
and several local politicians have been charged of the crime of mafia associa-
tion (art. 416 bis Penal Code).78

In Calabria, too, a major investigation concerning the construction of the
Gioia Tauro Power Plant that currently sees ENEL (the National Electricity
Company) involved in one of the most clamorous scandals of the entire post-
war period79  demonstrated that the ‘Ndrangheta took part in the direct man-
agement of the works and reached agreements with state officials,
entrepreneurs, and politicians. As in Sicily, mafia conditioning no longer
takes place only “downstream,” at the end of the economic process of public
investment—subcontracts and extortions—but, more seriously, “upstream”
at the very beginning of the process, with decisions taken jointly by mafia
representatives, ENEL, and the national building companies involved in the
largest works, through the intermediation of a number of liaison elements. As
the Palmi prosecutors stated, “there is a stable intertwining between mafia
and political corruption. The relationship between the official economy and
mafia economy has become organic.”80

The case of the Gioia Tauro Power Plant is not an exception. The ability to
exert a strong influence over the expense accounts of the local and national
administrations is true of all the cosche in the province. In Reggio Calabria,
where the stakes became huge in the late 1980s—the so-called “Reggio de-
cree” provided 600 billion lira (then more than US $460 million) for the
reclamation and the development of the city—mafia cosche went as far as
murdering a politician, Ludovico Ligato, former president of the Ferrovie
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dello Stato (State Railway). By claiming a 10 percent kickback for himself,
Ligato, who had returned in those years to Reggio Calabria, jeopardized the
agreements that had already been reached between ‘Ndrangheta groups and
the local politicians.81

Growing involvement in economic activities succeeded in slowing the
process of delegitimization of mafia power but not in stopping it entirely.
Such a process, in fact, is the result of the contradictory but undeniable pro-
cess of economic and cultural modernization that has overwhelmed the whole
country in the postwar decades, reaching even the most peripheral areas of
the Mezzogiorno.82  The evolution of the larger social and cultural systems
has progressively undermined the mafia “subsystem of meaning”—and in
primis the code of honor—by which mafia chiefs had long legitimated their
power both in face of the local communities and their own acolytes. Thus,
notwithstanding the fortunes that mafia chiefs have accumulated over the
last thirty years and the “military” arsenals that they have been able to build
up, the authority of the mafia has decreased vis-à-vis the larger public and
their subjects. Though the process was not immediately perceived, either by
public opinion or by scholars and law enforcement officials monitoring the
mafia phenomenon, the decline of mafia popular legitimacy continued even
during the 1980s. Thus, this decade witnessed a “paradoxical” situation:
what appeared outwardly as the apex of mafia economic and political mafia
power carried the seeds of its future delegitimization and decay.

This contradiction clearly emerges in the relationship between mafiosi
and politicians and state officials. On one side, the 1980s saw the highest
moment of mafia leverage on the political world. The rise of the entrepreneur-
ial mafia did away with the old subordination of the mafioso to his political
patrons. What has been uncovered by judicial investigations throughout the
Mezzogiorno can no longer be classified within the scheme of the traditional
patronage system. Nor can it be described merely as an exchange of votes
against public works between politicians and mafia entrepreneurs. What
emerges is the existence of permanent and equal electoral and business pacts
(often behind the cover of straw men) between politicians and modern
capimafia. The inquiries carried out in the early 1990s by the Reggio Calabria
and Palmi Procure have, for example, extensively proved that in Calabria the
‘ndranghetisti not only exert a tight control on the political and administra-
tive life of their communities83  but, as in Sicily, they also play a decisive role
in the selection and promotion of the candidates for the national Parliament.
During the ninth legislature (1992-94), the Reggio Calabria prosecutors re-
quested the parliament to authorize proceeding against four Calabrian mem-
bers of Parliament (Dep. Riccardo Misasi, Dep. Sandro Principe, Dep. Paolo
Romeo, and Sen. Sisinio Zito) on the ground of suspected criminal mafia
association.84  In March 1996, Giacomo Mancini, former national secretary of
the Socialist party and Cosenza mayor, was condemned to a ten-year sentence
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for external support to a mafia association. Additionally, the investigation
initiated by the Palmi chief prosecutor, who seized electoral material from the
homes of well-known mafia bosses during the political elections of 5 April
1992, confirmed mafia interest in engaging in electoral campaigns so as to
have candidates elected who would offer protection and support to their
criminal activities.85

Indeed in Calabria, where the crime consortium enjoyed a persistent ne-
glect by the national law enforcement headquarters and the public opinion,
the intermingling between mafia consortia and clientelistic-business net-
works reached an unprecedented phase after the mid-1970s: the unification
of the two power structures through the infiltration of state institutions by
men formally affiliated to the mafia confederation. As Roberto Pennisi, a
prosecutor of Procura della Repubblica di Reggio Calabria, stated in front of
the Commissione Antimafia,

…often when we talk about the relationship between the mafia and segments of the
state, of politics, of professions (physicians, lawyers, engineers and so on), we think
that the mafia is on one side and all these other realities on the other and that these
relationships are almost like rivers set up between these two entities. But, there are no
rivers, because it is the same thing. The mafia has its own physicians, its own
lawyers, its own politicians and, perhaps, its own segments of state institutions.
There is no need to imagine a relationship.... The mafia has all these characters inside,
it shapes them, they are its own, it does not need to get close to them or to entrap
them, in order to get, and consequently do, favors.86

Over the last twenty years ‘Ndrangheta families have been ever more suc-
cessful in electing their own members to public offices, in an effort to foster
their economic and political interests more effectively and cheaply. In some
cases the mafiosi-politicians even held ruling positions within the mafia
consortia. Since the death of Paolo De Stefano in 1985, for example, the two
main chiefs of the Reggio Calabria clan have allegedly been the lawyer Giorgio
De Stefano, who was for a long time a Christian Democrat representative in
the city council, and Paolo Romeo, a member of Parliament for the Partito
Socialdemocratico Italiano (PSDI) for several legislatures.87

In Cosa Nostra, instead, where the coincidence of the mafioso’s and
politician’s roles was already common in the 1950s, a reversal of power rela-
tions between Cosa Nostra and their political referents began to take place in
the late 1970s. Emboldened by the millions of dollars accumulated in the
transcontinental heroin trade,88  Cosa Nostra chiefs increased their requests
and began to exercise the control over the political life in their areas of
dominion in an ever more pressing and arrogant way. Additionally, in the late
1970s Cosa Nostra started to kill politicians who did not honor pacts they
had engaged in with the mafia in order both to punish them and to warn other
mafia political associates. In March 1979, Michele Reina, the secretary of the
Palermitan DC, was shot and a few months afterwards Piersanti Mattarella, the
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DC president of the Sicilian Region, was murdered. After receiving mafia
votes, Mattarella had been trying to free himself from mafia obligations and
to launch a moralizing campaign inside his own party.89  After the failed ma-
nipulation of the final sentence concerning the largest penal proceeding
started by the Palermitan law enforcement agencies in the 1980s (the so-
called first Palermitan maxi-processo), even Salvo Lima and one of his cous-
ins, Ignazio (Nino had already died of natural causes in the late 1980s), were
shot in March and August 1992, respectively.

 On the other side, during the 1980s mafia bosses began to meet increasing
difficulties in shaping public policy and, specifically, law enforcement ac-
tion. Especially in Sicily, from the late 1970s a younger generation of pros-
ecutors, judges, and police officials, who rejected an apologetic conception
of the mafia, adopted new, empirical methods of anti-mafia investigation that
began to produce considerable results. These southern state representatives
also benefited from the successes of their northern counterparts in their fight
against terrorism.90  This struggle, in fact, not only increased the legitimacy of
the law enforcement apparatus vis-à-vis the general population but also led
to the accumulation of experience (such as working in “pools” and exchang-
ing information among different prosecutors’ offices) and the enactment of
legislative measures (including the 1980 law that provided “compensation”
for the members of underground organizations who cooperated with investi-
gations) that turned out to be of great help for the new generation of magis-
trates and police officials committed to the prosecution of mafia crimes.

Unable to influence these new officials directly or through politicians,
Cosa Nostra was obliged to resort to violence in order to neutralize them.
From 1979 to 1982, more than 15 state officials and politicians were mur-
dered in the Palermo province. In autumn 1982, in particular, the General
Carlo Alberto Dalla Chiesa, who had three months before been sent to Sicily
as prefect of the Palermo province and high commissioner against the mafia,
was killed together with his wife and driver in Palermo.91  The murder repre-
sented a turning point since it stimulated a large popular upheaval and a
strong repressive reaction from state authorities. Two weeks after the Dalla
Chiesa murder, the La Torre law, named after the Sicilian Communist leader
who had also been killed by the mafia in April 1982, was passed.92  It intro-
duced the crime of delinquent association of mafia type (art. 416 bis Penal
Code) and authorized the seizure and forfeiture of illegally acquired property
of those suspected of art. 416 bis. Between 1982 and 1986 nearly 15,000 men
were denounced in all Italy for criminal association of mafia type. Of these,
406 were brought to trial by a pool of Palermitan investigating magistrates
(including Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino) in the so-called Palermitan
maxi-processo or “maxi trial.”

The state anti-mafia campaign was encouraged by widespread public sup-
port. Shocked by the murder of Dalla Chiesa, the Palermitani participated in
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unprecedented public demonstrations, including a spontaneous candlelight
procession in honor of his memory. Since then a “protean and multifaceted
anti-mafia movement” has developed.93  In January 1984, representatives of
the city party section and trade unions, responding to other assassinations,
formed the so-called Coordinamento Antimafia, whose activities included
organizing conferences and demonstrations on behalf of mafia victims. In
1985 Leoluca Orlando, a member of a reformist, left-wing faction of the Chris-
tian Democratic party who had taken a clear stance against the mafia, began
to serve as mayor. During his administration the city hall became a focal point
for the condemnation of mafia and its supportive political culture. For the
multiplicity of activities that accompanied Palermo’s maxi-processo, the mid-
1980s were called “Palermo’s springtime.”

To punish the mafia traditional Christian Democrat associates who were
accused of insufficiently protecting mafia interests by letting the maxi-
processo take place, Totò Riina, Cosa Nostra supreme chief from the early
1980s onwards, ordered all mafia affiliates to vote for the candidates of the
Socialist and Radical Party (PSI and PR) in the 1987 national elections. Even
this maneuver, however, failed. The PSI exponents soon forgot the “guaran-
teeing” promises that had been made to mafiosi during the electoral cam-
paign. The first degree trial of the maxi-processo ended in December 1987
with a ruling that meted out 2,665 years of imprisonment, 19 life-sentences,
11 billion lira of fines (at the 1987 exchange rate about US $8 million) and
114 acquittals. On 30 January 1992, despite the elaboration of a complex
strategy of conditioning that saw the intervention of Salvo Lima, other members
of Andreotti’s faction in Sicily, and even the president of the first section of the
Corte di Cassazione, Corrado Carnevale (now indicted for the crime of mafia
association) (PrPA 1997b), the supreme judicial body, definitively confirmed
both the interpretative scheme and most of the first-degree sentence convictions.

Not only did Sicilian mafiosi begin to face the first important setbacks in
their influence of state decision making, but the quality of the relationships
between mafia and political power also rapidly deteriorated. First, due to the
decreasing legitimacy of mafia families, these contacts and exchanges have
had to become more secretive. From the 1960s onwards, the mafia began to be
condemned in ever-greater sectors of the southern Italian population. Conse-
quently, open relationships with mafiosi progressively became a handicap for
a man in politics. Once again, this trend can be detected in Sicily earlier than
in Calabria. “Before 1963,” noted the first Parliamentary Anti-Mafia Com-
mission, “many mafiosi paraded their relationship with politicians and local
administrators—and vice versa. At polling stations, mafiosi’s presence was
impudent and aggressive. It is rare nowadays to see links between mafiosi and
politicians openly manifested.”94

The process of cultural modernization has also fostered the dissolution of
the subculture shared by both mafiosi and politicians in the past. Conse-
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quently, the relationships among these subjects have lost their roots in a
common subcultural system and have at the same time become primarily—if
not exclusively—based on utilitarian calculations. Especially in Cosa Nostra’s
case, the consolidation of mafia leverage on the political competition has
been accompanied by a growing distrust and lack of respect towards the
political class. The change of attitude emerges powerfully from the compari-
son between the following two statements that refer to two periods separated
by about thirty years. On one hand, according to Gioacchino Pennino, the
relationships between Salvo Lima and his uncle, chief of the Brancaccio
family, “were of great affinity both on a personal and a political level. Tommaso
Buscetta and the brothers La Barberas were closely linked to both of them:
they saw each very often.”95  The exchange of favors was thus inserted into a
long-term relationship, which went far beyond the utilitarian moment but
was based on friendship and bonds of mutual respect. On the other hand,
totally different appears to be the attitude held by Totò Riina, Cosa Nostra
head in the last fifteen years, in respect of politicians: as the pentito Balduccio
di Maggio remembers:

Riina Salvatore personally told me more than once that it is not possible that a
politician at any level becomes a man of honor. It is not even possible that a man of
honor starts a political career; on the basis of this rule that was stated to me in
categorical terms, there is a substantial despite on the part of Cosa Nostra towards
political men who are not regarded as serious enough to become part of the organi-
zation.96

To compensate the weakening strength of subcultural values, the relation-
ships between mafiosi and politicians have been cemented by monetary re-
wards more frequently than in the past. Depending on the occasions, money
has flowed in both directions. Mafiosi paid in order to obtain a favor, the
adjudication of a tender or the adjustment of a process, politicians, on other
hand, occasionally paid money in order to secure the support of a mafia
family during electoral campaigns.97  Betrayals and double games were then
discouraged by the employment and the threat of violence on the part of
mafia families: “We obviously give votes to politicians of our choice,” states
Di Maggio, “after a previous agreement with them, but they have to do what
we say, ‘otherwise we break them their horns’.”98

Since the 1970s a powerful means to stabilize relationships between mafia
and politics and at the same time to cope with the decline in mafia legitimiza-
tion has been the Freemasonry. Up to the late 1960s the contacts between the
Masonry and Cosa Nostra and the ‘Ndrangheta were sporadic. In Sicily, ac-
cording to various Justice collaborators, the relationship was originally char-
acterized by the acknowledgment of the reciprocal spheres of autonomy and
of the equality between the two brotherhoods. It was through Masonic chan-
nels that extreme right-wing movements asked Cosa Nostra to participate in
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the 1970 and 1974 subversive attempts. Then, from the mid-1970s the rela-
tionship became much closer. According to the Catania pentito Antonino
Calderone, in 1977 a secret Masonic lodge asked Cosa Nostra to let two “men
of honor” from each province join the Masonry. Allegedly, it was Stefano
Bontade, through his brother-in-law Giacomo Vitale, who belonged to a Ma-
sonic lodge, that promoted this initiative and, by highlighting the great ad-
vantages connected to this, convinced the most influential Cosa Nostra chiefs
to authorize the violation of the rule prohibiting the members of the mafia to
adhere to other associations.99

The ‘Ndrangheta, unlike Cosa Nostra, was, throughout all the 1960s, in a
subordinate position to the Masonry. No mafiosi were affiliated to the Ma-
sonry but, according to the former ‘Ndrangheta affiliate, Giacomo Lauro, the
latter “acted as a connecting means with state institutions and…obtained a
percentage from the businesses that brokered on our account.”100  Following
the Reggio Calabria revolt of 1970, however, the relationship between the
two associations was very much intensified and set up on a more equal basis:
the close interaction between ‘Ndrangheta bosses and heads of fascist move-
ments belonging to the Masonry who managed the revolt promoted the affili-
ation of the former to the Masonry. The entrance of ‘Ndrangheta chiefs into
the Masonry was institutionalized with the creation of a secret rank within
the Calabrian organization, named Santa. All the members of the Santa were
authorized to join the Masonry and, indeed, most of them did, to the point
that, according to Pasquale Barreca, a former high-ranking member of the De
Stefano coalition, “in Calabria the ‘Ndrangheta and the Masonry have be-
come a ‘single thing’.”101

From the mid-1970s infiltration of the Freemasonry as well as of other
lobbying networks came to play a crucial role in mafia associations’ strategy
of approaching and of penetrating into the political and institutional circles.
It is increasingly through the Masonry and, above all, in the “covered” lodges,
that mafiosi enter in illicit agreements with politicians, state officials, and
professionals. On this theme, in a monumental request for warrants of arrest
for almost 500 members of the ‘Ndrangheta, the Calabrian prosecutors affirm
that:

…the entrance into previously existing or ad hoc constituted Masonic lodges was
the way to establish links with those social strata which traditionally adhered to the
Masonry, that is, members of the liberal professions (physicians, lawyers, and nota-
ries), entrepreneurs and politicians, representatives of state institutions, among them
magistrates and members of the police forces. Through this link, the ‘Ndrangheta
was able to find not only new possibilities for economic investment, but previously
unconceived political outlets. Above all, that “covering,” accomplished in various
ways and in various levels (diversions, lack of investigations, attacks of every kind
to noncompliant magistrates, adjustments of trials, etc.), produced a substantial
impunity, characteristic of this criminal organization, rendering it almost “invisible”
to institutions, to such an extent that only a couple of years back it came to the
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attention of the national public opinion and of the most qualified investigative bod-
ies.102

The exploitation of the Masonic network by mafia confederations is un-
doubtedly facilitated by some specific features of this association. First of all,
the bond of solidarity, brotherhood, and mutual aid to which the “brothers”
pledge makes it easier for mafia members to ask for “favors,” even from people
belonging to the political and administrative community in the Masonic
lodges. Secondly, and more importantly, the “confidentiality” that character-
izes the Masonic membership makes it difficult to reconstruct the interper-
sonal relations that constitute the organizational foundation of the association.
Secrecy is, in particular, maximized within “covered” lodges, which are cre-
ated next to the regular ones to host the most prestigious affiliates, and by the
possibilities of “reserved” affiliations for members covering delicate institu-
tional roles, such as those all’orecchio, which are known only to the head of
the lodge.103  Third, Masonic rules provide both the mafiosi and their counter-
parts in illicit deals a well-founded expectation about the silence and the
reliability of each other. Even if the Masonic politician or state official who is
asked a “favor” by a Masonic/mafia brother refuses, he is still bound to keep
silent so that the illicit request remains secret and is not denounced to the law
enforcement agencies.104

For these reasons, the Freemasonry has from the early 1970s come to rep-
resent a privileged channel for Sicilian and Calabrian mafia associations to
contact the representatives of the state. Though the subject is still partially
veiled by secrecy, recent investigations have proved that many illicit deals
have been made under the protective shield of the Freemasonry. Several in-
vestigations carried out by the Prosecutor’s Offices of Palmi and Reggio
Calabria have revealed that the selection of candidates for local and national
elections, capable of promoting mafia interests took place within secret Ma-
sonic lodges.105  It has been ascertained, furthermore, that Freemasons and in
particular, Licio Gelli, the Grand Master of the Lodge P2 (Propaganda 2) were
also involved in the electoral campaign of mafia-sponsored candidates in
1992 political elections in Calabria.106  The conditioning of law enforcement
action has also time and again taken place through Masonic or illicit lobby-
ing networks, as pentiti both in Sicily and in Calabria refer. Significantly,
Bruno Contrada, a high-ranking police official who was condemned for fa-
voring mafia interests, was a member of a para-Masonic secret association,
the Ordine Equestre del Santo Sepolcro.107

The Masonry has not only provided contacts with politicians and state
officials. By enhancing contacts with members of the economic and financial
establishments, affiliation with the Masonic network has also helped mafia
members access new channels for the laundering and reinvestment of illicit
proceeds and to enter into collusive agreements aimed at the control of the
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public works market. The contacts with both the financier Michele Sindona
and Roberto Calvi were, for instance, at least partially mediated by the Ma-
sonry.108  It was, for example, the secret Masonic lodge P2, headed by Licio
Gelli, that allegedly acted as a guarantor in laundering the drug money of the
Sicilian cosche carried out by Roberto Calvi, director of the Banco
Ambrosiano.109

The range of services mafiosi may draw from their Masonic brothers is well
illustrated by the case of Pino Mandalari, a well-known Palermitan accoun-
tant arrested by the Palermitan prosecutors in December 1994 for the crime of
mafia association. Through a series of shell companies, Mandalari had ad-
ministered the properties of Totò Riina, Cosa Nostra chief, and several other
members of the Corleone family ever since the late 1960s. In addition to these
financial tasks, Mandalari had founded and headed a secret Masonic lodge
which, though not affiliated with any internationally recognized Masonic
order, had attracted several members of the Sicilian establishment. It was
through this network of contacts that Mandalari succeeded in securing good
investments for his clients as well as representing the interests of Cosa Nostra
in the circles of the Palermitan “high society.” The network of affiliates was
also employed to promote associated candidates in elections. In fact, several
wiretappings carried out in the months before the 1994 national elections
proved Mandalari’s extensive commitment to several candidates of the right
wing Alleanza Nazionale and Forza Italia.110

The Situation Today: Persistence and Vulnerability

By increasing the “invisibility” of the political-criminal nexus, entrance
into the Freemasonry has successfully helped mafiosi and mafia-friendly poli-
ticians to counter the vulnerabilities that have emerged since the 1970s. With
time, however, the latter have come to the fore. Weaknesses are in fact prima-
rily related to the long-term process of mafia delegitimization begun in the
1960s. As a matter of fact, this process suddenly accelerated in 1992 and 1993
following the “terrorist” campaign staged by Sicilian Cosa Nostra. The mur-
ders of the magistrates Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino committed in
rapid succession, and the bombs that exploded in some major Italian cities,111

moved large strata of the Sicilian civil society and of the entire country
against the mafia.

State institutions also reacted to these events with a strong counterattack,
producing the highest peak of anti-mafia activities in the last thirty years. In
the summer of 1992 a new anti-mafia act was passed, according to which most
mafia chiefs were to be detained in special high security prisons, 7,000 sol-
diers were sent to Sicily to help civil police forces and anti-mafia investiga-
tions were substantially facilitated. The enactment of a law to protect “justice
collaborators” and their families, the wide range of provisions foreseen by the
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law of August 1992, as well as the successes of law enforcement forces, fa-
vored the growth of the phenomenon of pentitismo, powerfully intensifying
the internal tensions and contradictions of mafia associations. As of 30 June
1996, former organized crime members cooperating with the judiciary num-
bered 1,177.112  The declarations of informers made possible the widening
and updating of the investigators’ body of knowledge on the different facets
of Italian organized crime and led to the arrest of fugitives, some of whom had
been hiding for decades, and to the enhancement of investigations. The geog-
raphy and the power networks of Cosa Nostra, the ‘Ndrangheta, and the other
major southern criminal coalitions were reconstructed. Murders and other
serious offenses that had long gone unpunished were finally solved. Indeed,
breaking the tradition that usually saw “excellent murders” unresolved, the
Caltanissetta prosecutors were able to discover the instigators and executors
of the Capaci and via d’Amelio slaughters where Judges Falcone and Borsellino
lost their lives, together with the former’s wife and eight policemen. A first-
degree Court has already condemned most defendants. Thanks to the pentiti’s
contributions, past cases that had been dismissed were reopened and the trials
are underway.

Though it was until recently a sort of “national taboo,” the existence of
pacts between mafiosi and state representatives has also begun to be un-
veiled. In addition to Andreotti’s trials, several other investigations of politi-
cians and state officials are underway. Between 1991 and 1995 more than half
of the deputies of the Sicilian Regional Parliament and 17 Sicilian deputies
of the national Parliament were targeted by charges of mafia association and
corruption. In particular, all the chiefs and main characters of Andreotti’s
faction in Sicily are either dead or are now facing trial. Furthermore, since the
approval of the Law n. 221/91, “concerning the dismissal of the councils of
communes, provinces and other local institutions following phenomena of
mafia infiltration and conditioning,” more than 110 communal councils have
been dismissed in Campania, Calabria, and Sicily.113

The emotional reaction of state officials and public opinion alike to the
terrorist strategy staged by Cosa Nostra is not enough to explain why the
political-criminal nexus finally began to be revealed and severed in the early
1990s. Nor is it sufficient to recall the introduction of a set of new legislative
tools right before and after the killing of Judges Falcone and Borsellino. (In
addition to those already mentioned, a new specialized police force was set
up to deal with organized crime—the Direzione Investigativa Antimafia
(DIA)—in December 1991, and in 1993 the way was opened for penal pros-
ecutions of members of Parliament).

To be fully understood, the detection and prosecution of the political-
criminal nexus since 1992 need to be framed in wider historical processes. In
a long-term, nationwide perspective, we ought, first of all, to mention the
processes of social, economic, and cultural modernization that have changed
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Italy since the end of the Second World War. Though with disparities and
contradictions, a poor, predominantly agricultural, still largely illiterate coun-
try has, in about half a century, become the fifth richest nation of the world.114

Moreover, economic development has been accompanied by deep changes in
the social and cultural structure—such as the strengthening of the Italian civil
society and the diffusion of universalistic codes and practices—which fostered
the rise of anti-mafia movements since the early 1980s and which are the main
cause of the process of delegitimization of mafia organizations and culture.

Faced with growing external constraints and the competition of develop-
ing countries, in the early 1990s Italy could no longer tolerate the distortions
and wastes caused by the diffusion of corruptive and clientelistic practices. If
these widespread practices had not been tackled, Italian development could
not have proceeded any further. Indeed, in a systemic perspective, the anti-
mafia and anti-corruption investigations carried out by the judiciary in differ-
ent parts of Italy since 1992 may be seen as a reaction to these constraints, as
an attempt to introduce more efficiency, fairness, and transparency into the
relationships between the administration and the citizens and thus to elimi-
nate a major impediment to the future development of the country.

Another large-scale factor to be considered is the fall of the USSR. With
the end of the Cold War, the Communist Party (which in 1989 broke with its
own past and took the name of Partito Democratico della Sinistra) finally
gained full legitimacy vis-à-vis internal competitors, and the creation of a
government coalition not including Christian Democrats (who had been part
of government coalitions without interruption since 1948) became a real
possibility. Likewise, the Christian Democrat and Socialist politicians that
had in the past claimed immunity from investigations on the basis of their
support for the Atlantic coalition, lost this blanket of legitimacy and became
liable to inquiries concerning their bribes and shady deals.

Next to these two macro-changes, other more specific factors need to be
considered. First, the growing independence of the judiciary was consis-
tently enhanced by the successful campaign against terrorism staged in the
1970s and early 1980s. This factor, coupled with the strong backing of civil
society, enabled prosecutors and judges to go on with their anti-mafia and
anti-corruption inquiries even when these began to involve high-ranking
politicians and state officials. In particular, the anti-corruption inquiries, which
were autonomously started by the Milanese “Clean Hands” pool in early
1992 and which were also made possible by the above-mentioned long-term
changes, provided a powerful backing to the investigations carried out by the
southern Italian procure on corrupt exchanges between members of mafia
associations, politicians, and state officials.

Another element worth mentioning is the growing international coopera-
tion between the Italian judiciary, on one side, and its counterparts in the
United States, Germany, Switzerland, and other European countries. Judicial
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collaboration with the United States goes back to the early 1980s and has
ever since produced great results including the management of several joint
operations (such as the so called “Pizza connection,” “Irontower,” and “Green
Ice” to mention only the most famous) and the common handling of impor-
tant mafia turncoats (including Tommaso Buscetta, the man of honor who
first revealed the existence of Cosa Nostra to Judge Giovanni Falcone).115

Likewise, Italian prosecutors have time and again exploited the mutual aid
relations with their European counterparts to find proof of money laundering
and corruption charges against a myriad of mafiosi, financial and business
entrepreneurs, politicians, and state officials.

Finally, we need to consider changes within the mafia world and particu-
larly within the Sicilian mafia confederation, Cosa Nostra, which has so far
been the main target of judicial investigations. With their entrance into the
transcontinental drug trade, both Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta families ac-
quired great wealth, which was unthinkable before the late 1970s when most
mafia members were rather poor or only relatively well off. The drug trade
profits were then invested in a number of legitimate businesses, thus allowing
mafia members to exert an even tighter control over the licit economy of their
own communities. New wealth and power, however, soon became liabilities.

The large money flows, new patterns of conspicuous consumption, and
the acquisition of numerous legitimate businesses attracted the attention of
the judiciary. Mafia families were also rendered more vulnerable by the grow-
ing intermingling with nonmembers imposed by the patterns and rhythms of
the commerce in narcotics and other illegal commodities that reduced the
homogeneity and cohesion of the inner group. Drug trafficking also caused bloody
internal conflicts, frequently along generational lines. The opposition of elder
affiliates to the involvement in the drug trade was frequently overcome with
violence, which also unavoidably attracted law enforcement attention. In addi-
tion, dramatic executions of mafia bosses in public places were carried out to gain
control of profitable rings in the drug trade, thus further increasing mafia visibil-
ity and vulnerability.116  These public outbursts of violence, which also targeted
several representatives of state institutions, severely affected mafia legitimacy
vis-à-vis the general population. They also alienated the sympathies of the very
politicians who had come to terms with them. After accepting mafia electoral
support, many of them—ranging allegedly from high-ranking representatives
of the Socialist Party to Andreotti himself—tried to distance themselves from
mafia alliances and took measures that damaged mafia interests. (In Spring
1991, for example, then Socialist Justice Minister Claudio Martelli and Prime
Minister Giulio Andreotti issued a special decree that sent more than a hundred
mafiosi back to jail, after they had been freed by a corrupt judge on spurious
grounds). Threatened and blackmailed by an ever more arrogant Cosa Nostra, a
growing number of associated politicians and state officials decided that they
could no longer afford to tolerate this parasitic and unpredictable rival.
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It was the fortunate combination of these elements, coupled with the pub-
lic outcry caused by Cosa Nostra’s terrorist strategy that allowed anti-mafia
and anti-corruption investigations to proceed in the early 1990s. Consequently,
the room for discretion open to the corrupt representatives of the state has
sharply diminished and the costs and risks of protecting mafia interests while
holding political and institutional positions have grown considerably. The
number of politicians willing to come to terms with the mafia has also de-
creased. As a consequence, over the last few years capimafia have found it
increasingly costly to influence state action and decision making and their
chances of obtaining what they want have rapidly diminished, thus further
weakening the mafia chiefs’ legitimization vis-à-vis their own subordinates.

Nonetheless, though endangered, the political-criminal nexus is far from
being disbanded. Irrespective of the fact that the mafia consortia’s complex
network of political and institutional connections has begun to be targeted
by judicial inquiries, a considerable number of politicians and state officials
are still ready to advocate mafia interests. Members of the political and insti-
tutional establishment who have “recycled” themselves from 1994 in the so-
called “Second Republic,”and who are subjugated to mafia interests represent
the bulk of this group. Their political survival depends, in fact, on the cover-
up of their past and present collusive agreements, whereas their physical
well-being depends on the ability to refute accusations of betrayal by mafia
members. Beyond monetary interests, the identification with mafia interests
is for these actors almost complete.

This web of contacts and alliances was to have been exploited in 1993 to
launch a separatist project that, by creating an independent state in southern
Italy or at least in Sicily, would have enabled mafia associations to exert a
stronger influence over political and judicial decision making affecting them.
This project went through the first implementation stages and even obtained
some promising initial success. At the election for the renewal of the Catania
provincial council in January 1994, a separatist list Sicilia Libera, created by
Tullio Cannella acting on the orders of the Corleonesi, gained about 9 per-
cent of the vote. Initiatives to support such a plan were also taken by the
bosses of the Calabrian mafia association with the meaningful support of
several high-ranking Mason “brothers.”117  The plan, however, came to a sud-
den halt as Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta bosses thought their interests could
be represented at the national level by the alliance of center-right and right
parties, which took shape in late 1993 under the leadership of television
tycoon Silvio Berlusconi, that won the March 1994 national elections. As the
Calabrian pentito Cesare Polifroni stated right after the elections:

In this moment waiting for the politics of the new government is the prevalent
attitude. I may say in this respect that there was the order of all the organizations in
Sicily, Calabria, and Campania to vote either for Berlusconi or for Pannella, with the
certainty that they were going to be the winning group. We believe that the new govern-
ment will dismantle all the repressive legislation and go back to the “free state.”118
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Despite repeated attempts to discredit pentiti and to reform the anti-mafia
legislation, the Berlusconi government, lasting only a few months, did not
succeed in satisfying mafia expectations. Such a failure, however, has cer-
tainly not brought a halt to relationships between members of mafia organi-
zations and representatives of the state. Although these relationships appear
today much more fragile than in the past, since they no longer stand on a shared
subcultural background and must be carefully hidden from the public view, they
are perpetuated by the system of mutual rewards. Notwithstanding the growing
distrust towards the political class, mafia bosses certainly cannot afford to loosen
the contacts with politicians and indeed, are compelled, more than ever, to try
to influence the political and judicial decision-making process.

Likewise, for some politicians and state officials, the risks of coming to
terms with the mafia still appear lower than the potential monetary and elec-
toral rewards and their moral restraints are not high enough to prevent them
from entering into such deals. Some of them, furthermore, are blackmailed
and intimidated by the cosche and are obliged by their own past choices to
keep on promoting mafia interests. Although the base of mafia supporters in
the political and institutional establishment is shrinking, the investigations
going on in several parts of the country demonstrate that there are still politi-
cians willing to make a “pact with the devil” in order to foster their political
careers as well as by state officials ready to face the increased risks of mafia
cooperation so as to integrate their income with occult rewards and gifts.119  In
April 1999, for example, Stefano Cusumano, a Sicilian Treasury undersecretary
was arrested for allegedly providing a number of favors to a Catanese mafia
group, including a large public contract for the construction of a hospital.120

The recent acquittal of Andreotti, moreover, reveals the difficulties of in-
vestigating the political-criminal nexus. Though the sentences are not yet
known, in both Palermo and Perugia the judges most probably considered the
evidence presented by the prosecutors inadequate to condemn one of the
most famous political figures of the Republican era. Lacking written proof
and photographic documentation, in fact, prosecutors had largely relied on
the statements of mafia witnesses, many of whom repeated what other men of
honor had told them. If many of the trials that are still pending end with
similar verdicts, the whole anti-mafia and anti-corruption campaign may come
in for sharp criticism by more or less disinterested sections of public opinion,
and the risks associated with shady dealings may thus sink again rapidly,
favoring the spread of old corrupt practices.

Thus, although the first half of the1990s has registered great successes in
the fight against the mafia and the political-criminal nexus, it is too early to
exult in our victory. It is true that Cosa Nostra’s and ‘Ndrangheta’s ability to
influence systematically the political and judicial decision-making processes
at the national level has been consistently reduced. It seems highly unlikely
that Sicilian and Calabrian mafia groups will again penetrate state institu-
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tions to the degree that they did in the past. Nonetheless, especially in Calabria,
where antimafia investigations have met stronger resistance than in Sicily,
the political-criminal nexus is still in place. The influence of ‘Ndrangheta
cosche on local political life remains pervasive. In the rare cases when they
do not succeed in peacefully influencing public affairs, the cosche attack the
public administrators with intimidations and threats. A recent victim of this
strategy of violent influence has, for example, been the left-wing Reggio
Calabria mayor, Italo Falcomatà, who, unlike his predecessors, has made anti-
mafia commitment one of the characteristic traits of his administration.121

Even in Sicily, notwithstanding the election of a new generation of commit-
ted anti-mafia mayors in the two last Sicilian administrative elections (1993
and 1997), elements of local and regional political life are still today con-
trolled by people linked to traditional, clientelistic, and mafia-clientelistic
ways of running politics. Furthermore, in both regions mafia groups are ac-
tively trying to weave contacts with the representatives of the left-wing coa-
lition that has governed the country since 1996 and their efforts are at least
occasionally successful, as Cusumano’s arrest proves. Though in weaker, looser
forms, the political-criminal nexus seems therefore bound to reproduce itself.
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Drugs and Democracy in Colombia

Rensselaer W. Lee III and Francisco E. Thoumi

The corruption of the Cali cartel is worse than
the terrorism of the Medellín cartel . . . terrorism
can be fought and faced; corruption has no
face.

—Alfonso Valdivieso, 1995

Introduction

A succession of scandals that besieged the Ernesto Samper administration
from the time it took power in August 1994 brought the country to the brink
of a political and economic collapse. Tapes of telephone conversation made
public immediately after Samper’s election revealed that his campaign had
been heavily funded by drug money. After a lengthy and traumatic legal
process that indicted and convicted several important politicians, the presi-
dent himself was exonerated on the grounds that the funding “took place
behind his back.” Independent of the president’s verdict, the trial forced Co-
lombians to acknowledge the existence of a very close nexus between poli-
tics and the illegal drug industry that polarized the country and weakened the
government.1 During the last few years guerrilla and paramilitary organiza-
tions gained strength relative to the forces of the state and became the recog-
nized de facto power in many regions,2 the level of violence increased
dramatically, the vice-president resigned in protest against Samper, corrup-
tion charges were raised against several key government figures, and ministe-
rial changes became common. The relations between Colombia and the United
States deteriorated during the Samper administration to a point not seen since
the independence of Panama in 1903.3 (They have recovered somewhat dur-
ing the Pastrana presidency). The traditionally resilient Colombian economy
began to show signs of major strains as growth declined in the mid-1990s.
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This trend was accentuated in 1998 and 1999, and Colombia may experience
the first negative growth year since the end of the Second World War. Urban
unemployment increased some 5 percent from the beginning of the Samper
administration in 1994 to over 13 percent in 1997, reaching an unprecedented
19 percent in early 1999. Simultaneously, at the end of the Samper adminis-
tration the fiscal deficit loomed out of control.

The political-criminal nexus in Colombia is a complex phenomenon, part
of an ongoing Colombian drama in which many actors with various interests
play a role: illegal drugs and other criminal organizations, guerrillas, para-
military groups, the army and the police, the government and its bureaucracy,
political parties, the United States government, civil society organizations
(including the main legal economic interests of the country) and others. The
nexus among these players is intertwined and difficult to ascertain with a
high degree of certainty.

Using published sources and interviews with some of the main politicians
of the country, including those in and out of jail, the authors seek to advance
the understanding of these relationships. These interviews focused on the
relationship between politicians and the illegal drug industry only. They
dealt with other actors only marginally, and were aimed at identifying the
structure of the political-criminal nexus, how it developed, the implications,
and possible policy alternatives.4 This discussion is divided into three sec-
tions: the conditions that favored the development of the nexus, followed by
the development of the nexus itself, and finally the vulnerability of the nexus.

Conditions for the Nexus Development

Cocaine, heroin, and other illegal drugs are easy to produce. The techno-
logical skills required are relatively simple and well known. Still, some coun-
tries are more likely to produce drugs than others. The experience of countries
or regions that today produce illegal drugs indicate that there are some under-
lying conditions that encourage production, and that there are other immedi-
ate factors that appear to trigger production.

Underlying factors

The nature of the political-criminal nexus depends on the structure and
characteristics of the illegal industry. During the 1970s and 1980s Colombia
possessed a significant array of underlying structural conditions that made
the country the best place on the American continent for the industry to
concentrate its manufacturing and export activities. Some of these causes are
independent from the rest, but others interact with each other, enhancing their
importance. The main underlying structural conditions in Colombia were:
the delegitimization of the regime, the weakness of civil society, the wide-
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spread propensity to resolve disputes through violence, the geography of the
country, the structure of the political system and parties, various obstacles to
upward social mobility, the large scale of illegal economic activities, and the
social acceptance of contraband and money laundering.

The Colombian regime has not been based on a social consensus about
what society should be. It has been imposed by the traditional elites and has
been perceived as ratifying the widespread “ethos of inequality” that prevails
in society5 and a lack of acceptance and legitimacy of “the Other” as a valid
social actor.6 There is a long history of arbitrary law enforcement, and the
legal and judicial system has been used by those in power to extract benefits
for themselves. During this century the traditional hacienda- and minifundia-
based rural society changed as the country became urban, educated, and the
manufacturing and tertiary sectors of the economy developed. These changes
allowed many previously excluded from power to participate politically and
to try to share in the benefits of economic development. Past experiences
associated wealth with breaking economic laws and capturing rents. While in
the past only the small elite could capture rents, a fight developed as social
changes and development “democratized” rent seeking. The government
exercised only intermittent control over large economic activities and areas
of the country, and it never developed effective methods to protect property
rights and to solve conflicts. A growing gap between de jure and de facto
behaviors developed, legitimizing activities such as illegal drug production
and marketing.

Colombia has many civil organizations, but their large number is deceiv-
ing in the sense that they do not impose constraints on individual behavior.
National loyalty is almost nonexistent. Until the mid-twentieth century, po-
litical parties substituted as generators of deep loyalties for the country. In-
deed, the great “irrational” violence experienced during mid-century can be
explained only if one accepts that peasants had party loyalties comparable to
national loyalties in other countries. Colombia did not have native commu-
nities that provided a sense of belonging to their members; the Catholic
Church emphasized ritual compliance over behavior; and families became
increasingly weak as migrations and modernization took place. Large urban
growth and intra-city migrations prevented the development of neighbor-
hood organizations by which peer groups exert social pressure. The result is
a tragedy in which “there is capitalism but without its corresponding ethic of
individual responsibility. It is thus a savage capitalism.”7

Third, the growing illegitimacy of the regime and the weakening of civil
society constraints have resulted in declining public support for key national
institutions and the appearance of powerful nonstate actors like guerrilla and
paramilitary groups and drug cartels.8 Violence has been a very common
means of resolving individual conflicts and capturing rents and wealth. Co-
lombians’ willingness to use violence is significantly more pronounced than
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that of other societies. Indeed, Colombia may be the most violent country in
the world.9 (Colombia’s homicide rate at 78 per 100,000 in 1994 is seven
times the rate in the United States, and comparable to that of Washington,
DC). Violence has been used by Colombian traffickers to wrest control of the
U.S. wholesale cocaine business from Cuban and organized crime trafficking
syndicates.10 It has been used to settle disputes between and within Colombia’s
major trafficking coalitions. The Medellín and Cali cartels have used vio-
lence to intimidate or to assassinate Colombian journalists, politicians, judges,
congressmen, police, army officers, cabinet ministers, and other possible op-
ponents. Yet this is not the only role played by violence in the development
of the illegal drug industry. The violence of the 1940s and early 1950s, which
was associated with peasants’ fight for land, displaced many peasants who
then fled to unsettled isolated areas of the country.11 During the last twenty
years, rural violence has continued to displace large peasant populations
who have also settled in vacant isolated lands. Coca and poppy are the only
crops that produce an income level sufficient to sustain the settlements. Thus,
the failure of the land reform efforts is one of the main causes of the growth of
illegal crops.

The geography of the country has also been conducive to the develop-
ment of the illegal drug industry. The country’s location between the tradi-
tional coca growing areas and the main cocaine market made the country a
good transshipment site; also the large number of isolated, sparsely popu-
lated regions where there is very little government presence has made the
country an excellent location for illegal drug manufacturing and smuggling.
In such regions, laboratories, clandestine airstrips, and drug storage sites are
relatively difficult to detect. Scattered central or local government represen-
tatives are also extremely vulnerable to intimidation and bribes.

The political party structure and the traditional parties’ role in society
have been conditioned by the country’s geography. The weak physical inte-
gration of the country gave great autonomy to local leaders and govern-
ments. The two traditional parties developed with a very decentralized structure
in which local leaders could exert power without central government con-
trols. As observed in Leal (1989), weak central party organizations resulted in
weak party ideologies and very pragmatic politics. In the first part of this
century, local party leaders mediated between citizens and the state, and
party loyalties substituted for loyalty to the Colombian nation since the
presence of parties in many regions was stronger than that of the state. In the
last fifty years this has led to the development of a strong clientelistic system
in which the state has become a bounty to be distributed by local party
leaders.

The political system was insufficiently open and democratic. The period
of “La Violencia” (in effect, civil war between the Liberal and Conservative
parties in the late 1940s and the 1950s) ended with the “National Front,” an
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agreement between the two party elites to stop the killing and to distribute
the state bounty. A constitutional amendment was passed that required the
alternation of the presidency among the two parties for four periods and
distributed all government jobs equally between the two parties. After the
National Front formally ended in 1974, the political class refused to change
the system, and it continued to operate informally. The National Front was, in
fact, a cartel that monopolized power and excluded other political alterna-
tives. One result of this agreement was the depoliticization of the two parties
and their development into clientelistic electoral machines.12 The system
allowed for dissent within a party, but not for opposition. The party structure
facilitated the development of relatively cheap support networks that have
allowed the narcotics industry to operate in isolated regions; moreover,
clientelism made local politics highly vulnerable to penetration by the ille-
gal drug industry: once it is accepted that elections are won through direct or
indirect vote buying, those who have the most money will control the politi-
cal machinery.

Frustrated expectations of social mobility also contributed to the growth
of the illegal industry. The weak state and lack of national identity and inter-
personal trust were associated with extreme individuality and high transac-
tion costs. These factors in turn produced a society in which cliques or
mafia-like groups controlled business and political power. Within this con-
text, social mobility requires the acceptance of strangers within those groups.
There is no doubt that the success of the political system was due in part to the
fact that some local and student leaders who became socially mobile were
coopted. However, the possible social mobility channels were narrow to be-
gin with, and as the level of education in the country soared, they became
clogged.13 For many young, frustrated Colombians the illegal drug industry
was the easiest way to achieve social status. For others, the closeness of the
political system also led to frustrations that were vented through illegal ac-
tivities as a way to “get back at the system.”

The amount of income and capital obtained illegally has grown signifi-
cantly in Colombia during the last fifty years. This was a partial result and a
confirmation of the growing gap between de jure and de facto behaviors and
the weak state. Further, in this environment capital property rights were ille-
gitimate and predatory behavior became widespread. The acceptance of ille-
gal income and capital greatly increased.14 Among the main illegal industries
were emerald mining and exporting, diverse contraband imports, and contra-
band exports of cattle and coffee, through which Colombians developed
foreign exchange, money laundering skills and international smuggling dis-
tribution systems. Contraband imports are estimated variously to account for
20 to 40 percent of legal imports. A large informal and illegal economy
blurred any moral difference between drug generated income and capital and
other income and capital, resulted in a widespread acceptance of contraband
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and promoted the development of money laundering skills. All these factors
contributed to the development of the illegal drug industry.

Trigger factors

Other factors coincided to trigger the growth of the illegal drug industry
and facilitated the development of links with the legal economy and the
political regime in Colombia. Among these are the decline of economic
growth and the crises in certain industries, frequent tax amnesties, the inter-
national trend toward open market policies and the opening of the Colom-
bian economy in the 1990s, the international drug industry trends and some
of the anti-drug policies, the willingness of some high-profile Colombians to
negotiate with drug entrepreneurs, and the industry’s own initiatives to build
links with the political regime, and more recently, the willingness of members
of the political establishment to do the same.

The decline of Colombia’s growth and the crises of some industries during
the late 1970s and early 1980s also triggered the growth of the illegal drug
industry and helped cement the industry’s ties to the Colombian elite.15 The
main mafia organizations all developed in Antioquia, Valle and the North
Coast, regions which had suffered a decline of industry and an increase in
unemployment.16 When Medellín’s textile-dependent industrial sector col-
lapsed in the 1980s, local businessmen turned to the cocaine industry for
infusions of capital; some failed entrepreneurs even became traffickers them-
selves. In most parts of the world an economic recession does not in itself
result in the growth of international organized crime. However, the presence
of the structural elements discussed above turned the recession into a trigger
for the illegal drug industry.

Second, in an attempt to increase government revenues, the government
enacted tax reforms, accompanied by a tax amnesty in 1974. Successive gov-
ernments have implemented tax reforms, most of which have included tax
amnesties that under different rubrics allowed the repatriation of illegally
held assets with “no questions asked.” Such amnesties induced businessmen
to keep some of their activities under the table, on the understanding that if
needed, they could declare them openly. This kept money laundering costs
low and permitted the illegal drug industry to establish links with the formal
economy and the political system. In one notorious case in the early 1980s,
Medellín trafficker Carlos Lehder founded a political party with illegal funds,
the “Movimiento Latino Nacional.” The money came from cocaine and mari-
juana transshipment activities in the Bahamas, and was brought back to Co-
lombia under a tax amnesty declared by then-president Belisario Betancur.17

Third, from the point of view of drug control, macroeconomic policy strat-
egies seem to have changed at the wrong time. The protectionist and inter-
ventionist policies of past Colombian governments encouraged illegal
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economic activities and helped develop skills used in the expansion of the
illegal drug industry. If the economy had opened thirty years ago and de-
personalized market mechanisms had been in place, the kinds of rent-seeking
skills used to produce and export illegal drugs might not have developed to
the same degree. Once the opening occurred in the early 1990s, however, the
resultant liberalization of international trade and exchange increased the
drug kingpins’ opportunities to legitimize illicitly obtained wealth. How-
ever, given the decline in growth during the 1980s, the large volume of
contraband, world trends toward open economies, and the pressure put on the
Colombian government by multilateral financial institutions and some U.S.
government agencies, it is not clear that the Colombian government had any
alternative but to open its economy. At most, it probably could have followed
a different path, that is, opening the manufacturing sector first, while keeping
the monetary sector partially closed for a time.

Some international drug industry trends and some of the anti-drug poli-
cies outside Colombia also contributed to the growth of the Colombian in-
dustry. For example, the marijuana eradication programs of the late 1960s in
Mexico and Jamaica, and the Pinochet government’s attack on the Chilean
cocaine industry when he took over in 1973, were conducive to the develop-
ment of the Colombian industry in the 1970s. In a sense, Colombia became
“hooked” on drugs in this period. A fairly successful Colombian effort to
eradicate marijuana in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the sharp increase in
marijuana production in the U.S., and the development there of sinsemilla
(seedless cannabis) growing techniques that enhance marijuana’s drug con-
tent merely encouraged the search for alternative drugs in Colombia. Part of
the organizational and logistical infrastructure developed to export mari-
juana was redeployed in the service of the cocaine industry, but most was not.
The new cocaine industry required a more complex organization of produc-
tion, generated far more income, and had a much wider national political
impact than the more localized marijuana business.

Finally, Colombia’s violent conflict with the Medellín cartel in 1989-93
played a significant if indirect role in shaping the political-criminal nexus in
the country. The cartel’s “absolute and total war” against the government
punctuated by terrorist-style bombings in cities and kidnapping of members
of the Colombian elite had two important consequences. One was to force the
government into a de facto alliance with Medellín’s chief rival, the Cali
cartel. Cali maintained networks of informants within the Medellín coalition
and also monitored some of Escobar’s communications. Information obtained
from these channels was passed to the police and the Department of Adminis-
trative Security. This possibly proved decisive in the liquidation of Escobar
and most of his trafficking empire in 1993. Not surprisingly, the common
struggle against Escobar widened Cali’s points of contact with and access to
government officials and political leaders in Colombia. The Cali traffickers
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also wanted compensation for their contribution to the struggle in the form of
judicial benefits, such as short sentences and house arrest instead of a jail cell,
benefits which the government seemed willing to grant in the 1993-94 pe-
riod.

A second important consequence was a preference for negotiating deals
with drug criminals. Because of the weakness of the state and its criminal
justice institutions, authorities in the Gaviria and Samper administrations felt
compelled to make various legislative and judicial concessions to traffickers
to purchase a modicum of social peace. In effect, violence diminished
Colombia’s drug fighting resolve, accelerated the delegitimization of the
Colombian state, and strengthened the political-criminal nexus. The demise
of extradition, the passage of extremely favorable (to criminals) plea-bar-
gaining legislation, and the Colombian Chief Prosecutor’s (1993-94) enthu-
siasm for face-to-face meetings with the Cali cartel leaders all reflect this
unhealthy pattern of accommodation. The policy was to avoid a renewal of
narcoterrorism at almost any cost. Ernesto Samper’s defense minister Fernando
Botero declared in a September 1994 speech in Cali defending the
administration’s conciliatory approach toward Cali’s cocaine kingpins, “In
no way will we allow the nation to fall again into episodes of war.”18

Development of the Political-Criminal Nexus

Industry perspectives

Two aspects of the Colombian narcotics industry have contributed most
significantly to the formation of the political-criminal nexus in Colombia.
One is the industry’s sheer size. Estimates of the size of the industry are
uncertain, difficult to make, and vary within a wide range.19 As of the early to
mid-1990s, according to Clawson and Lee, the ten or fifteen main trafficking
organizations in Colombia could have received net revenues (after payments
to suppliers, transporters, and money launderers) of at least $3 billion to $4
billion annually from international sales of cocaine and heroin. More recent
estimates have a somewhat lower bottom estimate.20 Still, drug revenues for
the cartels amounted to roughly 4 to 7 percent of Colombia’s gross domestic
product in the 1990s, which makes narcotics barons a dominant economic
interest group in Colombia, particularly, because a large proportion of their
sales result in profits. Colombian traffickers’ large surpluses imply a signifi-
cant capability for system penetration activities such as lobbying, bribes, and
legal investments, as well as for the exercise of violence and intimidation
against the Colombian state. Furthermore, narcotraffickers’ accumulated
wealth (as opposed to annual earnings) from trafficking and legal businesses
is extremely threatening to the power structure. Independent of what esti-
mates are used, narco-income and narco-wealth are so large relative to key
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economic variables in Colombia that they could easily alter the status quo of
the economy and the political system.

A related problem is that traffickers need to buy high-level political sup-
port in order to launder their vast earnings in Colombia’s relatively small
economy. Large-scale transfers of funds and investments are necessarily con-
spicuous in such a setting and the dominant elites must acquiesce. As Thoumi
observes, “for the most part the drug cartels require only local support net-
works to allow them to grow coca and poppies and to manufacture and export
drugs. However, when it comes to laundering money these cartels often need
to win favor with ranking officials of the central government. Such favor
affords protection from the law. The reason that drug cartels have turned to
corrupting high-level government officials involves the Colombian economy’s
modest capacity for absorbing and hiding illegal funds.”21

For example, the profits of any mid-size export syndicate that exports
sixty tons of cocaine a year are comparable to those of any of the largest
financial conglomerates of the country. This indicates that any country’s
vulnerability to the corruptive capacity of the illicit drug industry is related
to the industry’s need to launder money and to the relative size and concen-
tration of those illegal funds.

A second factor is the ability of Colombian traffickers to collaborate in
influencing government policy, the law enforcement environment, and the
political system generally. The original concept of a cocaine “cartel” referred
mainly to economic behavior, especially cooperation among suppliers to
rationalize the system of transporting cocaine. It was not about agreements to
restrict supply and maintain price levels, and in fact, prices of cocaine de-
clined steadily from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s. The idea was to maxi-
mize export volumes while reducing the risk to each participant. This included
co-financing and co-insurance mechanisms as well as transport of large loads
of cocaine to target markets via different conveyances and routes. Non-eco-
nomic forms of collaboration, however, also became central to the cartel’s
activities as trafficking groups acquired more power and visibility, and as
Colombian authorities (with some prodding from the Americans) sought ways
to crack down on the drug trade. Trafficking organizations pooled informa-
tion on law enforcement activities (such as planned raids on major leaders),
developed joint counterintelligence and counter-enforcement strategies,
jointly funneled cash to political parties and collaborated to improve their
bargaining position vis-à-vis the state. To date, such patterns of cooperation
have developed largely within specific regions, hence, the shorthand
“Medellín cartel,” or “Cali cartel.”

 However, narco-traffickers also exercised political influence at the na-
tional level. For example, in Cali, according to a Miami Herald report, major
drug kingpins each contributed $200,000 per month to maintain a joint intel-
ligence-gathering operation. Much of the money went to bribe police, army
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officials, and politicians. Cali leaders such as the Rodríguez-Orejuela broth-
ers, José Santa Cruz Londoño, Helmer Herrera-Buitrago, and a number of
smaller Valle traffickers reportedly established a common fund of some $8
million (in a special account in the Banco de Colombia in Cali) to influence
the outcomes of the 1994 presidential and congressional election campaigns.22

Also, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, leaders of the Medellín and Cali
cartels negotiated as a group with the Colombian government in an effort to
obtain collective judicial benefits such as short jail sentences, favorable con-
ditions of incarceration, an end to extradition, and even amnesty for their
crimes.

Finally, a leadership structure of sorts existed within Colombia’s cocaine
establishments, exercised by the heads of the dominant trafficking organiza-
tions. In Medellín, Pablo Escobar’s pioneering role in establishing export
routes, his access to the means of violence and his ruthless domination of
smaller exporters held the coalition together and established its identity. In
Cali, Gilberto Rodríguez-Orejuela retained what he called his “poder de
convocatoria” (power of assembly) with other Valle drug dealers, and together
with his brother Miguel defined the common position of the Valle group in
surrender negotiations with the Colombian government in 1993-94.23

Trafficking groups also cooperate to inflict violence on their enemies.
These include rival drug coalitions, leftist guerrilla forces and, in the case of
the Medellín cartel, the Colombian power structure itself. For instance,
Medellín kingpin Pablo Escobar successfully levied “war taxes” of $100,000
to $200,000 per month on Medellín cocaine shippers to support the cartel’s
political military activities, its war against the state and the economic and
political elites, in the period from 1989 to 1993. These activities took a
terrible toll in terms of casualties. At least 1,500 Colombians died, many of
them civilians, and there was widespread damage to property and businesses.
The Colombian establishment prevailed in the conflict, but the prolonged
narco-violence weakened the state and widened opportunities for political
corruption in Colombia.

Collusive Relationships

Organized crime’s threat to the political order has proven greater than to
the country’s economic structure. The threat has been subtle and insidious
rather than direct and overt, but it has been pervasive. Unlike terrorists or
guerrillas who operate more or less outside the system and who may seek the
overthrow of the government, criminals usually seek to manipulate the sys-
tem from within. Indeed, well-organized groups conduct their businesses
with the protection and sometimes the active support of governments.

Collusive ties between government and criminals are manifested in a num-
ber of ways. The most basic is the nexus of criminal money and functions of
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government. Corruption may be systemic, focused on influencing key offi-
cials, opinion leaders, politicians or legislators. The aim here is to protect the
integrity of the organization and its leaders and to promote legislation favor-
able to criminal interests and generally to ensure a crime-friendly environ-
ment.

On an operational level, corrupted law enforcement officials allow indi-
vidual illegal transactions such as drug processing or shipments to proceed
unhindered. Officials provide their criminal clients with advance warning of
government raids and dragnets. In Colombia, a case in point was the con-
spicuous failure of the government to arrest Pablo Escobar for many years,
despite a series of encirclement campaigns conducted by thousands of sol-
diers and elite police troops. As a former Escobar associate remarked, “half of
those who work for the government are protecting him while the other half are
pursuing him.”24 The degree of social support that Escobar received in
Medellín was also remarkable, and it was perhaps the main reason why it was
so difficult to catch him. In News of a Kidnapping, García Márquez wrote that
this was partly attributable to slum-rebuilding and other civil sector projects
sponsored by Escobar in the early 1980s.

Similarly, judges and police officials on traffickers’ payrolls made a mock-
ery of the criminal justice system. Henchmen of the Medellín cartel report-
edly offered judges trying drug cases ‘plata o plomo’ (silver or lead), money
if they let the trafficker go free, a bullet if convicted. Not surprisingly most
judges chose the former option. The Cali cartel’s technique was somewhat
more refined: “We don’t kill ministers or judges; we buy them,” remarked
Cali kingpin Gilberto Rodríguez Orejuela on one occasion.

Yet corruption, viewed broadly as an exchange of values between crimi-
nals and government or political authorities, has become almost inseparable
from the activities and practice of statecraft in Colombia. Here the issue is no
longer the delivery of specific services or favors in return for bribes but rather
the management of relations with a powerful (if illegal) interest group to
achieve specific political objectives.

Three specific examples of the collusive pattern can be mentioned: The
first is the bizarre history of negotiations between the Colombian govern-
ment and leaders of the Medellín and Cali cartels. In no other country has a
government negotiated with criminals so openly and for such an extended
period. In such negotiations (which have occurred sporadically since 1984)
the government has sought various outcomes: to diminish the size of the drug
trade, to reduce societal violence and “narco-terrorism,” to achieve the re-
lease of kidnapped victims, and to bring traffickers to justice. The traffickers
for their part have sought mostly guarantees of judicial leniency, non-extra-
dition, amnesty or minimal jail time, and the chance for “reintegration” into
Colombian society. Traffickers have made several grandiose (and probably
insincere) offers to retire from the narcotics business, to dismantle trafficking
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routes, and to surrender assets such as laboratories, aircraft and weapons to
the government. The Colombian government has viewed some offers with
skepticism but, nevertheless, has found it expedient to maintain a dialogue
with criminals who command significant economic and military resources.

Usually, government-trafficker negotiations have been initiated by the
criminals, although the government at times has been an active and inter-
ested participant in such talks. The extreme violence of 1989-90, the period
of most intense hostilities with the Medellín cartel, prompted prominent
members of society to become intermediaries in the conflict. In 1990 a “Com-
mittee of Notables” consisting of three ex-presidents of Colombia, a former
minister of government, a widely revered Catholic priest, and a leader of the
leftist Unión Patriótica party attempted to negotiate peace and surrender
terms on behalf of Medellín Extraditables. The notables, who were, in effect,
representing the government, also sought and achieved the release of a num-
ber of hostages held by the traffickers, among them, members of prominent
Colombian families. The activities of the notables and general popular pres-
sure for peace prompted the government to issue a succession of decrees in
late 1990 and 1991 that allowed traffickers to submit to justice under ex-
tremely favorable terms. Leading Medellín traffickers, including Escobar,
took advantage of these concessions and turned themselves in.

In at least two recorded cases, in Panama City in May 1984, and in Bogotá
in January 1994, cocaine kingpins held direct face-to-face meetings with
government representatives. In Panama, leaders of the Medellín cartel, Pablo
Escobar, Jorge Ochoa, and José Gonzalo Rodríguez-Gacha, presented a sur-
render proposal directly to Colombian Attorney General Carlos Jiménez-
Gómez, following an earlier meeting with ex-president Alfonso
López-Michelsen. (At the time, traffickers were on the run following a mas-
sive government crackdown mounted after the April 1984 assassination of
Justice Minister Rodrigo Lara-Bonilla). During the early 1990s, Colombian
Prosecutor General Gustavo de Greiff held successive private meetings with
three important Cali chiefs: Helmer Herrera-Buitrago, José Olmedo Ocampo,
and Juan Carlos Ramirez. The traffickers were seeking to clarify their legal
status and to explore surrender options. Another source, former Cali cartel
accountant Guillermo Palomari, claimed in a 1997 testimony in the United
States that Gustavo De Greiff held seven meetings with Miguel Rodríguez-
Orejuela in the presence of the latter’s lawyer, Bernardo González, in a
Rodríguez-owned apartment in Bogotá. This version is denied by De Greiff.25

A second politically noteworthy area of collusion was in Colombia’s on-
going conflict with anti-government insurgent groups. Here the principal
setting for the political-criminal nexus has been Colombia’s guerrilla-in-
fested countryside, where drug dealers have formed common cause with legal
property owners and with the Colombian military. The focal point of coop-
eration among these groups has been paramilitary forces, in effect rural vigi-
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lante groups, which over the years have developed a broad anti-leftist agenda.
This agenda includes not simply helping landowners defend themselves against
predatory guerrillas but also actively rooting out and exterminating the in-
surgents’ civilian support networks. Paramilitary groups receive significant
funding from narcotics traffickers, who own an estimated 4 to 5 million hect-
ares of the country’s grazing lands (roughly 15 percent) and other agricultural
lands in Colombia, and whose properties and cocaine laboratories are targets
of guerrilla shakedowns.26 In addition, the paramilitaries receive automatic
weapons, training and intelligence information from local Colombian army
units. Trafficker-landlords also have had their channels of communication
with the army. For example, according to Clawson and Lee, in the 1980s drug
lord Gonzalo Rodríguez-Gacha reportedly maintained direct radio contact
with the military command center of the Army’s Bárbula battalion in the
Middle Magdalena Valley, a major counterinsurgency battleground in Co-
lombia.27

To be sure, the Colombian pattern is not unique in the annals of statecraft.
United States history offers several examples of government collusion with
criminals to accomplish specific political or foreign policy objectives. In the
United States, naval intelligence had an understanding with Lucky Luciano
to help undermine the Fascist regime of Southern Italy. The CIA has dealt
with Sam Giancana’s organization in two assassination attempts against Fi-
del Castro, and the U.S. collaborated with Laotian warlords to fight the Pathet
Lao Communists. Nevertheless, the trafficker-military-paramilitary nexus has
more serious consequences in Colombia than in more stable countries. The
effects are to exacerbate rural violence, to diminish government control over
the hinterland, and to push the country toward de facto partition.

A third significant link in the political-criminal nexus in Colombia, and
the one that has received the most public attention, is the pervasive influence
of drug money in national presidential and congressional campaigns. As former
vice-president Humberto de la Calle notes, “campaign finance is the princi-
pal point of entry into the political system.”28 Given the economic clout of
the cocaine industry, contributions from traffickers can make the difference
between success and failure for aspiring politicians in Colombia. In some
parts of the country (Antioquia, Valle, and the North Coast) drug income is
probably the leading source of private political funds. The current corruption
scandal in Colombia suggests the dimension of the problem. At least twelve
Colombian legislators, as well as an attorney general and a defense minister,
were jailed for accepting money and favors from Cali traffickers in the 1994
elections. Santiago Medina, Samper’s campaign treasurer believes that at
least seventy congressmen were elected with funds provided by the cartel.
The president of Colombia, Ernesto Samper, is widely believed to have solic-
ited donations from traffickers although he was exonerated by the Lower
House of Congress in an overwhelming vote (111 to 43) in June 1996.
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Drug Money and Electoral Politics

Colombia’s party structure and the clientelistic system described above
has proven extremely vulnerable to the illegal industry. During the last fifty
years political parties have become depoliticized and turned into electoral
machines designed to distribute the state bounty. Widespread vote buying
practices allowed the system to be controlled by those with the most money.

Electoral reform was one of the main concerns of those who wrote the new
1991 Constitution. Changes were designed to make the system more demo-
cratic and to make it more difficult to buy votes on election day. These
included:

Establishing two rounds of voting in presidential elections, requiring a
runoff if no candidate won a majority of votes in the first round.
Senators elected by all voters instead of by departments, to allow smaller
parties to be represented in Congress.
Changes in the voting system. Under the old system a voter was given a
small envelope with his candidate’s name written on a piece of paper inside
it. This simple system made it easy to buy votes, and the envelope could be
seen when it was placed inside the ballot box. Under the new system, the
election witnesses give the voter a “tarjetón,” a large paper with the names
of all candidates among which the voter has to choose in private.
Allowing paid political advertising in the mass media (TV, radio and news-
papers). All interviewees concurred that before these changes Colombia
was a country with cheap elections. The changes transformed it into a
country of expensive elections. There is no doubt that those with greater
capacity to fund elections have become more politically influential. These
include the large financial conglomerates and the illegal drug industry.

Our interviews highlight two types of drug trafficking pressure on the
system, reflecting the different goals of relatively prominent and relatively
obscure drug entrepreneurs. In the past, the traffickers could be separated into
extraditables (those singled out for eventual prosecution by U.S. authorities)
and non-extraditables (those whose activities were sufficiently circumscribed
to merit little attention by the United States). In small non-metropolitan ar-
eas, low and perhaps middle level participants in the drug industry do not feel
threatened by extradition. They normally feel safe and do not seek any politi-
cal favors from the political establishment. When they establish a link with
the politicians their goal is usually social acceptance. According to Rodrigo
Garavito,29 “A typical narco has low education. His activity calls for force and
valor. He comes from the middle or lower middle class. He first buys a house
for himself, then one for his mother, then a car, and later on he buys a finca.
Finally, he buys other urban properties. They want social acceptance. At
banquets they want to be seated at a table near the politician.” Their behavior
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is that of any other rich individual who wants to be active in his own commu-
nity. They first approach the politician with support offers, and do not estab-
lish a direct quid pro quo. However, in case of a threat of arrest, they certainly
will use whatever political clout they can muster. It is not known how many
low-level provincial narcos there are but Zabludoff’s work suggests that the
number could be several thousand, large enough to influence local politics in
most municipalities.

Politicians realize that some of their supporters have questionable asso-
ciations, but they prefer not to probe too deeply into the origins of campaign
funds. They are willing to accept illicit money but not the crime. At the same
time, many campaign contributors prefer formal anonymity, that is, they want
the politician to know who they are, but they do not want public disclosure.
This is the case with large financial conglomerates that fund competing cam-
paigns.30 At local and provincial levels several systems have been used to
maintain donor anonymity. One such system involves raffles. For example, a
high-priced item such as a car is raffled. Most or all tickets are bought by a
contributor, and the winner does not claim the prize.31 Another, more overt
system, is politician-issued “bonds,” that is, bearer denominated receipts that
are given in exchange for the contributions. These are “don’t ask, don’t tell,”
funding systems, that allow the politicians to receive questionable monies
without having to acknowledge the source. The availability of illegal drug
funding for political activities has increased demand. The use of drug funds
has increased the level of campaign expenditures and tempted other politi-
cians to seek or at least to be willing to receive them.

The need for formal anonymity and the danger of direct politico-narco
contacts spawned the development of a whole industry of intermediates. The
system is simple: the intermediary approaches a politician with an offer of
funds from unknown rich contributors who want to remain anonymous. He
lets the politician or his campaign manager decide whether to take the funds.
Many times, after a deal is made and the money flows to the campaign, the
intermediary takes a cut.

Larger and more important narcos are concerned that Congress does not
pass strong anti-drug laws. They have been particularly but not exclusively
concerned with extradition legislation. Their behavior towards Congress is
similar to that of other powerful economic groups in the country. They con-
tribute funds to political campaigns without making specific requests, but
when relevant legislation is being discussed, they try to leverage their past
contributions to seek favorable votes on those issues. Their contributions are
like wild cards that they can use at opportune times. In this case, there is an
implied threat of scandal or political ruin if the Congressman does not com-
ply. On several occasions, narcos have funded lawyers who write memoranda
in support of their desired legislation, and distribute them in the Congress. In
this sense the narco lawyers function as staffers to the Congressmen.
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Our interviews indicate that drug money has financed presidential politi-
cal campaigns in Colombia during most of the last twenty years. Belisario
Betancur’s unsuccessful 1978 campaign received substantial funds from the
illegal industry. Drug funds played an important role in the 1982 Belisario
Betancur and Alfonso López-Michelsen’s campaigns. Ernesto Samper, in his
capacity as director of Alfonso López-Michelsen’s 1982 presidential cam-
paign, met with Pablo Escobar, Gonzalo Rodríguez-Gacha, Jose “Pelusa”
Ocampo, and other Medellín kingpins in the “Medellín Suite” of the Inter-
continental Hotel there. The outcome was that Samper obtained contribu-
tions totaling 19 million pesos ($317,000) from the businessmen.32 Belisario
Betancur, the winner in that election, is reported by his campaign treasurer in
Antioquia to have received significantly larger sums. In the next two presi-
dential elections in 1986 and 1990 it is likely that drug money played a
smaller role because in both cases there was an ongoing war between the then
dominant Medellín cartel and the government.

The 1991 Constitutional Assembly that made extradition of nationals un-
constitutional, is frequently mentioned as having been highly influenced by
drug money. Our interviews indicate that the situation was more complex.
Pablo Escobar opted to pressure the establishment and society at large,
but not the Assembly itself. His strategy was based on exploding bombs in
heavily populated places and kidnapping important members of the es-
tablishment.33 The Medellín cartel’s terrorist activities, as well as
Colombia’s nationalist resentment against pressures from the United States
had swayed most of the Colombian public against extradition. The As-
sembly also included a heavy leftist representation that opposed extradition
on ideological grounds. The point is simply that most members of the Assem-
bly opposed extradition, without any need for bribes by the drug industry.34

This does not mean that there were no Assembly members who had strong
contacts and links to the illegal drug organizations, or to the guerrilla move-
ment for that matter.

After the new Constitution was approved, a special Congress known as “el
Congresito,” met to decide whether to approve decrees passed during the
interim period while the new Constitution was approved. The interviews
indicate that drug industry pressure there was significant as some of the de-
crees had to do with the “sometimiento” policy (legal procedures for surren-
dering drug dealers) of the Gaviria administration.

During the 1994 presidential campaign both main candidates were ap-
proached with offers of contributions from the Cali cartel. Pastrana refused
them outright. However, his campaign was broken down into “his” central
campaign in Bogotá and seven other conservative party campaigns in other
regions of the country. This was probably done to circumvent the campaign
spending limits, arguing that the regional campaigns were not part of his
campaign. The central campaign rejected all drug contributions but it is not
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known what happened in the others, although the interviews indicate that
there is a high probability that drug money did enter those campaigns.

The flow of Cali cartel funds into Samper’s campaign has been the main
political issue in Colombia for the last three years and has been the immedi-
ate cause of the political, social, and economic crises that the country is
experiencing. Cali’s contributions, which totaled at least 5 billion pesos ($6
million) played a very important part in the campaign and possibly affected
the outcome of the election. The decision-making processes by which the
money entered the campaign and the impact of the funds are not entirely
clear. Accounts of various participants, however, seem to agree on the follow-
ing:35

The relationship was initiated by the Cali leaders. Funds were offered to Samper’s
campaign treasurer, Santiago Medina, in April 1994, roughly a month before the
start of the campaign. A Colombian journalist with close ties to the cartel, Alberto
Giraldo, communicated the offer to Medina in the latter’s office in Bogotá. The offer
was accepted by Samper’s campaign manager, Fernando Botero (subsequently the
defense minister in Samper’s cabinet). To formalize arrangements for the donations,
Medina traveled to Cali and met with Miguel and Gilberto Rodriguez and two other
Cali leaders, Helmer Herrera and José Santacruz in early May. At the time, he asked
for 2 billion pesos from the cartel and received 1 billion.

The campaign also solicited funds from the Cali traffickers. Samper and
his campaign manager expected to win handily in the first round, but man-
aged only a razor-thin margin of 18,000 votes over Pastrana. This failure
confronted them with the need to spend large sums of money that they did not
have during a three-week period before the second round. It appears that
many in the campaign decided to ask direct support from the Cali cartel.
Medina traveled to Cali in June to deliver the request and at the time received
4 billion pesos in additional funds from the traffickers. Some quid pro quo
was involved in the campaign nexus. In contrast to the general pattern of
drug-funded campaigns, Cali traffickers wanted specific understandings and
assurances from the candidate in return for their donations.

To orchestrate the illegal fund operation, the campaign treasurer created
what amounted to a double bookkeeping system. They set up a foundation,
the Asociación para una Colombia Moderna to run the campaign’s legal fi-
nances. The Asociación took checks and cash from legitimate donors up to 4
billion pesos, the prescribed campaign expenditure limits established by the
National Electoral Council. A parallel system appears to have been estab-
lished by Medina and Botero to receive and distribute illicit funds, including
the donations from Cali. There is agreement that campaign expenditures ex-
ceeded the legal limits by significant amounts, and that drug money entered
the campaign. The most likely version indicates that the excess expenditures
were about 7.3 billion pesos (approximately $8 million); 5 billion of this
could be attributed to the Cali cartel.36
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The deal was a cash transaction. According to different sources, Cali’s
funds originated in the Banco de Colombia in the Cali account of a Miguel
Rodríguez front company, Exportcafé. As noted earlier, that account had been
set up by a coalition of Cali and Valle traffickers specially to support presi-
dential and congressional campaigns.37 The money reportedly was packed in
boxes and gift wrapped (each box held 500 million pesos) in the presence of
Rodríguez himself and then flown by private plane to Bogotá. Their cartel
intermediary picked up the money and delivered it directly to Medina and
Botero, who then arranged for the distribution of the funds to cover campaign
expenses in different regions of the country.

The cartel’s donation possibly made the difference between victory and
defeat for Samper. Some of the money was used to cover media advertising
costs (mainly TV), which, according to Medina’s calculations, were 8 billion
pesos ($9 million) during the campaign. Some was used for outright vote buying.
One clear case was in the Córdoba Department where Samper received 31,000
votes in the first round of the campaign and 87,000 votes three weeks later!

In sum, campaign corruption, like other kinds of collusive behavior, repre-
sents an exchange of values. Campaigns are focused on raising money and
winning elections. Traffickers, on the other hand, tend to have diffuse and
generalized needs, not dissimilar to American corporate donors in U.S. elec-
tions. A bribe delivered to a judge, a police officer, or a government official
implies an expectation that a specific service or favor will result from the
action. Yet in donating to campaigns, traffickers want to create a relationship
of goodwill that will pay off in subsequent access to the new incumbent. An
apparent exception was the Samper presidential campaign, in which traffick-
ers asked for and received general assurances relating to their legal status
prior to giving money to the campaign. In any event, the entry of drug money
into election contests itself establishes a nexus to the political elite. Traffick-
ers, like large legal contributors, give money with the expectation that when
there is specific legislation or a policy issue at stake, they can go to the
politician and request particular favors. There the seeds of corruption are
planted in the Colombian system.

The political-criminal nexus has conferred some benefits to both sides in
Colombia. For the narcotics establishment generally, the benefits have in-
cluded the opportunity to legalize drug earnings, to invest relatively openly
in companies, real estate and rural land, to cultivate personal ties with politi-
cal leaders and other establishment figures, and in general, to acquire a modi-
cum of social acceptance and respectability. For traffickers under pressure
from authorities, ties with the political system have paid off in relatively
short prison sentences, favorable “plea bargaining” legislation (which al-
lowed sentences to be cut by two-thirds or more under various pretexts), a
constitutional ban on extradition in general and in individual cases, and the
opportunity to rejoin society after serving time.
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For the Colombian government the benefits have been less obvious: Sur-
render negotiations with traffickers have brought about a reduction in anti-
state violence and also have incarcerated traffickers that the authorities were
unable to apprehend. Yet such deals also have highlighted the weaknesses of
the criminal justice system. The short sentences meted out to top Medellín
and Cali kingpins, the farce of Pablo Escobar’s “designer” prison in his home
town of Envigado, which he could leave at will to attend soccer matches and
carouse in local discotheques, and the apparent ability of Cali’s Rodríguez-Orejuela
brothers to run their trafficking empires from jail are testimonies to this unfortu-
nate situation. In Colombia’s troubled hinterland, traffickers’ contributions to
local security forces may have played a role in expelling guerrillas from some
important rural zones in Colombia, like the Middle Magdalena Valley. Yet the
narco-backed paramilitaries accentuate the problem of governability in Colom-
bia even while performing positive security functions. Paramilitaries are in
effect right-wing guerrillas who contribute to rural strife and instability. The
traffickers’ ability to buy the services of legislators and top government officials
as well as the infiltration of drug money into political campaigns degrade the
political environment in Colombia. The result is to underscore the government’s
weakness and to accelerate the delegitimization of the Colombian regime.

Finally, the 1994 campaign scandals and evidence of widespread corrup-
tion at the topmost echelons of Colombia’s political system have compli-
cated Colombia’s international relationships, especially with the United States.
For two successive years, Washington “decertified” Colombia as an unfit
partner in the drug war, a decision that carries the possibility of economic and
diplomatic sanctions. The Colombian government’s inability to enforce the
drug laws has increased its isolation domestically and in the international
community, and appears to be leading the country to disaster.

Vulnerability of the Political-Criminal Nexus

Introduction

The issue of vulnerability comprises two interrelated questions: First, how
can Colombia’s drug trafficking establishment be dismantled or scaled back?
Second, what opportunities exist to sever the linkages between drug crimi-
nals and the Colombian political system? Specific counterorganization ap-
proaches and possible strategies to limit traffickers’ system-penetration
activities are discussed.38

Counterorganization

Colombia maintains a fairly sizeable trafficking establishment. According
to a careful study of the cocaine industry by a former CIA analyst, Sidney
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Zabludoff,39 the apex of the industry comprises some 500 entrepreneurs who
handle most of the cocaine reaching U.S. and European markets. Below the
top tier, approximately 6,000 people manage the day-to-day businesses of
transport, overseas distribution, money laundering, and provision of security.
This suggests that the cocaine trade is dominated by an elite and sub-elite of
approximately 6,000 to 7,000 people. This group occupies a vital middle
ground between the hundreds of thousands of Andean farmers and small pro-
cessors and the millions of street dealers and cocaine consumers in the indus-
trialized countries.40 This analysis suggests significant parts of the
establishment, much of the top elite and sub-elite, would have to be incarcer-
ated, neutralized or induced to leave the business before an appreciable re-
duction in Colombian narcotics exports could occur. Such a scenario seems
unlikely, given the progress of U.S. and Colombian law enforcement efforts
to date.

The goal of disrupting trafficking organizations must be distinguished
from the goal of disrupting the production and export of narcotics. Suffice it
to say that U.S. and Andean supply control measures have been an utter
failure, at least as measured by trends in the U.S. market. U.S. retail prices of
cocaine and heroin have decreased by two-thirds since 1981, and cocaine
and heroin purity have increased by 50 percent and 600 percent respectively,
according to the White House drug czar’s office.41 Cutting off supply would
require draconian measures, such as a massive aerial blitz against drug crops,
which are technically difficult and extremely risky politically.

If controlling drug production is not a feasible goal, intelligent law en-
forcement can possibly have an effect on the actors in the narcotics business.
Here the relevant objectives are to diminish the power and reach of the drug
cartels and, where possible, to dismantle their component organizations and
businesses. A general decentralization of the industry could be a political
plus for Colombia even if exports cannot be reduced. It might be better to
have 1,000 mom-and-pop refining and trafficking operations sending pack-
ages of cocaine to the United States via couriers rather than ten very large
organizations, each with hundreds of millions of dollars in annual revenues,
shipping tons of cocaine in containers or DC-9 airplanes, negotiating with
governments, issuing communiques to the press, bankrolling political cam-
paigns, and using violence as a political tool.

Past experience suggests that counterorganization strategies can yield sig-
nificant benefits. Colombia, with U.S. logistical and intelligence support,
virtually shut down the Medellín cartel in the early 1990s (admittedly, rival
drug traffickers also contributed to this outcome, which later produced prob-
lems for the government). The onslaught against the Cali cartel in the mid-
1990s disrupted the activities of that trafficking coalition, at least temporarily.
A manifestation of this weakness is that Colombian traffickers increasingly
are turning their distribution networks in the United States over to Mexicans.
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Also, the Colombians exporting large quantities of cocaine to Mexico rather
than to the United States are receiving a Mexican price of $7,000 per kilo-
gram compared to a U.S. price of $14,000 to $15,000 per kilogram. All of this
translates into a loss of profits in the U.S. market (and less narcotics income
for Colombia) although Colombian dominance of growing markets in Eu-
rope and Asia and increases in Colombian heroin production might partly
compensate for their losses.

More effective counterorganization strategies will depend on better intel-
ligence about the inner workings of the drug business, laboratories, transit
routes, money laundering mechanisms, and so on. Exploiting and manipulat-
ing rivalries among trafficking coalitions possibly can advance this objec-
tive. So also can plea-bargaining arrangements with high-level traffickers
who could disclose significant details about their cocaine and heroin traf-
ficking empires. Unfortunately, such strategies have not worked well in the
Colombian context, mainly because of the weakness and ineptitude of the
Colombian authorities. Colombia’s de facto alliance with the Cali cartel in
tracking down Escobar and his associates effectively strengthened the politi-
cal-criminal nexus in Colombia, as already noted.42 Colombia’s criminal and
judicial institutions clearly were not up to the task of negotiating deals with
the cartels. The Colombian pattern was to give away judicial benefits while
receiving little or nothing from the traffickers in return.

Breaking the Nexus

The prognosis for disrupting the political-criminal nexus in Colombia is
poor, barring a major break up or decentralization of Colombia’s cocaine
multinationals. Colombia has enacted some relevant legislation (on illegal
enrichment, money laundering and asset forfeiture), has increased maximum
jail terms for traffickers (from 30 to 60 years) and continues to investigate
political campaign contributions by drug dealers. But the problems, of course,
lie much deeper. They reflect factors such as the weak development of civil
society, clientelism and corruption in the Colombian party system, and wide-
spread public tolerance for political-criminal ties. On the latter point, in a
Gallup Colombia poll commissioned by Bogotá’s Semana magazine in late
1996 respondents were asked whether Samper was guilty of soliciting drug
money for his campaign, and whether Samper should resign the presidency. Al-
most 70 percent of those who responded with yes or no answers believed that
Samper was guilty, but 55 percent said that he should not resign.43 Such results
attest to a weak anti-drug and anti-corruption consensus in Colombia. How
the struggle against Colombia’s criminal overlords and their henchmen in gov-
ernment will proceed under such circumstances is obviously difficult to predict.

Colombia’s drug economy and the situation of the narcotics business in
that country also need to be considered. Cocaine exporters’ criminal net
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revenues amount to a significant percentage of Colombian GDP (4 to 7 per-
cent) and that has allowed traffickers to accumulate significant wealth. As
Thoumi notes, a single trafficking organization exporting 50 tons of cocaine
a year can earn $500 million assuming export profits of $10,000 per kilo-
gram.44 By comparison, Bogotá’s Semana magazine estimates that Colombia’s
four largest financial conglomerates earned profits ranging from $140 to
$530 million respectively in 1995. Such numbers translate into wide eco-
nomic influence for the cartels. This is reflected in the huge array of different
business entities owned by the Cali cartel, some 60 companies according to
the U.S. Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Asset Control. These pro-
vide cover and justification for cultivating close relations with the nation’s
power brokers. Indeed, Colombian politicians accused of illegal enrichment
received money in the form of checks written on Cali-owned companies such
as Exportcafé and Agrícola La Loma and have used such conduits as a means
of legal defense. The companies had bank accounts, profit-and-loss state-
ments, outstanding loans from Colombian banks and other attributes of le-
gitimacy. The argument runs, “so where is the crime?”45

Still measures probably can be devised to reduce inflows of drug money
into politics, at least at the national level. Targeted seizure of drug traffickers’
assets, including companies used to funnel contributions to political cam-
paigns, is one obvious approach. This, however, is easier said than done.
Mechanisms for expropriation that do not destroy the value of assets or their
production flows need to be developed. There is also the question of what
to do with expropriated property. One of the political figures interviewed
in the project, former prosecutor general Alfonso Valdivieso, believes that
transferring property to (other) private hands would provoke retaliation
by traffickers. He advocates the development of a special communal entity to
handle the assets. Clearly, this is an issue that requires some thought in Co-
lombia.

Other useful initiatives might focus on campaign finance reform. In gen-
eral, there is a need to lower the costs of political campaigns (so that candi-
dates do not have to appeal for illicit funds) and to increase the transparency
of donations. Precluding privately paid TV, radio and newspaper advertising
(which is 65 to 70 percent of campaign costs in Colombia) and funding
campaign advertising exclusively from the state treasury would be an impor-
tant step. A second would be to limit the duration of campaigns and shorten
the time between the first and second rounds of voting.46 (Former vice-presi-
dent Humberto de la Calle recommends a three-month limit on campaign-
ing.) Restricting the amounts of donations, perhaps as a percentage of total
campaign inflows, by a single donor (person or corporations) would also
help, as would listing publicly all contributors to campaigns and invalidat-
ing elections of candidates who are found to have received money from known
drug dealers.47 Such measures could make presidential campaigns less vul-
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nerable to illicit drug funding; however, the effects of such reforms on con-
gressional and local contests, which have a lower profile and are more diffi-
cult to monitor, are likely to be modest. (Most of our interviewed sources
concurred on this point.) Nevertheless, campaign reform could be an impor-
tant first step in breaking the drug criminals’ hold on Colombia’s political
system, and hence, represents an urgent national priority.48

Notes

1. Investigative journalists Vargas, Lesmes and Téllez (1996) present a detailed chronicle
of the events from 1994 to early 1996, when President Samper was close to
resigning. López-Caballero (1997) studied Samper’s trial in Congress. He argues,
correctly, that what should have been a political trial became a weak legal trial in
which the president was accused of non-legally defined crimes such as receiving
checks from the legal bank accounts of legal companies. This led to his exonera-
tion. Leal (1996) provides a more academic study of the crisis.

2. For example, in August 1996 a FARC guerrilla commando killed thirty soldiers
and captured sixty more in an attack on a military post in Caquetá. Eight months
later, after protracted negotiations with the government, they returned the captured
soldiers after the government ordered its army to vacate, for about a month, a large
area of the country where the guerrillas had been operating.

3. Colombia has been the first “friendly” country decertified by the United States for
its lack of cooperation in the drug war.

4. During the last week of July and first week of August 1997, the authors inter-
viewed the following actors in Bogotá: Horacio Serpa, perhaps the closest Samper
associate, his former Minister of the Interior and currently the presidential candi-
date for the Samper faction of the Liberal party; Alfonso Valdivieso, former pros-
ecutor general, and presidential candidate who is heir to the legacy of assassinated
presidential candidate Luis Carlos Galán; Humberto de la Calle, former Samper
administration vice-president who resigned in protest for the links of Samper’s
campaign with illegal drugs organizations; Felipe López, president of Semana, the
country’s most influential weekly magazine and son of former President Alfonso
López-Michelsen; Manuel Francisco Becerra, former secretary of the departmental
government of Valle del Cauca (whose capital is Cali), former representative and
former governor of that department, former attorney general of Colombia and
former Minister of Education, then awaiting sentencing; Rodrigo Garavito, Ox-
ford-educated former representative from the Middle Magdalena region, then fight-
ing money laundering charges on which he was found guilty; Santiago Medina,
former treasurer of Samper’s campaign, then under house arrest and now de-
ceased; and Juan Manuel Avella, former administrative manager of Samper’s cam-
paign, then serving time at La Modelo jail in Bogotá. The interviews followed an
open format designed to let the interviewees talk about a limited set of issues. Each
interview lasted from ninety minutes to two hours. In one case the authors were
asked to return for an extra hour. The authors agreed to use the interview findings
with discretion, using direct attribution selectively.

5. Kalmanovitz 1989.
6. De Roux 1990.
7. Kalmanovitz 1989: 59.
8. Colombian intellectuals have focused their recent efforts on explaining the negative

peculiarities of Colombian society and have defined its main problem as that of a
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society in which people operate with a very effective individual logic but a disas-
trous social one (Gómez et. al. 1999).

9. Statistics show that Colombia has the highest rate of violent deaths among forty-
three countries for which evidence is available (Ratinoff 1996). Colombia’s rate
circa 1990 was comparable to that of countries at war, and it was three times higher than
that of Brazil, the second highest-ranked country. It is possible that the destruction of the
social fabric in some African countries will lead to rates comparable to Colombia.

10. Gugliotta and Leen 1989.
11. Le Grand 1988.
12. Leal and Dávila 1990.
13. For example, thirty-five years ago 1.5 percent of the college age population was at

school. Today, the figure is about 18 percent. There is no economy that can keep up
relative salaries under such a large supply increase.

14. The interviews revealed a consensus that in Colombia there were many legitimate
illegal activities such as contraband, tax evasion, bribery (in the public and private
sectors) to achieve economic benefits, and that until the mid-1980s Colombian
society had been extremely tolerant of illegal drug activities which had not been
perceived as different from other “legitimate” illegal activities. Only when drug
industry violence threatened the political and social establishment, did parts of
society react against it.

15. Betancourt and García 1994.
16. Betancourt and García (1994: xxii) argue that during the 1980s, the economic

crises experienced by “five large regions: Atlantic Coast (cotton), Antioquia (tex-
tiles), Valle (sugar), central (emerald zones of Boyacá and Cundinamarca) and
eastern (bordering Venezuela), whose currency suffered a large devaluation at that
time,” triggered the development of illegal drugs centers.

17. Orozco 1987: 57-60, 162, 185; Lee 1990: 136.
18. As quoted in Vargas et al. 1996: 71.
19. Thoumi 1995a; Clawson and Lee 1996: 23-25.
20. Rocha 1997; Steiner 1996.
21. Thoumi 1997: 95.
22. Castillo 1996: 204.
23. Clawson and Lee 1996: 47, 55.
24. Escobar was finally tracked down and killed by police in December 1993, ten years

after he became a fugitive in Colombia (Clawson and Lee 1996: 100).
25. Semana 1997: 35; De Greiff, a distinguished jurist, was a poor choice as a govern-

ment negotiator. He was an open proponent of legalizing drugs, a position that
undermined his credibility from the start. More importantly, prior to his appoint-
ment as prosecutor general, De Greiff had been a shareholder and the president of
a company, Aerolíneas El Dorado, in which Gilberto Rodríguez had owned 42
percent of the shares. Certainly this is a possible case of guilt by association (see
Castillo 1996: 52-53).

26. According to the CIA (1995) “meadows and pastures” in Colombia total approxi-
mately 30 million hectares. Reyes (1997) has produced the 4 to 5 million estimate.

27. Clawson and Lee 1996: 187.
28. Authors’ interview. Humberto de la Calle, Bogotá, August 1997.
29. Authors’ interview. Rodrigo Garavito, Bogotá, August 1997.
30. Since parties are depoliticized and devoid of ideologies, from the point of economic

and social policies it really does not matter who wins. Since the main function of
the parties has been to distribute the government bounty, what matters is to have
supported the winner.
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31. For example, Manuel Francisco Becerra explained in the interview that in Cali it
became known among politicians that the drug store “La Rebaja,” which belonged
to the Rodríguez-Orejuela brothers, bought more raffle tickets than any other
company in town, and from virtually any candidate.

32. Carlos Lehder reported contribution of $24 million pesos ($400,000). It is possible
that the difference was taken by an intermediary.

33. “News of a Kidnapping,” García Márquez’ best selling book, tells this story.
34. It must be stressed that when it became known that extradition was going to be

declared unconstitutional, there was no social or press outcry against the measure,
which at the time was quite popular.

35. Principal sources include Samper campaign officials Juan Manuel Avella and
Santiago Medina, interviewed in Bogotá in July-August 1999, and Guillermo
Palomari, formerly Miguel Rodríguez’s accountant who has recently testified in
the United States under the witness protection program. Useful published material
includes El Tiempo (1995: 8A-9A), Semana (1997: 34-38), Castillo (1996: 204-
206), Vargas, Lesmes, and Téllez (1996: 112-150) and López-Caballero (1997).

36. It must be pointed out that most evidence about these expenditures is based on the
testimony of individuals. Since most expenditures were in cash, it has been impos-
sible to trace them. López-Caballero (1997) argues that in Samper’s trial in Con-
gress it was proven that only a fraction of those funds entered the campaign and
that it is likely that Medina kept a large sum for himself.

37. Funds from the same Exportcafé account, some $250,000, also supported the
congressional campaign of Orlando Vásquez-Velásquez who was later named
attorney general. In August 1997, Vásquez-Velásquez was awaiting sentencing at
a D.A.S. facility outside Bogotá.

38. The interviews revealed a consensus about the structural nature of the problem.
Some interviewees simply gave up when we asked about solutions, indicating the
need for profound social change before the illegal drug industry could be elimi-
nated. Others, although skeptical of the possibility for change, ventured some
policy suggestions to weaken the political-criminal nexus.

39. Zabludoff 1994.
40. Ibid.
41. The White House 1997.
42. University of Pittsburgh scholar Phil Williams suggests that U.S. and Colombian

authorities made a strategic error by focusing obsessively on the recapture of
Pablo Escobar after the kingpin’s escape from prison in 1992. Instead, Will-
iams argues, they should have allowed Escobar “to wage an effective campaign
against his rivals in Cali.” Weakening the Medellín cartel, he notes, simply
allowed Cali to emerge as the premier trafficking coalition in Colombia (Williams
1995: 71).

43. Semana 1996.
44. Thoumi 1997a.
45. López-Caballero 1997; Procuraduría General de la Nación 1997: 6-20.
46. Eliminating the second round is also a possibility. However, one of the main

reasons why the second round was established was to open up the political system
allowing minority parties to form alliances and share power. This goal would have
to be sacrificed if the second round is eliminated.

47. It is obvious that there are many ways to circumvent individual campaign contribu-
tion limits such as having several firms owned by the same person or group make
separate contributions, but if the last two measures are implemented together, at
least some large donors will be discouraged.
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48. Interviews with Alfonso Valdivieso, Humberto de la Calle and Horacio Serpa.
Bogotá, 1 August 1997.
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An American Way of Crime and Corruption

Robert J. Kelly

Introduction

Before discussing the political-criminal nexus, the etiology of the con-
cept of “organized crime” and efforts to produce a workable definition of the
phenomenon should be considered briefly. Theorists have often been per-
plexed by several issues, including:

1. Difficulties in reaching a consensus about objective aspects of organized
criminal activity;

2. Formal universality of organized crime as a socio-cultural concept among
modernizing and developed states, versus the apparent particularity and
sui generis qualities of its concrete manifestations; and,

3. Extent of the political power of organized crime and the lack of strong
coherent explanatory scientific traditions that make sense of it.

The tendency to raise organized crime to the status of a special criminal
entity was encouraged in the past by government investigations (Kefauver,
McClelland, President’s Task Force) and by criminal justice bureaucracies
(FBI, Department of Justice). Though it may have been politically advanta-
geous to make organized crime synonymous with Mafia (La Cosa Nostra—as
a sort of alien conspiracy contaminating the social structures of urban and
minority communities) mainstream scholarship has all but abandoned this
narrow and distorted view.1

An identified characteristic of many organized crime groups is a structure
whose organizational elements include violence, corruption, continuity, struc-
ture, discipline, and multiple enterprises. Most are engaged in legitimate
businesses as well as criminal enterprises. Those that have longevity and
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staying power and are identified by law enforcement as “organized crime”
exhibit three essential characteristics: the capacity to corrupt police, politi-
cians, and nongovernmental individuals; overlapping partnerships or inter-
connections among illicit entrepreneurial colleagues; and internal
specializations and diversifications of members in terms of their skills and
experience. This suffices to describe organizational attributes of groups or
gangs achieving the status of “organized crime.”

Another aspect concerning the activities of groups has to do with rack-
eteering and the role of violence. Extortion looms as the basic organizing
principle and sustaining force in criminal enterprises. Typically, crime vic-
tims and sometimes noncriminals have limited access to the law. To ensure a
peaceful work environment, they must pay tribute (“criminal rent”) or protec-
tion offered by criminal groups that introduce themselves into business mi-
lieus and enterprises. For extortion to function as a feasible operational
currency, the environments in which illegality flourishes need to be protected
against law enforcement. Thus, a precondition for the success and survivabil-
ity of criminal enterprises is a capacity to neutralize or nullify law enforce-
ment to some degree.

Several observers have pointed out that the political objectives and strat-
egies of organized crime groups, formations, or networks are generally two-
fold:

To neutralize law enforcement threats to criminal operations; and,
To involve law enforcement and public officials in criminal conspiracies.

Thus, alliances and partnerships are the ideal arrangements criminals seek.
Criminal actors can facilitate the necessary degree of immunity from law

enforcement in several ways. They can develop partnerships with law en-
forcement. Through diversification of activities where legitimate businesses
are penetrated, or grafted onto criminal enterprises, they can also cloak crime
with a veneer of respectability. The racketeer thus “disappears” and becomes
barely discernible from ordinary business people.2

The political objectives of organized crime groups are not to compete
with the established agencies of legitimate government. Organized criminal
groups are not particularly interested (at least not in the USA) in political and
economic reform. Their political objective is a negative one: nullification of
government power to constrain, control and contain their operations.

The two levels at which such nullification may be sought are the law
enforcement agencies and the administration of criminal justice. When a
racketeer bribes a police officer or compromises a law enforcement officer
(prosecutor, judge, or administrator) the object is to neutralize or invalidate
the law enforcement process. When criminal conspirators support a candidate
for political office, they do so in an attempt to increase illicit opportunities
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for profit and to reduce the impact of government activities that block oppor-
tunities for criminal involvement in business. At the level of legislative agen-
cies (city councils, state government, etc.) the efforts are similar: to remove
the intrusive presence of law enforcement in order to reduce its power to act.

The two levels are not discrete. A corrupted elected official—and this
means an official who misrepresents his role to his constituents—may seek to
insure that some laws are not vigorously enforced, or are enforced selectively.
As long ago as 1952, the American Bar Association’s report on organized
crime concluded that the largest single factor in the breakdown of law en-
forcement dealing with organized crime is the corruption and connivance of
many public officials.3

The other side of this problem is that the victims of corruption—law en-
forcement, the political system and the public—are too often willing col-
laborators in the linking nexus. To the extent that the public is victimized by
partnerships with criminals, it may be asked what political needs criminals
satisfy when liaisons are created with them.

Godson has pointed out that there is much to learn about how and why
political-criminal relationships form, and the specific conditions that facili-
tate a political-criminal nexus (PCN)or lead to its breakdown.4 The discus-
sion is framed around a set of questions that:

Examine political, economic, and socio-cultural conditions that affect a
PCN;
How these conditions develop and are maintained;
The dynamics and exchanges among the various actors;
The vulnerabilities of a PCN; and,
Oppositional strategies that may frustrate the emergence of political-crimi-
nal networks or weaken and destroy those that exist and are operative.

Factors Affecting the Formation of the PCN

In its Final Report on Corruption and Racketeering in the New York City
Construction Industry (1990), the New York State Organized Crime Task Force
identified the crux of the problem not solely in terms of individual career
criminals and builders, but also incompetent and corrupted officials, and the
dizzying array of laws, ordinances, and regulations governing the construc-
tion process as important considerations.5 Putting up a building required
more than 85 permits from state agencies, as well as union agreements, sup-
plier contracts, and so on. The ordinances, designed to facilitate construction
of safe structures and insure worker and occupancy safety, made construction
unduly difficult. More important, this complex process created numerous
opportunities for bribery, graft, and corruption. Compensating for the mana-
gerial defects of the construction industry and its inept state supervision,
racketeers provided a “rationalizing” service that promoted a climate of sta-
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bility by reducing uncertainties in a fragmented and fragile work environ-
ment. Twenty-five years ago in its report on police corruption in New York
City, the Knapp Commission described the construction industry as a breed-
ing ground of corruption and cited the same kinds of factors that precipitated
criminal activity in the industry in 1990.6

The landmark police investigation by the Knapp Commission turned to
the construction industry because the symbiotic links between politicians
and gangsters were deep and obvious. Since the Second World War and the
economic boom that followed, organized criminals have insinuated them-
selves into labor, business, and political circles as supporters and consultants
to union bosses, business executives and political figures. The role played by
the organized criminal groups has never been carefully documented though
it is inconceivable that the massive public road construction, bridges, and
public housing projects could have been completed without criminal partici-
pation.7

Postulating a theory of how corruption works, how it develops pathways
that spread across the structure of institutions, will require documented hy-
potheses concerning ties among political, economic, and criminal power bro-
kers and their personal and professional connections. In New York City, the
phenomenon of police corruption serves as a “laboratory” in which corrup-
tion, a vital component of criminal patronage, operated across several public
service institutions—not just the police—which not only enabled vice to
flourish but also allowed criminals to penetrate legitimate industrial enter-
prises after law enforcement agencies had been compromised.

Moreover, apart from the persistence of a serious integrity problem with
law enforcement and government oversight, there are conditions, circum-
stances, structures of certain activities, markets, and environments that tend
to encourage organized criminality and the corruption of public officials.
Many decades before compromised police enforcement and the collusion of
public officials in widespread criminal activities were exposed by the Knapp
Commission and Construction Racketeering Report, Lippman described the
cultural and social structural contradictions that spawned organized crime in
American society.8

As noted by Lippmann, much organized crime activity involves the sup-
plying of illicit goods and services desired by a substantial part of the public
with the consequence that support for law enforcement is diluted and weak-
ened. Prohibition, for example, blurred the distinction between respect for
the law and lawbreaking. A symbiotic relationship emerged among gang-
sters, their patrons and law enforcement which blocked the normal applica-
tion of criminal labels. Corruption and the collusion of criminals, politicians
and police were simply assumed in Lippman’s analysis.

Weak state presence or controls often promote “informal” private solu-
tions to problems (as with rural mafia cosche in the south of Italy nearly a



An American Way of Crime and Corruption 103

century ago). In certain American industries, over-regulation, a state presence
that is too strong, too intrusive in its oversight and regulatory functions, may
be a source of problems. It appears that archaic laws and rules governing
construction (a multi-billion-dollar business in New York City alone) pro-
mote organized criminal interventions and contribute to organized crime
participation in the industry. The Wick’s law, in particular, which obliges the
state to award contracts to the lowest bidder within the parameters of engi-
neering specifications, production costs, and timetables, appears to have en-
couraged the formation of an illegal cartel among contractors, as well as
collusion with union racketeers. There is abundant data indicating that what
was true in New York City in the 1980s had also been prevalent in many other
American cities since the early 1900s. Repeating a much earlier analysis by
Lincoln Steffens, Tannenbaum observed that:

It is clear from the evidence at hand—that a considerable measure of the crime in the
community is made possible and perhaps inevitable by the peculiar connection that
exists between the political organizations of our large cities and the criminal activities
of various gangs that are permitted and even encouraged to operate.9

The frequency of major scandals linking organized criminals with politi-
cal and legal figures since 1938 suggests a general conclusion: while major
cities such as New York, Chicago, Detroit, Miami, Boston and a hoard of
lesser cities have been scandalized and cleansed innumerable times, orga-
nized crime persists and, in fact, thrives. Despite periodic forays, exposures,
and reform movements prompted by journalists, and social activists, orga-
nized crime has become something of an institution in the United States.

At the turn of the century, Lincoln Steffens made a career of exposing
corruption in American cities.10 That task of exposure in recent years has
fallen into the generally less daring hands of social scientists who, unlike
their crusading predecessors in the press, have gathered their information
from law enforcement agencies and criminal justice records. Unfortunately,
this difference in the sources of information has probably distorted the de-
scription of organized crime. It almost certainly has led to an overemphasis
on the “criminal” in organized crime and a corresponding de-emphasis on
“corruption” as an institutionalized component of America’s legal-political
system. Concomitantly, this focus has obscured the perception of the degrees
to which the structure of American law and politics—especially local politi-
cal activity and organization—creates and perpetuates syndicates that con-
duct vice operations, extortion, and assorted crimes in major cities.

Organized crime is not a set of activities that exists exclusively outside
law and government but is integral to them and may be a creation of them—
a hidden but nonetheless functional component of governmental structure.
Those identified by public investigations as criminal participants may tech-
nically be outside of government, but the nexus of which they are a part is
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organized around and conducted in the interests of not only criminal entre-
preneurs but economic and political elites.

The focus here is on the infiltration of professional criminal associations
into the legitimate sector. It sees organized crime as a phenomenon recogniz-
able by reciprocal services performed by professional criminals for their cli-
ents and politicians and examines their capacities to influence the criminal
justice apparatus.

In studies of criminal penetrations of the legitimate economic sectors of
the “upperworld,” corrupted law enforcement agencies and officials and com-
promised political actors function as “entry points” that define the bound-
aries of vulnerability in the sectors of the legitimate side. The connective
tissues of a nexus require that the concentration of criminal assets in the
criminal milieu that makes up the bridge—the conduit—between politics,
business, and crime be located. These linkages and connectives intertwine;
they are complex and make charting the geography of criminal activity and
influence difficult to identify. The world, or clandestine half-worlds of the
criminal and the legitimate political/economic actor constitute a limbo re-
alty of fear, suspicion, violence and ultimately betrayal while on the surface
partnerships may appear stable and durable while beneath the appearance of
normal reciprocal connections there is a torrent of uncertainty.

A major supposition of this essay is that as scientists achieve more preci-
sion in their observations and descriptions of organized crime, it will become
clearer that organized criminal activity itself is dependent upon the neutral-
ization of law enforcement and a persistent demand for the illicit goods and
services. Criminal syndicates appear to be tied to and in symbiosis with the
political bureaucracies and regulatory agencies at all levels of government.
And, the criminal operatives may be seen (and see themselves) as nothing
less than power brokers and political middlemen whose power is predi-
cated on their capacity to acquire, maintain, or manipulate control over
segments of the economic clusters of activity linking criminal organiza-
tions operating in local infrastructures and communities to the super-
structure of the larger society. From this standpoint, organized crime is
hardly a simple parable of criminal success or simple conspiracy, alien or
otherwise. Rather, organized criminals symbolize the flaws in the competi-
tive structures of business, commerce, and politics that occur in societies
where political institutions are not particularly sensitive to or responsive to
the needs of the public.11

The 1976 Task Force Report on Organized Crime notes that the “influence
of organized crime in the political sphere . . . permits all of its operations—the
legitimate and the illicit—to flourish.” The Report continues that “the final
explanation offered for the growth of organized crime and corruption con-
cerns the structure of government in the United States—particularly at the
state and local levels.”12 Further,
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The American pattern of fragmentation of governmental authority tends to guarantee
that attacks on crime syndicates. . .will be fragmented, that results will be delayed,
and that most reform movements can be out waited. Although it might be argued that
this fragmentation at least protects the public from a systematic tyranny by a corrupt
leader, that same public must be prepared to pay the price of inefficient and protracted
law enforcement efforts. Furthermore, in a nation divided into thousands of local
governments, a crime syndicate that can buy control of key officials in just one police
department can thereby secure for itself a base of operations for a gambling or drug
network spanning an entire metropolitan area.”13

Once established, the effect of criminal enterprises on the legal and politi-
cal systems can be quite powerful. The law itself is compromised in the inter-
ests of the crime cabal/nexus with the political establishment. The legal system
can be used in discretionary ways such that criminal activities are not easily
detected and uncooperative police, prosecutors, officials, and citizens can be
harassed with impunity. For example, in Chicago where almost 100 judges
and other court personnel in Cook County were convicted of bribery to fix
criminal cases, Mayor Richard Daley disbanded an effective Chicago police
department investigative unit explaining that it was a cost-cutting decision.14

The establishment of a durable criminal enterprise (or syndicate) provid-
ing a range of goods and services (licit and illicit) requires the creation of
symbiotic networks that contain representatives of all the leading centers of
power. Businessmen must be involved. In New York City’s construction in-
dustry businessmen used their influence and resources to facilitate the pro-
curement of loans to expand the vice enterprises and the infiltration of the
legitimate local economy by their professional criminal partners. Members of
the banking and finance community can be considerable assets in a criminal
enterprise.

The political influence of a criminal enterprise may be more directly ob-
tained. As in the case of Al Capone, tax-free profits make it possible for a
criminal network to support political candidates generously. Often the syndi-
cate assists numerous candidates in an election, thus assuring itself of influ-
ence regardless of who wins. While usually there is a favorite, cooperative
candidate who receives the greater proportion of the contribution, everyone
is likely to receive something.

Neutralization or compromised police-organized crime control strategies
may be achieved through corruption of police agencies with organized crime
control missions. What would appear to be more effective is the deployment
of corruption assets among public officials who determine law enforcement
policies and budgets, promotions and the distribution of internal resources
committed to organized crime control.

Influencing public officials with law enforcement responsibilities may
not be that difficult because organized criminals are often well integrated
into economic, political and occupational groups that they may no longer be
easily recognizable as criminal enterprises.15
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Machine Politics as Corruption Mechanisms

Some environments are particularly conducive to the creation of networks
involving political actors and organized criminals. The political machine in
urban politics has served as just such an instrument offering ideal conditions
for generating and propagating liaisons between criminals and political offi-
cials.

As a generic type of social organization promoting the symbiosis of crime
and politics the political machine has facilitated relationships between orga-
nized criminals with corrupt political structures in which success in one is
heavily dependent on the right connections in the other.

The political machine is an ideal apparatus for meeting the latent needs of
diverse subgroups in the community, including criminal organizations, that
cannot be adequately serviced by larger legal social structures. Political ma-
chines derive their strength by meeting the specific needs of local communi-
ties and neighborhoods. The sociological intuitions of local political bosses
can be seen in their recognition and definition of constituents as individuals
with specific problems and personal wants that can scarcely be handled in the
dispersed and circumscribed structures of bureaucratic power. The local po-
litical boss and his (or her) agents fulfill the important function of personaliz-
ing all manners of assistance to those in need.

Just as political machines have provided services (access to officials, gov-
ernment contracts, etc.) to legitimate businesses, they have also provided
similar services for illegitimate businesses including rackets and vice indus-
tries. Morals and ethics aside, business is business.

The functions of political machines for criminal clients, according to Rob-
ert Merton, are to enable them to operate with the assurance that they can
satisfy the economic demands of vice markets without interference from the
government.16 Just as legitimate business interests support machines to en-
sure representation and influence in government bureaucracies, so also do
racketeers seek to minimize government interference in their operations.
Machines then inevitably bring different groups and figures into political
interaction; supporters are likely to include respectable business elements
who are, of course, opposed to criminal rackets with individuals associated
with the underworld. In this light, the presumption that legitimate and ille-
gitimate groups are poles apart does not mean their status as social opposites
fully determines their behavior and interrelationships. Both antipodal groups
share common interests and the structural context of the political machine
can provide “protection” for those who require an effective liaison of “busi-
ness” with government.

To the extent that our concern is with the question about conditions that
enable criminal elements to form relationships with state authorities and
officials, this requires a sociological explanation. It does not seem as impor-
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tant to explain why one person, say, a James Marcus (a New York City Com-
missioner of Water Supply who steered reservoir construction and cleaning
contracts to Cosa Nostra firms in lieu of gambling debts), or a Hugh Addonizio
(a Newark, New Jersey Mayor who provided lucrative street construction
contracts to Cosa Nostra associates) are corruptible and engage in malfea-
sance while others refuse to participate in wrong doing. It seems far more
important to understand the characteristics of the social structure that create
the institutionalization of corruption through organized criminality. If crime
and corruption were simply the action of an occasional corrupt government
official, focusing on individual motivations would make sense. When, however,
it is ubiquitous and institutionalized, then answers are best found in the structural
characteristics of the political, economic and social systems. Further, if we also
think about organized criminal behavior as responsive and sensitive to the
configuration of resources and constraints that exist in the social structure,
then organized criminal activities may be understood as an outcome of pro-
cesses reflecting people’s actions as they adapt to those characteristics of the
social structure that present obstacles and criminal opportunities.17

In looking at conditions that promote and energize a political-criminal
nexus, the role of corruption appears to be central. But equally important are
political/bureaucratic structures that threaten to strangle business operations
with regulations (as in the construction industries in New York City) or func-
tion in too lax a manner. With the penetration of the Mayor’s Office during
John Lindsay’s administration, La Cosa Nostra racketeers exploited the per-
sonal weakness of a top official who found himself in the pockets of gang-
sters. But not only individuals can be corrupted; entire administrations may
be compromised by criminal elements. Some examples will follow. In this
connection the discussion will turn to the second question concerning how a
criminal/political nexus is developed and maintained.

Clientelist Politics and Organized Crime: Another Context for PCN
Formation

Political elites consolidated in machines built around nonrepresentative
clienteles provide opportunities for organized criminal groups to develop
and expand—especially in minority communities and ethnic enclaves. Here,
initially, the political-criminal nexus may be benign or nonexistent. Ethnic
criminal groups, such as the Tongs in Chinatown, do indeed prey upon local
businesses through extortion but also afford a cluster of stabilizing assets
designed to encourage legitimate business growth. Private protection through
“informal policing,” and ready access to capital derived from vice industries
may become available as legitimate business loans are circulated as invest-
ments offered through quasi-legal commercial entities and associations such
as the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA).18 The CCBA
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emerged in Chinatown as an important political entity, a political brokerage,
as it were, that even City Hall consults and confers with over policies affect-
ing law enforcement and other community needs.19

Likewise in some Latino enclaves described by Portes and Bach orga-
nized criminal groups substitute as political entities that offer services simi-
lar to those that the Tongs provide in Chinatown.20 Crime can be functional in
ethnic communities where political machines are dominated by other non-
representative ethnic groups and may be likely to adopt either predatory or
standoffish postures toward entrepreneurs and political actors in the new
neighborhoods. Moreover, amassing capital for some of the enclave members
that facilitate their transition into mainstream legitimate business is a vital
service criminal groups may provide.

It is well to remember that organized crime has not always functioned as an
alternate government bridging the gaps between ethnic enclaves and main-
stream institutions. Notable exceptions are found among first generation Japa-
nese in Los Angeles and first generation Italians in San Francisco.21 But even
in these instances, circumstances and historical accidents occurred that pro-
moted rapid social and economic assimilation into the mainstream. Actually,
the availability of lucrative economic opportunities that managed to seep
into and penetrate the ethnic enclaves connecting the latter to the larger
community’s economic infrastructures was largely fortuitous. And in these
favored ethnic settlements many of the “state” functions that in other settings
were instruments of, or partly aided by, organized criminal actors—namely
welfare, governance, protection, and economic coordination—were assumed
by legitimate political forces.

The dynamics of crime activity that may simultaneously inhibit and fa-
cilitate the processes of integration of ethnic enclaves dragging them into the
legitimate political matrix creates a complex picture of modern minority
communities and their relationships to organized crime. Today in many mod-
ern enclaves state-like services traditionally provided by organized criminal
networks and their associated political machines are replaced by community
police patrols, welfare, and other infrastructural services that tie the enclave
to the larger society. At the same time, other economic forces such as the
massive departure of city-based manufacturing help to strengthen criminal
activities that serve as substitutes for legitimate economic activities. One
might hypothesize that the more immigrant groups resemble a classical en-
clave, (i.e., the more isolated from the larger community and structures), the
more likely substantial organized crime groups will operate as substitutes
and alternatives to foreclosed external opportunities. Conversely, acceler-
ated assimilation of minorities into the mainstream may serve to impede
criminal development.

What this suggests is the complexity of a political-criminal nexus. They
may develop and operate at various levels of the political stratum and hierar-
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chies that overlay the socioeconomic structures of local communities, urban
sectors, regional/state, and federal/national governmental entities. From the
criminal activist’s standpoint the goal is similar: power and control to ma-
nipulate the governmental social control apparatus. But the type of corrup-
tion and control may depend upon criminals’ syndicates and groups
mobilizing capabilities, their relationships to political entities, and the depth
and range of influence required for criminal operations.

As the examples below illustrate, it may be more consistent with experi-
ence to suppose that there is not a monolithic “political/criminal nexus” but
a plurality of possibilities and relationships at micro and macro levels of
political/criminal collusion.

The fact that no unitary, single PCN has been identified may speak to the
nature of the structure of the political economy of the United States. Since
there is no command economy in America, there is no centralized, national
administrative entity that superintends price controls, business activities or-
ganized around a uniform code, and so on, that can be targeted for criminal
conspiracies and manipulations. Business and commercial activity is huge in
the United States; it is often uniform and national in scope, but the political
regulatory apparatuses with few exceptions do not exercise authority in ev-
ery jurisdiction nationwide. Law enforcement itself is not administered natu-
rally through a central bureaucracy; rather, it is a collection of
quasi-autonomous agencies that can be put together in composite Task Forces
to pursue organized crime control across several states. The FBI, DEA, IRS,
Department of Labor, and various agencies with missions abroad do sustain
organized crime units, but each pursues its particular objectives.

On the other hand, criminal syndicates in the USA have rarely achieved
national coordination in criminal enterprises. Prohibition perhaps is the best
example, because the social crisis Prohibition produced was national in scope
and offered opportunities to criminal entrepreneurs to operate on a truly
national scale. However, the law enforcement activity was in terms of its
intensity, durability, and efficiency shaped and driven by local conditions
and circumstances. There was no need to reach to the highest levels of na-
tional government or political power because enforcement and authority were
mainly local activities.

Did organized criminal groups in the United States create a national-level
PCN? The answer is that they have on several occasions with mixed results.
There is some evidence that the director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, resisted
acting against organized crime because his gambling compulsions compro-
mised his authority.22 During the 1960 Presidential Campaign, there is evi-
dence that various La Cosa Nostra bosses in New York City, Chicago, New
Orleans, Tampa, Florida, Detroit and Cleveland assisted the democratic party
by arranging for illegal votes which secured the election of John F. Kennedy.
The gangsters and racketeers who arranged this voter fraud were betrayed by
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the Kennedy administration when it implemented a major attack on orga-
nized crime.23 In the Prohibition era, the Volstead Act was a national piece of
legislation but enforcement was localized and hence corruption and criminal
conspiracies were local and regional, corresponding to criminal territorial
organization of illegal alcohol production and distribution.

Organized Crime as a Response to Political Marginality

Where influence with government is an objective of organized crime groups
operating in mainstream social environments adequately protected by law
enforcement, in politically powerless communities (immigrant and minority
communities) organized crime may take on different roles as quasi-govern-
mental functionaries, as informal or alternate “governments” and policing
agencies. In this sense, political parties and machines may actually encour-
age organized crime by ignoring the local ethnic/minority social and eco-
nomic milieus.

Providing social stability and informal policing where political institu-
tions are either dominated by other ethnic/minority groups in a spoils system,
or where local inhabitants have been abandoned to economic predators and
street criminals, may be a socially beneficial and useful function of organized
crime groups. Organized criminals may act as political middlemen bridging
the gaps between City Hall and the enclave. They may also amass capital
(licitly and illicitly) in order to facilitate the transitions of their clients into
legitimate businesses capable of competing outside the ghetto, or, short of that,
operating profitably within the commercial sector of the local community. Thus,
through organized crime an informally protected ethnic community may gen-
erate the assets needed to become internally productive and be poised to grow
beyond the confines of the local community as opportunities present themselves.

These hypotheses focus on modern immigrant and minority communities,
but clearly not all minority communities are victimized by the presence of
organized crime, although it would seem that the more the migrant/minority
group resembles a classical enclave, the more likely it is to have substantial
organized criminality, since its external opportunities tend to be foreclosed
and its residents more directly subject to the intimidation of powerful local
criminals. Further, it seems worth considering to what extent commercial
activities in comparatively apolitical enclaves are under the influence of
organized crime, and whether the corollary theme—that the more isolated the
enclave from political and cultural interaction with the larger society, the
more some of its functions fall under the sway of organized criminals—em-
pirically obtains. This seems prevalent in New York City’s Chinatown and the
Chinese enclave in San Francisco, California.24

A related issue concerns the degree to which ethnic/minority ghettos are
politically assimilated into the larger institutional configuration. To the ex-
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tent that they are not, it may be supposed that many state-like services may be
furnished by criminal entrepreneurs and their agents acting in non-predatory
roles as neighborhood governors, overlords and as police-like cadres creat-
ing some semblance of social order. This pattern, which was characteristic of
traditional ethnic ghettos, seems less relevant in the life of modern enclaves
where police routinely patrol, welfare agencies are active, and other
infrastructural services tie (if only loosely) the community to the larger soci-
ety.

Still, the variability in the ethnic enclave’s politicization, its economic
task environments, its core technologies, and specific political linkages may
figure importantly in determining how deeply organized crime is entrenched
and forms an invisible but nonetheless powerful government.

Political/Criminal Development and Maintenance

Criminal groups may be seen as decision-making units (or “firms” in eco-
nomic language) where assets and resources are utilized and exchanged for
services and goods they wish to acquire in order to facilitate their operations,
enhance their wealth, and create a stable operating environment. In these
respects criminal groups function much like legitimate businesses. Like le-
gitimate companies, criminal enterprises can take a variety of forms and en-
gage in activities quite similar to upperworld businesses in their search for
markets and opportunities.25

Firms that conduct illegal enterprises may be quite variegated. They might
be large and hierarchically structured (e.g., a “numbers” operation which may
employ hundreds of runners and bankers and amass gross revenues of mil-
lions of dollars), or remain small in size, but powerful nonetheless (e.g., a
group of extortionists and assassins who render services involving violence
for a fee or provide violence as an appendage to an enterprise syndicate
engaged in drugs, gambling, or racketeering). They can be short-lived (a drug
trafficking network that dissolves after several shipments of heroin); or rela-
tively durable (e.g., a loansharking operation that has successfully operated
for years).

Whatever size, longevity, diversification, specialization in services or prod-
ucts, and whatever market share, a criminal firm possessing these characteris-
tics experiences some constraints which are both internal and external. To
avoid arrest and prosecution, criminal firms will seek to maintain secrecy and
to avoid creating tangible evidence of their activities. Regardless of the shape,
flexibility or complexity of firms, criminal firms require certain conditions,
services and goods in order to conduct their business operations. (While La
Cosa Nostra crime families have tended to vertically integrate services and
capabilities [e.g., fences, fixers, gun dealers, assassins, thieves, informants,
financiers, criminal brokers, and security personnel], not all criminal enter-
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prises will develop the assets needed to insure their survival in an underworld
governed by the gun and fear.) In the pre-Cosa Nostra period of the New York
underworld, for example, a group labeled, rather luridly, “Murder, Inc.” pro-
vided several criminal syndicates with highly skilled specialists in murder
and mayhem. These individuals, whose sole task was to work exclusively for
the criminal group favoring the syndicates, carried out contract murder,
maimings, and beatings across the nation.26

Some conditions necessary to do business of any kind are so fundamental,
and so easily available to legitimate firms that they are barely acknowledged
in any survey of “factors of production” among upperworld firms. However,
such fundamental, taken for granted conditions may be problematic for crimi-
nally oriented businesses. Since illegal organizations operate in the midst of
criminals, and since neither police nor courts are available to respond to their
complaints, it is an ongoing task fraught with danger for them to protect their
assets and guarantee transactions.

Given the importance of protecting the basics needed to operate an illegal
enterprise, criminal groups will have to devote their own resources to provide
these conditions where, in contrast, legitimate firms may freely utilize the
legitimate legal and credit apparatuses of the state (police, courts, insurance
companies).

Beyond efforts to guarantee these basic conditions, criminal firms will
need specialized services or products that are not customarily required for
legitimate business enterprise. Many criminal groups will wish to buy “pro-
tection” from arrest or prosecution. From the perspective of legitimate soci-
ety, this service, “corruption,” and its ancillary procedures have been designed
to try to guarantee that the service is not aggressively sold. Public efforts to
discourage the practice have not eliminated it, but raised the price in an effort
to dilute the value of the service. From the perspective of illegitimate society,
corruption amounts to purchasing a “license” to do business which becomes
a valuable component in the mix of “factors of production.”

Corruption is, then, a practice that facilitates the basic operating condi-
tions of illicit business. In many cases, the formation of a PCN involves
members of organized crime groups, governmental officials, and private sec-
tor entrepreneurs who offer financial incentives for favored treatment in their
business transactions. When we think about political-criminal coalitions,
whether we know it or not, we are really focusing on the elements that make
up organized crime: members of criminal groups like La Cosa Nostra and also
members of the business, political, and law enforcement communities that
encourage and/or tolerate criminal activity. Critical to the lifeblood of a
crime network are collaborative political/legal actors. Perhaps the real sig-
nificance of crime networks and their persistence has been overlooked for the
most part because of the narrow focus on professional career criminals. Orga-
nized crime has been seen as consisting of organizations of criminals with
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names like Gotti, Bonanno, Gravano, and Gambino. The emphasis on the
criminality of only a segment of those involved has meant neglecting other
crucial participants in organized criminality and the crucial fact that criminal
groups have been intimately tied to, and in symbiosis with, the legal and
political bureaucracies and officials.

Aspects of the social structure that impinge directly on how people make
a living, the work they do, and way they organize their labor to produce
things that are useful and necessary constitute much of the substantive work
of bureaucracies. Contrary to the prevailing myth that universal rules govern
bureaucracies, the fact is that in day-to-day operations rules can—and must—
be selectively applied. Consequently, some degree of corruption is not merely
a possibility, but rather a virtual certainty built into the very structure of
bureaucratic organizations, including law enforcement.27

The starting point for understanding this structural invitation to corrup-
tion is the observation that application of all rules and procedures compris-
ing the foundation of an organization inevitably admits of a degree of
discretion. Rules can only specify what should be done when the actions
being considered fall clearly into unambiguously specifiable categories, about
which there can be no reasonable grounds of disagreement or conflicting
interpretation. But such categories in real life are a rarity. Instead, most events
fall within the penumbra of the rules where the discretion of the official or
office holder must hold sway.

Nothing illustrates this reality more dramatically than the career of John
Nacrelli, mayor of Chester, Pennsylvania. A combination of corrupt politi-
cians, criminals, and rogue law enforcement officers within the economically
destitute small city bordering Philadelphia produced a sordid alliance that
fed off itself and that became embedded in the political system like a parasite
that thrives on a living organism. The combined influence of the PCN stretched
beyond Chester and seeped into Delaware County. During his tenure in office
and even after his racketeering conviction, Nacrelli treated the public trust of
government as a form of private enterprise. For him politics was truly a per-
sonal business. Racketeers delivered money and provided services to offi-
cials in city government who controlled the police who, in turn, under orders
from City Hall, either enforced the law or ignored criminal activity, no matter
how blatant. Thus, a self-enclosed, self-generating political criminal machine
thrived at the center of the government in Chester.

The modus operandi developed by Nacrelli was to saturate the city admin-
istration with hand-picked cronies and operatives who were chosen not on
the formal basis of merit or technical competence but strictly in terms of
patronage, as favors to allies, friends, and political supporters and as links to
the criminal syndicate in the city. Public officials in positions to award con-
tracts for city services would favor private contractors whose employees were
friends and supporters of the Chester City administration. Less dramatic abuses,
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but in no small measure less corrosive of public confidence in government,
involved routine misuse of the patronage system which undermined public
efficiency by allowing civil service jobs to go unfilled or by appointing
“temporary” provisional employees who became permanent by repeated re-
appointment.

The criminal markets that emerged in video poker gambling, narcotics,
and loan sharking, which were (and appear to remain) intertwined with law
enforcement and the political machine, proved to be a sinister substitute for
law enforcement and legitimate government. The outcomes were predictable
in Chester: with police indifferent to crime or enforcing it in expedient, op-
tional ways, crime settled into the community more deeply making it more
difficult to control.28

While many approaches to the political-criminal connection describe the
political and legitimate sectors of society as victims of criminal conspiracies,
other accounts, do not. The spectacle of Chester exemplifies the point made
alone that the putative victims in many instances function as active partners
in criminal coalitions that seek to neutralize law enforcement, or to weaken
the capacities of other firms and businesses to compete. Clothing manufac-
turing firms, trade unions, transport and construction businesses where crimi-
nals and legitimate businesspeople have collaborated in alliances in order to
enhance their competitive advantages or to facilitate political careers of mal-
leable officials through massive manipulations of electoral processes are not
uncommon. Many organized criminals have survived and prospered because
they have forged connections with influential politicians and law enforce-
ment officials who themselves find their liaisons career enhancing and per-
sonally profitable.

What are the typical contexts in which corruption of political actors oc-
cur? A good example is Carlos Marcello who headed the Louisiana La Cosa
Nostra. Marcello insisted on being identified as a successful realtor and busi-
nessman involved in numerous civic activities. Actually, his career was
launched in the vice industries through which he acquired his considerable
capital resources and then parlayed these into legitimate business assets. In
order to protect his criminal enterprises he colluded with public officials at
every level of government by direct cash payoffs, through huge campaign
contributions, and by delivering large voting blocs for favored candidates.
Typically, rather than choosing among candidates, his organization shrewdly
backed all of them.29

Looking into the processes of corruption, it may well be tied to intermedi-
ary structures such as legitimate businesses. These appear to provide an ideal
setting from which connections with government officials can be cultivated
openly rather than surreptitiously. Legitimate businesses may be seen as the
“delivery system” and natural bridge between gangsters and politicians. Pack-
aging oneself as a “businessman” is a fairly common ruse of gangsters and
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may be more effective than anyone suspects. Among other things, the busi-
ness identity affords racketeers a cloak of respectability, and makes it more
feasible for legitimate people to deal with them or with their agents (attor-
neys). Politicians who would be embarrassed by organized crime connection,
however remote, can always claim that they thought they were dealing with a
respectable businessman.

As one of the most influential and durable La Cosa Nostra bosses in the
United States, Carlos Marcello cultivated solid connections with many per-
sons in high places. According to John Davis, whose research is based on FBI
documents that include wiretap surveillance and undercover operations in
Louisiana, Marcello’s influence reached into the U.S. Senate, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice, and the Governor’s mansion in Louisiana. Still, there is no
evidence that Marcello had direct connections with his corrupt political spon-
sors and partners. He utilized third-party intermediaries who would function
as “go-betweens” carrying money and information back and forth among the
principals. Marcello and the New Orleans LCN family would heavily finance
a political campaign and turn out the vote. According to David Chandler, an
investigative journalist for Life magazine, the quid pro quo among gangsters,
lawmen, and politicians in Louisiana was simple: if they looked the other
way as the crime machine chugged along, political support and money would
be forthcoming. Of course, Marcello ensured stability in the underworld by
using violence to quell other crime and to intimidate other criminal opera-
tors. In the mid- to late sixties, the flamboyant New Orleans district attorney,
Jim Garrison, dismissed eighty-four cases brought against Marcello’s men
including attempted murder, manslaughter, kidnaping and illegal gambling.30

Garrison (who, incidentally, launched an investigation into the Kennedy
assassination premised on the assumption that the CIA and its rogue opera-
tives, not the underworld, murdered the president) was not the only high-
ranking law enforcement official Marcello knew. As he admitted to two secretly
wired undercover agents, Marcello had a connection via a third party to the
Attorney-General of the United States; connections with high officials in the
Immigration and Naturalization Service; friendships with several federal judges
in New Orleans; personal relationships with the leadership of the largest and
most powerful labor union in the United States (the Teamsters); and direct
relationships with the heads of the Louisiana State Police, the chief of police
of New Orleans, and the district attorney of New Orleans.

Within La Cosa Nostra, Marcello’s standing was unique: he could “make”
soldiers for his crime family without La Cosa Nostra Commission approval;
and no underworld figure would dare to venture into Louisiana without his
permission. Interestingly, his career moves and organizational elan which
most law enforcement officials considered quite sophisticated goes back to
the style of the New Orleans Matranga mafia cosche in the 1890s. In the early
stages of his criminal career Marcello operated in the rural parishes surround-
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ing New Orleans, Baton Rouge, and Shreveport; only later when he became a
dominant figure and was firmly in control of the local underworld did he
migrate into the cities and assume control of their vice industries.

Partners of Exchange and Collusion Between
Criminals and Political Officials

The venture capital Marcello raised from his illegal operations (illegal
gambling, narcotics, prostitution, extortion, marketing stolen goods, robber-
ies, burglaries and thefts) amounted to a criminal enterprise that required,
according to Aaron Kohn, head of the New Orleans Crime Commission, a
collusion with corrupted officials at every level including police, sheriffs,
justices of the peace, prosecutors, mayors, governors, judges, licensing au-
thorities, state legislators and members of Congress. The PCN Marcello nur-
tured and participated in enabled him to go beyond predatory, parasitic
criminality and finance a sizeable array of legitimate businesses includ-
ing motels, restaurants, taverns, banks, beer and liquor distributorships,
shrimp boat fleets, shipbuilding, finance companies, taxi and bus firms,
phonograph record companies, electrical appliance stores, and a tomato
canning company. This last activity provided Marcello with his stock expla-
nation for not having anything to do with organized crime. He stubbornly
insisted that he was merely a $1,500 a month tomato salesman. Indeed, the
Pelican Tomato Company, Marcello’s firm, had the U.S. Navy as its biggest
customer.

Money, votes, and immunity from prosecution are the “commodities” rou-
tinely exchanged in the nexus system of values. To operate criminal busi-
nesses required corruption and this meant alliances with politicians who
provided a protective umbrella shielding the criminals. This could be accom-
plished in a variety of ways in Louisiana. In some cases there were direct cash
payoffs; in others, huge campaign contributions were made. Sometimes,
Marcello picked up virtually the entire tab in a campaign for governor or
other statewide offices. In still other cases, he delivered large voting blocs to
favored candidates. Marcello’s shrewd techniques of political manipulation
are instructive: in a hard fought gubernatorial election, the candidates in the
Democratic primary (which was equivalent to election) were former Governor
Jimmie Davis and the New Orleans Mayor de Lesseps Morrison. Typically,
Marcello had maintained excellent relations with both Davis and Morrison
and wished to keep things that way. Rather than choose between them, he
found a way to back both of them. He himself became the chief contributor to
Davis’s campaign fund, and two of Marcello’s associates became Morrison’s
main financial backers. Thus, no matter who won, Marcello was sure of keep-
ing close ties with the incoming governor. Davis was elected and later took
official actions that benefitted Marcello’s empire by authorizing a publicly
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funded swamp drainage project that increased the values of Marcello’s river
front properties tenfold.31

Chicago along with Louisiana may be the other paradigm case of a crimi-
nal organization utterly smothering and compromising the legitimacy of the
civil and criminal justice functions of government. Capone masterfully ma-
nipulated the highest local government officials, effectively neutralized them,
and assimilated them into his networks.

It is fair to say that the public was at least ambivalent at first and stood by
as a collective silent partner as local government was compromised and
delegitimated. Only when violence became so indiscriminate and so intense
did the public awaken and begin to support reform initiatives orchestrated by
federal agencies determined to crush Capone and eliminate his political cro-
nies.32

Capone’s key henchman, Jacob (“Greasy Thumb”) Guzik was the “con-
nection guy” in the organization. Guzik supervised a group of Chicago gang-
sters whose prime function was to arrange the corruption of public officials
and others.

In New York, the role of “middleman” that linked the political system with
the crime syndicates was inhabited by Frank Costello who was known as the
“Prime Minister of the Underworld.”33 Costello was an established gambler
with a considerable record of involvement in bootlegging (who incidentally,
also brought slot machines to Huey Long’s Louisiana for a kickback). As a
top mafia boss, Costello was a political broker and fixer for the New York
mobs.34 He succeeded in breaking the Irish domination over judicial appoint-
ments in Manhattan. In the 1940s, Tammany Hall Irish political chieftains
turned to the increasingly Italian-controlled underworld for desperately
needed funding. The “Mafia Plan” meant some risk for Irish politicians when
Costello and his colleagues “decided to install their own Italian district lead-
ers in Tammany clubhouses.”35

Costello managed this sensitive transition skillfully and was able to se-
cure judicial nominations to the New York courts where it was expected that
jurists who owed their careers to Costello would take his suggestions in cases
involving organized crime interests. With the power of the political machine
at his disposal, Costello was able to assume the posture of a civic-minded
public figure. Eventually, it all backfired with the exposures of the Kefauver
Committee hearings in 1951 where he was mortified by questions concerning
his criminal affiliations. His attempted assassination during an internal crime
family struggle involving the leadership of the Luciano La Cosa Nostra fam-
ily in 1957 (later to be called the Genovese Crime family) finally destroyed
the credibility of his role as a civic-minded citizen and philanthropist.

What Marcello in Louisiana, Guzik/Capone in Chicago, and Costello in
New York show is that the interactions between criminal organizations and
political entities may be mutually beneficial, in the short run at least, and that
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the political organization under criminal influence becomes the mechanism
for exercising both legitimate and illegitimate pressures to further the interests
of the participants in the nexus. It also seems clear that manipulation of a political
entity—whether party or elected officials—is feasible and more efficient in mi-
lieux where the political opposition is negligible or moribund and where con-
flicts between the law, what it forbids, and public appetites are apparent.

New York’s Tammany Hall struck such notorious bargains between politi-
cians and criminal elements that the Democratic machine was able to rule the
city as a fiefdom for almost a century. In the 1930s, Dutch Schultz’s influence
with the Bronx Democratic party enabled him actually to deploy the police in an
underworld struggle to take control of the black numbers rackets in Harlem.36

In these cases it seems clear that the relationship between the racketeer and
the political machine is symbiotic. In Kansas City, the local La Cosa Nostra
was an integral part of the Pendergast machine when the vote had to be
“delivered” for a candidate. In return for support from gangsters who pro-
vided money and votes, police protection for their rackets was secured.37 The
alliance among politics, policemen, and their underworld allies required in-
dividuals who could deal with all the participants—the underworld, the world
of business, the government—and who would not be identifiable solely as
gangsters, but could masquerade as businessmen, or as ambitious politicians
yet who were known, trusted, and respected by all. Credentials of the
criminal/political middleman had to include knowledge of money; how
to get it and how to use it. He had to be someone who appreciated the
value and uses of graft and the bribe as well as creating and sustaining ongo-
ing illicit secret partnerships. And he (or she) had to be a person who was
amoral, not fearful of violence and its employment, and who projected a
smooth polished front.

Not every criminal organization had to court reluctant politicians in order
to forge partnerships. In 1970, Hugh Addonizio, mayor of New Jersey’s big-
gest city, Newark, was sentenced to ten years imprisonment on kickback
conspiracy charges involving La Cosa Nostra. Addonizio shared $1.5 million
extorted from contractors through the services of Angelo DeCarlo, a Genovese
crime family capo, for doing business with the city. Despite a steady stream of
convictions including the mayors of Jersey City, and West New York,
congresspersons from Bayonne, Fort Lee and officials in Hudson, Bergen,
and Mercer counties, in November of 1984, Atlantic City mayor Michael
Matthews was convicted after pleading guilty to accepting a $10,000 cash
extortion payment from an undercover FBI agent. In July 1984, Matthews
was removed from office as the result of charges that he conspired to sell the
mayor’s office of Atlantic City to the Scarfo La Cosa Nostra family of Phila-
delphia and Southern New Jersey. An organizer of Local 54 of the Bartenders
Union in Atlantic City and an associate of Scarfo was also sentenced for his
part in the conspiracy.38
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What of today? Is the PCN functioning in much the way it did in the past?
Is it more powerful than in the past or has the capacity of criminals to influ-
ence political actions, including law enforcement, diminished?

In the Gotti trials, informant Salvatore (Sammy the Bull) Gravano revealed
that the Gambino Crime family had access to the federal prosecutor’s office
through an employee and had paid a police officer assigned to the Intelli-
gence Division to provide information on police investigative activities. As
for “political fixers” in the style of Frank Costello, whose influence reached
directly and often openly into the political machine, that seems to be a thing
of the past. Modern criminals operate through elaborate “fronts” and the
subterfuges of the legitimate business entrepreneur image which Paul
Costellano, assassinated head of the Gambino Crime family, sought to culti-
vate as his public persona.39

Marcello, Costello, and Guzik are no more than mostly forgotten
hieroglyphs of the criminal past; they demonstrated that local political estab-
lishments were vulnerable to criminal manipulations. It was not until the
post-Hoover era that the FBI became seriously involved in organized crime
control. The passivity of the FBI before the Kennedy era may have contrib-
uted to the power of LCN and its success in forming political criminal net-
works. The federal effort added an important component to anti-crime efforts
in several ways that weakened these linkages. Even before RICO, the re-
sources of the FBI, then later the IRS, Treasury, and Strike Forces associated
with U.S. attorney offices could mobilize manpower, forensic and investiga-
tive skills and needed resources seemingly untainted by local politics. RICO
legislation, special prosecutors, federal grand juries, immunity provisions,
and witness security programs were significant elements in strengthening
organized crime control efforts that made the PCN more vulnerable.

Furthermore, the successful careers of organized criminals in corrupting
and neutralizing the political structures in “one party states” such as Louisi-
ana and in large metropolitan areas like Chicago, New York, Boston/Provi-
dence, and Kansas City suggest that the effectiveness of law enforcement
against professional criminals may depend on political heterogeneous
structures and the viability of jurisdictionally diversified law enforce-
ment organizations. But, diversity can and has produced fragmentation
when, for instance, agencies compete. On the other hand, when they cooper-
ate in task force groups, they become quite formidable opponents of criminal
organizations.

The “Fixer” and the PCN Operative

In criminal networks that are stable and durable such as vice syndicates,
the role of the “fixer” defines the dynamics of the collusion that tie together
elements of the political machine and criminal conspiracies. Jimmy Hines, a
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powerful political agent in Bronx County and in Tammany Hall, embodies
the idea of the PCN.

Hines grew up in ward politics where politicians relied heavily on gang-
sters to win elections. So it was no surprise that, at the turn of the century, he
staged his electoral campaigns for aldermen with the help of hoodlums such
as Spike Sullivan and Harry “Gyp the Blood” Horowitz in the upper west side
of Manhattan. As his career matured, Hines developed relationships with a
broader, more powerful group of New York racketeers, including Arnold “The
Brain” Rothstein, Dutch Schultz, Owney Madden, and Frank Costello, the
Mafia’s emissary to the political machines.

The extent of the ties between local politics and the mob is illustrated by
the fact that when Hines attended the 1932 Democratic Party National Conven-
tion in Chicago that nominated Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Frank Costello shared
his hotel suite. On Schultz’s payroll alone, Hines received between $500 and
$1,000 per week to protect the numbers rackets in Harlem and Manhattan and the
bootleg operations in the Bronx. Hines’s principal duty as the political agent of
the mob was to see to it that police did not interfere with their rackets.

In 1935, Thomas E. Dewey became Manhattan district attorney and tar-
geted key racketeers such as Schultz, “Waxey” Gordon, and Charles “Lucky”
Luciano, along with their henchmen and partners in legitimate society. Dewey,
a Republican and future presidential candidate, went after Hines, who was at
one time the most powerful Democrat in New York State and Roosevelt’s
primary patronage dispenser in New York City. The first prosecution on conspira-
cies involving bribes paid to the judiciary and police ended in a mistrial. On 25
February 1939, Hines was convicted in a second trial and went to Sing Sing
prison in 1940, where he served four years. Hines died in 1957, at age 80; he
epitomized the political-criminal nexus that enables organized crime to exist.

In many corrupted urban political machines, the role of the fixer is vital for
maintaining a smoothly functioning system. The police, the politicians, the
local business elite, and organized crime cannot be seen together openly, so
another, apparently independent party becomes the linchpin, the individual
who can interact with each group without arousing too much suspicion. The
fixer is like a thumb, able to touch the other fingers on a hand, enabling it to
function. He (or she) is technically independent of government, an attorney
in private practice, perhaps, who is intimately knowledgeable about the law
enforcement community, the district attorney’s office, the courts, the leading
business groups and entrepreneurs in the community, and the organized crime
bosses with vested interests in all sectors of the local society’s power structure.

In New York during the 1930s, Jimmy Hines, the head of the Democratic
Party machine in Bronx County, New York City, functioned as an influential
fixer and go-between for the Dutch Schultz mob, the police, and the Demo-
cratic Party, which dominated the city’s politics. In Louisiana, Carlos Marcello,
a New Orleans La Cosa Nostra boss, utilized local attorneys to arrange graft,
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bribes, contributions to political campaigns, and secret business ventures.
Sometimes a gangster will clean up his image and mix in with legitimate
society, as in the case of Frank Costello, known in the mafia crime scene as the
“Prime Minister of the Underworld.” The public image of Costello was that of
a philanthropist and charity organizer with powerful connections in politics
and the judicial system. Over time many judges and politicians would owe
their careers to Costello’s influence. That influence (known as “juice”) was
used to secure court appointments of jurists and swing elections on behalf of
mob-friendly political figures. For any durable crime organization, a fixer is
a vital activity for the organization’s security.

Vulnerabilities of the PCN

The question whether legal reforms and suppression strategies have been
effective goes to the difficulties law enforcement officials and others have
had in defining organized criminality. As it is often used, the term is both
confusing and misleading. Ideally, a definition provides limits within which
to focus inquiry and to isolate a relatively homogeneous set of phenomena
that share certain characteristics from a wide variety of closely related but
significantly different events. Several writers, and even the government it-
self, observed that there is no acceptable definition of organized crime.40 The
GAO has suggested time and again that the root of the contemporary struggle
against organized crime is hopelessly twisted because of the problem of mean-
ing. During the 1960s there emerged the notion that organized criminality
was an alien conspiracy and/or a bureaucratic monolith analogous to the
structure of a corporation.

If, on the other hand, organized crime is defined as referring to those
illegal activities involving the management and coordination of racketeer-
ing (organized extortion) vice, then the framework permits us to think about
a process of criminal activity without narrowing the notion to a static subset
of professional career criminals. Who is involved is left open so that political
actors may be included.

The empirical work referred to above is sensitive to a dynamic notion of
“organized crime” showing the prevalence of crime networks linking profes-
sional career criminals with political and legal figures.

As for the vulnerabilities of PCNs and preventative strategies that can weaken,
destroy, or neutralize them, recent investigations may be illuminating.

Master Builders, Master Criminals: The New York City Construction
Industry, Its Vulnerabilities, and the Political Ramifications

Corruption and racketeering in New York City’s multi-billion-dollar con-
struction industry dates back at least a century. Yet recent prosecutions, inves-
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tigations, and studies by federal, state, and local commissions continue to
document pervasive and systemic patterns of criminality and unethical con-
duct throughout the City’s construction industry, particularly on public con-
struction projects. The list of illicit activities is extensive: most common are
racketeering, bid rigging, extortion, bribery of public officials, theft, fraud,
falsification of business records, false filings with government agencies, and
collusive bidding practices. In addition, organized crime’s involvement is so
effective that certain construction sub-industries are substantially mob-con-
trolled.

In a report released in 1990, the New York State Organized Crime Task
Force attempted to analyze the reasons for the industry’s susceptibility to
racketeering and corruption, and described how organized crime syndicates
have exploited these facts. Although traditional criminal investigations and
prosecutions play a critical role in identifying the particular industry traits
that generate corruption, the report noted that law enforcement can play only
a limited role in forcing reforms. It concluded that a comprehensive, multi-
jurisdictional strategy to control organized crime ought therefore to look
beyond prosecutions and incarceration, and use other means, including civil
remedies, as well as legislative, administrative, and structural reforms.

Because such reforms often require altering fundamental ways in which an
industry conducts its business, meaningful change may be difficult to achieve.
In many instances, it requires modifying long-standing practices and proce-
dures. Such institutional reform can be imposed through legislation, regula-
tion, or judicial decision, but it stands a better chance of success if the affected
institutions adopt these reforms voluntarily.

The Report’s recommendations for containing official corruption included
reform of electoral campaign finance laws. This implies that political will
needs to be interjected into the reform process along with increased account-
ability among the agencies monitoring the vast industry. Whether detailed
reforms will actually be addressed and implemented may be an indicator of
the extent of criminal intrusion into the political system. Can the problems
facing the construction industry be tackled by law enforcement alone? Prob-
ably not. The central problems developed in the Task Force analysis are, after
all, political issues.

Strategies for Preventing and Weakening the PCN

New York City’s school building and maintenance program has been one
of the areas of the construction industry plagued by corruption, racketeering,
fraud, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and abuse with particularly tragic conse-
quences. In the past several decades, the Board of Education poured billions
of dollars into school construction, often taking eight or nine years to build a
single school at cost overruns of several hundred percent. The educational
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facilities of New York fell into a deplorable condition, leaving many schools
unsafe and unhealthy.

In response, in 1989 the New York State Legislature created a School
Construction Authority (SCA) charged with rebuilding the educational infra-
structure of New York City. It was recognized that such an agency could be
susceptible to criminal exploitation by La Cosa Nostra mobsters, labor rack-
eteers, cartels of contractors and suppliers that operated in the construction
industries at large. To deal with this threat, the Board of the SCA proposed an
Inspector General Office within the agency to prevent corruption by block-
ing opportunities and reducing contractor incentives to act in a corrupt man-
ner; to deter corrupt activity through investigation, prosecution, civil law
suits and administrative sanctions, such as debarments from further work; and
to provide opportunities for work among those contractors who believed that
they had been unfairly restricted from competing for contracts.

The Inspector General’s office represented an attempt to contain the threat
of organized criminal involvement in public construction projects, by seek-
ing deterrents through crime control efforts and by pursuing administrative
remedies that could strengthen industry processes and block opportunities
and occasions for racketeering.

The idea of an Inspector General stems from the practitioner-initiated ap-
proaches to apply the multi-jurisdictional perspective to organized crime
control which includes efforts to detect and deter criminality by law enforce-
ment investigation and prosecution, and to reform an industry by blocking
opportunities for racketeering through administrative remedies.

The basis and rationale for the strategy is the assumption that law enforce-
ment by itself is necessary but scarcely sufficient as a criminal deterrent.
Moreover, as the Report of the New York State Organized Crime Task Force
suggested, long-established policies and practices in the construction indus-
try created opportunities for, and vulnerability to, criminal intrusions and
therefore had to be changed. The challenge was then to determine the opera-
tional characteristics of the industry that led to crime.

The mandate of the Authority was to protect a $4.3 billion construction
program from victimization by organized crime, crime monopolies and car-
tels, corruption, bribery, extortion, racketeering, and the other crimes en-
demic to the industry that also provide the occasions for creating or
strengthening a PCN. The formation of the SCA flowed from the conclusions
and recommendations of the study of corruption and racketeering in the New
York City construction industry. As the Report observed:

“The most promising antidote to fraud, waste, and abuse in public works is reform
of the system of public contracting and better public administration. A city govern-
ment poorly organized to carry out public works promotes delay, indecision, lack of
accountability, and a culture of fraud, waste and abuse.
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The city must invest greater funds and resources in auditing public works projects,
and in investigating and punishing contractor fraud, both administratively and through
the courts. Similarly, incompetent contract administration facilitates unnecessary and
unjustified change orders...and unsafe construction. The solution is to overhaul and
reform the public works process by abolishing the Wick’s law, reforming the lowest
responsible bidder system, improving auditing procedures.... Most of all, it means
reforming the administration of public works.”41

The Racketeering Report appeared on the heels of major scandals involv-
ing the construction industry in the city. Public officials and prosecutors
acknowledged that law enforcement could not prosecute away the problems
endemic to the industry. The inducements to corruption and racketeering
were substantial (and appear to remain so) so investigation, prosecution, and
deterrence can get at only a small fraction of the illegal behavior involved. In
fact, by the late eighties with major prosecutions of crime bosses resulting in
convictions, the media generated the impression that RICO-driven prosecu-
tions finally put organized crime on the run. But many organized crime ex-
perts thought that this was illusory. New crime bosses emerged, different
criminal monopolies formed and new mobsters were taking up the reins in
unions where labor racketeers had been purged through criminal convictions.
And, as Gravano revealed in his trial testimony and later in interviews, com-
panies convicted of frauds and other economic crimes reappeared under new
names with different corporate compositions.42 Also testimony before Con-
gress indicated as late as 1996, organized crime is still entrenched in the labor
movement.43

Nor are the major institutions—whether public authorities or private real
estate interests—necessarily equipped or inclined to take the sorts of mea-
sures that might be required to protect themselves and their ventures from
racketeering. One reason, it may be supposed, is that they have limited infor-
mation about contractors, union leaders and others affiliated with projects.
Even after learning that some of these are mob-connected or controlled, build-
ers may still have few compunctions about paying the high costs of doing
business if delivery or performance can be reasonably guaranteed to meet
schedules. Once again: the affected public may be ambivalent about criminal
activity, as it was fifty years ago when crime syndicates selling vice flour-
ished.44

Operational Strategy of the SCA

In order to achieve its goal of denying public contracts to individuals and
firms that are mob-connected or otherwise corrupt, the SCA embraced a series
of strategies which would join together investigative and prosecution efforts
in crime control and deterrence with administrative remedies for reform. Thus,
the strategy is one of “brokering” the interests and capacities of law enforce-
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ment on the one hand with the interests of a reform-minded public works
program to find effective administrative schemes to build schools efficiently
with a minimum of waste and fraud. However, brokering relationships among
public agencies and private vendors is a management task that could prove
difficult. Inducements to collaborate among agencies when an office lacks
statutory authority to engage in what must be considered highly intrusive
investigations can generate serious problems as happened with the New Jer-
sey Casino Commission when it attempted to screen and license applicants
for gaming licenses. New Jersey excluded known racketeers from casino own-
ership but it also led to concerted efforts by organized crime to position itself
in the ancillary industries (labor, hotel work and construction, etc.) surround-
ing casino operations. In effect, the mobsters preyed more vigorously on the
peripheries of the industry and exercised their influence indirectly but no less
effectively.

While there is much to applaud in the motivation and goals of the SCA
initiatives, they raise complex and difficult issues of governmental ethics,
fairness, and efficiency. In August 1991, the New York City SCA announced
that it was blacklisting for up to five years more than fifty construction firms.
Nearly half of the disqualifications were based on purported mob ties or
criminality—such as bribery of union officials or building inspectors, tax
fraud, minority business enterprise fraud, and money laundering—not on
poor performance or previous government contracts or demonstrated inabil-
ity to perform future contracts.45

It can be agreed that firms that are unqualified should be denied contracts
and, if possible, the right even to bid. Likewise, firms whose contract perfor-
mance is unsatisfactory ought to be “debarred” from future public business.
There are some questions as to the ethical viability and legitimacy of the
policy. For instance, is such a policy capable of fair implementation? Would
its costs in terms of administrative delay and reducing competition be worth
the advantage of keeping government free of whatever taint comes from a
contractual relationship with a firm associated with La Cosa Nostra regard-
less of whether they perform adequately? While the state’s Task Force Report
applauded the city’s efforts to identify mob firms and recommended that
debarment be used more liberally to eliminate undesirables, it did not recom-
mend that government agencies deny contracts to firms who hire workers
belonging to mob-controlled unions (which constitutes a very substantial
number). Perhaps the State Task Force realized that such a policy could shut
down public works altogether.

On its face, the recommendation that government agencies refuse to deal
with companies run by racketeers looks uncontroversial. But will, “blacklist-
ing” work as a crime-control strategy? Denying contractors work because of
mob-influence is based on the belief that such a threat works as a deterrent.
But blacklisted companies may continue to do business with the government
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under a different corporate identity and through different officers. Even if
organized criminals could be purged from certain industries, does it follow
that organized crime groups would be substantially? As a practical matter
identifying and excluding criminally affiliated firms is an enormous admin-
istrative burden to shoulder. There are tens of thousands of city contractors.
On what basis could a financially-strapped city government judge the moral
character and associates of all these contractors, and at what costs? Further,
even if government agencies had the time, resources, and expertise to inves-
tigate contractors, what standards should be set for disqualifications? Should
the government exclude ex-convicts or “acquitted” criminals? Can it perform
such an investigatory task—examining the backgrounds and records of thou-
sands of employees, much less suppliers and subcontractors with whom firms
do business? Isn’t this the sort of exaggerated ambition that comes back to haunt
government agencies when they are confronted with evidence of morally ques-
tionable individuals that somehow slipped through the security net?

Other questions suggest other problems. Assume that government agen-
cies are justified in refusing to deal with “tainted” firms, then how are such
firms to be identified? The obvious case is where a mafia don runs a company.
But this possibility is farfetched because mafia dons don’t serve as CEOs.
Crime syndicates sell connections and protection and mob-controlled firms
are operated by clean fronts and associates. How many La Cosa Nostra members,
associates, relatives, or friends in a firm are enough to justify exclusion? Is it only
La Cosa Nostra tainted firms that should be disqualified from government con-
tracts? What of firms whose officers or employees are members of other crime
groups? A principled policy would have to include organized crime groups
other than La Cosa Nostra which might further paralyze the entire process.

The reasons for monitoring construction activities—organized crime con-
trol, clean government, and efficient contracting—are not easily balanced.
The goal to protect government from criminal victimization seems sensible
and companies that have in the past defrauded the city or have grossly failed
to meet their contractual obligations ought not be awarded more work.

And even if crime control is the responsibility of all government agencies,
it doesn’t seem possible that public agencies other than law enforcement
have the resources, experts or training of law enforcement professionals.

The drive to rid the construction industry of criminal influence is similar
to other morality movements like the war on drugs. The whole enterprise
simply bristles with questions about fairness and practicality.

In other settings where organized criminals have an interest, in waste col-
lection and disposal, for example, similar problems abound in developing a
“clean hands” policy where government enforcement strategies are designed
to curb racketeering influence, and weaken the PCN. As might be expected
there are pressures on regulatory agencies from powerful political and eco-
nomic forces that control significant segments of the waste industry, includ-
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ing toxic and hazardous substances (which require special expertise, equip-
ment and licensing), to be “reasonable” in their enforcement activities.46

Block and Scarpitti present a serious indictment against enforcement agen-
cies including charges that their corruption extends through state agencies to
the federal level. A significant part of the problem may be less the outcome of
a broad, criminal conspiracy involving the collusion of waste haulers, dump-
ers, and regulatory officials, than the sheer size and complexities of the waste
disposal problem in a period of environmental sensitivity where few techno-
logical advances have occurred or been implemented. True, the problem is
compounded when organized crime figures are involved; and local investiga-
tive units will usually possess little knowledge or experience with organized
crime operations. Investigating firms that use intricate techniques of disposal
and are shielded by corporate veils and complex business relationships as
well as political connections must prove irksome for even the most experi-
enced police officers and prosecutors.47

Enforcement is weakened for other reasons that may indirectly attest to the
subtle influence of a PCN in this area of the economy. The typical penalties
for those few caught and prosecuted are relatively mild and inexpensive. The
record also shows that jurists have yet to define illegal waste dumping as a
serious criminal offense, either perceiving it apparently as another type of
white-collar crime similar to offenses like fair trade violations and bid rig-
ging or noticing that the compliance policies from the Carter administration
through the Clinton administration have been low-key and minimal, so that
the courts, ever sensitive to the political mood, do not take these matters with
the seriousness they deserve.48

Another enforcement methodology used to circumvent the “normal” po-
litical system where a politicized criminal justice system appears unable to
enforce the law or is unwilling to do so, has been the use of special prosecu-
tors or supersession procedures which call for a special prosecutor to super-
sede a local prosecutor in a specific area of investigation. Such attempts at
legal suppression of a corrupted or ineffective prosecutor form a part of the
legal history of many metropolitan communities vexed by organized crime.49

The Dewey prosecutions of Lucky Luciano, Lepke Buchalter, Waxey Gor-
don, and Dutch Schultz’s associates in the police department and political
establishment are among the best known. What these “crusades” did amounted
to tinkering structurally with the PCN. Dewey’s efforts produced sensational
headlines, as did the Seabury investigation in the early thirties which uncov-
ered pervasive and extensive corruption throughout the ranks of city govern-
ment. All of these investigations and prosecutions reveal a PCN operating at
full steam, but reform energies could not be sustained. Today, statewide crime
commissions (many of which have been defended or discontinued after some
initial successes in putting the spotlight on venal politicians and compro-
mised police chiefs) along with federal investigatory committees produce
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some success against PCN structures or, more usually, against particular per-
sonalities; but the historical record shows that major victories against the
participants in a PCN with their patrons and clients do not simply follow
supersession efforts. Special prosecuting would seem to be most effective
against a PCN when it is part of a broadly based reform movement. Con-
versely, the legal tool of the unfettered prosecutor is least effective when it
stands alone at the culmination or climax of reform as it did in New York City
from the 1930s through the 1970s. As it circumvents the officials in govern-
ment, it stands theoretically apart and indeed often against many of the very
arrangements developed by political power brokers that have been institu-
tionalized within the criminal justice bureaucracies.

The irony in an otherwise useful exercise has been that the effectiveness of
special prosecuting is mitigated by a return to political processes status quo
ante. Rascals may be prosecuted, but if they are replaced within the regular
criminal justice system through traditional means—even by reformers—the
new appointees and politicians are exposed to the range of extralegal and
informal channels of influence and accommodation. It would seem that the
only fragile defense against the attractions of the PCN are personal integrity
or a set of powerful structural disincentives to participate in a PCN.

Finally, there is the FBI. In the glow of incarcerations of major organized
crime figures the public still does not seem assured that the “twilight of the
Godfathers” is a reality. The link between jailing La Cosa Nostra figures and
a reduction in crime and corruption may not be proved but the idea is cer-
tainly plausible, and there is circumstantial evidence for the notion that law
enforcement has had a hand in cutting down on crime.

While skeptics have acknowledged law enforcement’s role in reducing
crime and weakening the PCN, some see its contribution as primarily putting
more criminals behind bars. The strategy of the FBI and the Department of
Justice may be precisely this: La Cosa Nostra members and nontraditional
organized crime figures that ascend to leadership roles become the objects of
intense surveillance, prosecution, and conviction. Though the organization may
remain intact though shaken, the succession crises in leadership induced by law
enforcement may result in a generational turn away from organized crime. As
individuals rise in the ranks they eventually end up in prison. Thus (the theory
goes), as individuals peripherally involved in organized crime witness others
being killed or imprisoned they come to abhor further participation in crime.

This “little-brother syndrome” has not been explicitly acknowledged by the
FBI but it may be an implicit feature of an operational strategy that is truly long term.

Summary

The 1967 Task Force Report on Organized Crime (TFR) found that “...all
available data indicate that organized crime flourishes only where it has
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corrupted public officials.”50 From that standpoint, neutralizing local law
enforcement would appear to be central to criminal operations. That conclu-
sion would depend on (a) how one defines “organized crime” and (b) the
assumption that organized crime described by the Task Force covers all cases
and species of it including what is referred to as “non-traditional” organized
crime. A conclusion that seems unchallengeable in the Report is the observa-
tion that it was impossible to determine “the extent of the corruption of
public officials in the United States.” The lack of information on this ques-
tion was aggravated by the fact that many of those who provided information
to the Task Force were themselves public officials.

The focus changed significantly years later in the 1986 President’s Com-
mission on Organized Crime report. There, the attention shifted to the less
embarrassing topic of commercial corruption in banking and labor racketeer-
ing. Corruption was seen in 1986 not strictly in its political/law enforcement
implications but as a problem prevalent in the private sector with the obvious
possibility that there would be some spill-over effects involving public agen-
cies. The approach in the 1986 Commission Report was cautious and non-
committal. In its recommendations, as with its 1967 predecessor, the
Commission acknowledged indirectly the role of political corruption more
as an outcome of criminal activity than as an engine driving it, and urged that
more public funding be made available to organized crime control and that
greater information-sharing and cooperation be encouraged as a priority in
law enforcement projects. Still, as in 1967, the 1986 Commission was domi-
nated by information and viewpoints provided by public officials and this
probably worked against the development of a reasonable estimate of the true
extent of official corruption related to organized crime.

Problems with Political Corruption and Organized Crime

Because the American political system depends so heavily on private fi-
nancing in electoral campaigns, it is vulnerable as a matter of course to crimi-
nal intrusions. Part of the problem in understanding how organized criminals
and politicians interact has to do with the complexities in the exchanges of
money for political purposes. Helping to finance a political campaign means
influencing it to varying degrees, and the current debates suggest that a sort
of moral algebra that would differentiate legitimate campaign contributions
from naked bribes has yet to be invented.

Conditions and Factors Favoring the Development of a Political-Crime
Nexus

What can be learned from in depth investigations like that of the construc-
tion industry in New York City and other satellite businesses connected with
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it including waste haulage, and scandals such as the Savings and Loan de-
bacle would seem to be that particular settings contribute to the emergence,
persistence and frequency of corruption among political actors, legitimate
businesspeople and organized criminals. A nexus may emerge as a solution to
problems associated with governmental bureaucracies that engender ineffi-
ciencies and that stymie commercial activity. Given the structure of the po-
litical system, politicians are susceptible to temptations that threaten to turn
their moral universes upside down.

Other conditions favoring the formation of political/criminal networks
may be found where political machines operate as organizations that help
individuals make accommodations to hostile and inhospitable economic en-
vironments. In this capacity political machines function as informal exchange
systems where the material advantages they can provide are traded for votes.

In social and economic conditions that exclude minorities and working
class people from opportunity, that tolerate bureaucratic ineptitude and in-
competence, and that oblige political actors to turn to the private sector for
resources and support in electoral campaigns—all are theoretically condu-
cive to the formation of informal (and illegal) alliances among racketeers,
politicians and public officials.

Conceivably, these alliances when forged between ghetto criminals and
politicos operating on a larger scale on urban, state, and national stages may
function as stepping stones leading to the formation of more mature relation-
ships that constitute a sophisticated PCN. In New York City, Prohibition
provided a rehearsal for liaisons with politicians that would enable racketeers
to diversify and move into labor racketeering and more sophisticated pen-
etrations of the legitimate market place.

It is also evident that when organized criminals mask their identities and
masquerade as legitimate businesspeople they can reach into the government
more easily. Intermingling licit and illicit monies and creating a facade of
legitimacy are ruses that work and work with particular efficiency for the
deliberately gullible.

The Scale of the Political-Criminal Nexus

Political corruption in the United States seems more localized than in
other countries and that probably has to do with organizational realities
peculiar to the United States as a nation state. Apart from the FBI and DEA
which are offshoots of the Department of Justice, there is no centralized po-
lice agency or police function operating nationally, whose jurisdiction cov-
ers the entire country. Indeed, law enforcement targets of corruption have
been local and regional.

Even if regional federal law enforcement agencies and political units could
be compromised, as some were at various times in Louisiana, Pennsylvania,



An American Way of Crime and Corruption 131

Illinois, Kentucky, Ohio, Florida, and Texas, that did not precipitate an infec-
tious spread of corruption throughout the entire federal apparatus of law
enforcement investigation and prosecution. Indeed, the semi-autonomy of
regional political structures in state governments and decentralized federal
districts provides some degrees of insularity against corruption even if it
should penetrate the hub of the central bureaucracies in Washington, DC.
However, the converse of this arrangement also poses dangers to the integrity
of law enforcement operations. In decentralized systems because of a lack of
oversight, and because of multiple opportunities and resources, it might be
easier for organized crime groups to corrupt officials functioning at lower
levels. Whatever the configuration of law enforcement control strategies,
there are inherent dangers and weaknesses in the structure. How law enforce-
ment mobilizes itself will depend, it would seem, on how it assesses the
threat.

With the inception of RICO, which became law in 1970, the picture has
changed in some areas of the country rather dramatically. RICO has been a
law enforcement tool that has enabled federal agencies to move more directly
into regional areas and work jointly with local police.

It was not until the late 1960s during the Kennedy administration that the
FBI publicly acknowledged the existence of La Cosa Nostra. The FBI director’s
opposition to the notion was notorious in refusing to use the FBI in organized
crime cases. Hoover often asserted that the idea of a nationwide mafia operat-
ing as a national syndicate was nothing more than a myth concocted by
journalists and sensation-mongering politicians. When Robert Kennedy be-
came attorney-general he created units within the Department of Justice to
investigate organized crime activities in various U.S. cities. Kennedy’s initia-
tives spawned an array of control strategies and groups including Strike
Forces—self-contained operational units attached to local U.S. Attorney’s
offices that concentrated on racketeering enterprises of the LCN. These and
other components of the struggle against organized crime were coordinated
within the Justice Department through the Organized Crime and Racketeer-
ing Section that collected and disseminated information nationally. Coupled
with RICO, the immunity statutes, the Witness Security Program, money laun-
dering legislation and the development of sophisticated electronic surveil-
lance devices have had a significant impact on LCN operations throughout
the country and indirectly but meaningfully against the larger PCN that pro-
vides the sustaining context for organized crime activities.51

If it is true that the variety and scope of organized criminal activity has
changed and possibly expanded—and is still largely dependent upon cor-
rupt officials in order to survive—then will its need to involve still more
officials at every level increase accordingly as control strategies mature with
experience and become even more sophisticated? (It should be noted paren-
thetically that “growth” is a problematic notion because it may be a mislead-
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ing way of talking about another phenomenon, “regionalization” where the
client population of criminals spreads out from teeming urban areas and
ethnic enclaves and give the impression of economic expansion.) A disper-
sion of criminal activities need not mean that crime has substantially in-
creased. A final issue to ponder is whether as government regulation stretches
out into more areas of private and business activity, will the power to corrupt,
or the candidates available for corruption increase, thereby affording corrup-
tors with more opportunities to gain control over a greater number of govern-
mental actors and bureaucrats? It would seem that this question must wait
until a systematic evaluation of reform efforts is made to identify what strat-
egies do and do not matter.

In thinking about the vulnerability of the PCN and strategies for prevent-
ing and weakening its emergence and growth, several recipes seem promis-
ing. First, public interest and faith must be re-kindled by policies and practices
suggesting that something can be done to challenge these structures that
promote pernicious criminal activity. The question is, how does government
at all levels communicate these issues and create the means to interact with
the public? The mobilization of the American public and its faith in govern-
ment may be enhanced from lessons learned from the anti-mafia campaign in
Italy. A spontaneous explosion of outrage, a collective emotional rejection of
mafia occurred after the vicious murders of two leading anti-mafia magis-
trates in Sicily. But those feelings were not enough to sustain the movement;
it had to be re-energized and carefully shaped to produce and maintain re-
sponses to mafia crime consistent with judicial integrity.52 That may be a
study case warranting serious attention by American law enforcement au-
thorities.53

To what extent can government create opportunities against the PCN?
Can information campaigns be developed to stimulate public interest? Poli-
cies to counter a political-criminal nexus depend on multifaceted approaches
that understand that a PCN needs a hospitable societal climate to exist, that
changes in societal attitudes are possible, and that public hostility to a PCN
can be nurtured. With these matters in mind, the issue becomes one of asking
what institutions can shape anti-PCN attitudes? Schools through crime edu-
cation, a revitalized criminal justice sensitivity to the linkages between crime
and politics, and a demand that public officials focus attention on these
problems are potential candidates.

By way of a provisional conclusion, it may be appropriate to re-emphasize
some general points of the discussion. The conceptualization of the Political-
Criminal Nexus (PCN) is not conceived as an explanation of the socioeco-
nomic bases of organized crime but as a means to understand how criminal
entities manage to develop, survive, and perhaps flourish. Economic theories
are well known and obviously of fundamental importance; cultural perspec-
tives focusing on social and psychological factors clearly have a powerful
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impact on criminal organizational structures, territorial, and demographic
issues; but in themselves none of these perspectives provides the framework
for fresh appreciations of the phenomenon. Through the PCN, as the histori-
cal data cited above indicate, we can get a sense that events of the past are not
separated from the present simply by the passage of time; rather, by its slowly
focusing frame of analysis, the concept of the PCN as an intellectual tool
directs attention to the range of necessary actors involved in organized crimi-
nal activity enabling us to see more comprehensively and clearly continu-
ities, similarities, and differences that criminal formations exhibit and produce.
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5

Slicing Nigeria’s “National Cake”

Obi N. I. Ebbe

Introduction

In all contemporary regimes—democracies and dictatorships, industrial-
ized and nonindustrialized nations, developed and underdeveloped societ-
ies, and capitalist and socialist economies—there are politicians and
governments who ally with criminals as a means to amass wealth and to
ensure their political survival. Such governments have been described as
“predatory states.”1 A predatory state is a government that resorts to whole-
sale abuse of governmental power, and where the head of state rules and
decrees much like the head of an organized crime “family,” using criminal
individuals and syndicates to loot his country’s treasury. To that end, he uses
government agencies, cabinet ministers, and directors of statutory corpora-
tions as bribe-collection agencies. In such a predatory regime, administrative
checks and balances are rendered null and void. A cabinet minister or a chief
executive of a statutory corporation in such a regime remains in his position
only as long as he continues to funnel substantial sums of money budgeted
for his department or corporation and kickbacks from contractors to the preda-
tory head of state. It can be argued that Mobutu’s Zaire (Congo), Duvalier’s
Haiti, Somoza’s Nicaragua, Stroessner’s Paraguay, Ferdinand Marcos’s Phil-
ippines, and all military regimes of Nigeria, had indicators of a predatory
state given the amount of money found to have been illegally laundered in
foreign banks by the above leaders.2

Symbiotic relationships of varying degrees exist among some politicians
and the criminals in a number of countries. However, predatory states are
more likely to emerge in totalitarian regimes than in democracies. This paper
will argue that totalitarianism leads to a predatory state; and a predatory state



138 Menace to Society

facilitates a political-criminal nexus, because totalitarian regimes lack the
checks and balances found in democracies. Corrupt heads of state and their
political parties can nullify the operation of these checks and balances.

The focus of this chapter is the political-criminal nexus in Nigeria. With
the exception of the period from October 1979 to December 1983, Nigeria
has been a predatory state since January 1966. The various forms of political-
criminal relationships in a predatory state such as Nigeria and the modus
operandi of such relationships are of great interest, not only because the
government has operated like an organized crime syndicate, but also be-
cause, until now, the subject has not been systematically studied by anyone
who was born into and has lived under such a regime.

Methodology

This study of Nigerian political-criminal relationships spans a period of
over thirty years, from January 1966 through March 1999. The data were
gathered by personal and telephone interviews, content analysis of Nigerian
newspapers and magazines (Daily Times [1980 to 1997], Punch, Vanguard,
Guardian [1980-1997], West Africa [1981-1994], Nigerian Times Interna-
tional, The African Guardian, Newswatch Magazine [1980-1997], Nigerian
Record, Nigerian News Update, Thisday, Nigerian Times, the Internet
Naijanews), and a review of relevant literature on corruption and political
crimes in Nigeria, and by ethnographic observations.3

Personal and telephone interviews were carried out with eight self-exiled
former cabinet ministers of Nigerian military and civilian regimes who are
living in Europe and the United States; six ex-directors-general of military
government departments (permanent secretaries); twelve ex-senior civil ser-
vants; seven Nigerian self-exiled renegades; seven self-exiled Nigerian se-
nior military officials living in Europe and the United States; sixteen current
senior civil servants, and ten senior law enforcement officers in the country.
Additionally, the data include my personal experiences as a native of Nigeria
with the various Nigerian governments, politicians, and the people of Nige-
ria. Lastly, twenty-eight “area boys” (unemployed youths who roam about
the cities), who watch the young members of the “419” organized crime
syndicates, were interviewed.

The data collection focused on the collaborative patterns of relationships
between the politicians and the criminals. Also examined are the degree of
involvement of past heads of state and cabinet ministers in using organized
criminal syndicates to execute criminal schemes against the nation, the extent to
which the Nigerian government is a predatory state, the place of the rule of law in
a predatory state, and the role of social order in a predatory state such as Nigeria.

For purposes of defining the political-criminal nexus in Nigeria, the term
“political authorities” in this study refers to state authorities in the executive,
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legislative, or judicial branches of government and political party officials.
The term “criminals” refers to individuals who have an ongoing working
relationship with each other, who make their living primarily from a variety
of profit-making, covert activities the state deems illegitimate or criminal.

A political-criminal nexus spells organized crime. Just as the left hand and
the right hand wash each other, similarly criminal syndicates and some poli-
ticians help each other in some countries. However, before embarking on an
analysis of this symbiotic existence, the term “organized crime” must be
explained. There are as many different definitions of organized crime as there
are writers on the subject, and little consensus.4

Every criminal event is organized to some extent, but not every organized
criminal activity is organized crime. This lack of an adequate definition
makes the phenomenon difficult to study. As Howard Abadinsky notes, “the
fact that organized criminal activity is not necessarily organized crime com-
plicates the definition process.”5

The definition of organized crime even varies among individual states in
the United States. Taking two as an example, Mississippi law defines orga-
nized crime as “two or more persons conspiring together to commit crime for
profit on a continuing basis.” By contrast, California law states:

Organized crime consists of two or more persons who, with continuity of purpose,
engage in one or more of the following: (a) the supply of illegal goods and services,
i.e., vice, loansharking, etc. (b) predatory crimes, i.e., theft, assault, etc. Several
distinct types of criminal activity fall within the definition of organized crime. These
types may be grouped into five general categories: (1) Racketeering—criminal ac-
tivities organized. (2) Vice operations—continuing business of providing illegal
goods and services, i.e., narcotics, prostitution, loansharking, gambling. (3) Theft/
fence ring—groups organize and engage in a particular type of theft on a continuing
basis such as fraud and bunco schemes, fraudulent documents, burglary, car theft
and truck hijackings, and purchasing stolen goods. (4) Gangs—groups who band
together to engage in unlawful acts. (5) Terrorists—groups of individuals who
combine to commit spectacular criminal acts, example, assassination, kidnapping of
public figures to undermine public confidence in established government for politi-
cal reasons or to avenge some grievance.6

California’s definition emphasizes the types of illegal activities that fall
within the generic term “organized crime,” and is therefore very relevant in
the investigation of the political-criminal nexus in Nigeria. All the illegal
activities that fall under organized crime in California are also crimes in
Nigeria. However, there is no underlying concept of organized crime in Nige-
rian law. Instead, the Nigerian Criminal Code and Penal Code clearly defines
those illegal activities that fall under organized crime in California as feloni-
ous offenses. Additionally, by decrees, the Nigerian military government de-
fines narcotics possession and smuggling, counterfeit currency trafficking,
smuggling contraband, bank fraud, and terrorism as special tribunal miscella-
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neous offenses punishable by life imprisonment. Nigeria has no law specifi-
cally targeting organized crime, because Nigeria has a law against conspiracy,
and in every organized crime event, there is a conspiracy.7

The findings in this study are presented in six parts: the first discusses the
etiologies of the political-criminal nexus in Nigeria with regard to political,
economic, sociocultural, and external factors. The second analyses how a
political-criminal nexus develops and is maintained. Third, the patterns of
exchange between the parties and what the politicians and the criminals seek
to gain from the relationship is then examined. The vulnerabilities of the
political-criminal nexus in Nigeria is explored in the fourth part. The fifth
presents strategies for destroying and preventing the emergence of political-
criminal nexus in Nigeria, and finally, there is a discussion of the negative
consequences of political-criminal nexus in general.

The Emergence of the Political-Criminal Nexus in Nigeria

Political Conditions

Nigeria is not a single national entity, but an amalgam of nations designed
by a colonial power to serve its own interests. Even during the colonial
administration (1849-1960), especially when the British administered Nige-
ria directly (1900-1960), the three major ethnic groups (Hausa, Ibo [Igbo],
and Yoruba) did not unanimously consent to the idea of “one Nigeria” as a
united country. Each occupies a particular region of Nigeria: the Hausa-Fulani
in the north, the Ibo in the east, and the Yoruba in the west. There were clearly
defined natural boundaries. The colonial administration redefined the bound-
aries of the three regions, effectively remaking Nigeria.

Nigeria’s national resources, which were controlled by the colonial ad-
ministration, and later by the federal government following independence in
1960, are often referred to as “the national cake.” Throughout the colonial
administration, the three regional representatives were competing and strug-
gling with each other to get a larger share for their regions or ethnic groups.
What happened after independence was predictable.

Once the administration of the Nigerian federal government was handed
over to Nigeria on 1 October 1960, and all British colonial administrators in
government agencies departed, the struggle by each ethnic group for its share
of the “national cake” intensified. Each politician representing his own re-
gion/ethnic group in the federal administration resorted with impunity to
embezzlement of federal property entrusted to his care.8 In effect, expropria-
tion and appropriation of the “national cake” became the sport for every
federal government office holder. The politicians led the way, and the civil
servants followed. Effective law enforcement was impossible, because the
centralized Nigerian Police Force (NPF) was also ethnically divided. In ef-
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fect, despite the laws against bribery and stealing from the government, there
was no sense of guilt in graft, pilferage, and wanton malfeasance among some
politicians and top civil servants.9 Consequently, corrupt activities went un-
checked.10 The inability of the government to control the wholesale criminal
activities of the politicians and top civil servants led to public agitation for a
change of government, and the military overthrew the elected government of
Nigeria’s first prime minister, Abubaka Tafawa Balewa, in a bloody coup
d’état on 15 January 1966.

The overthrow of the Balewa administration on charges of wholesale cor-
ruption, and hostilities against the Ibos of Eastern Nigeria, led to the collapse
of “one Nigeria” on 30 May 1967, and to the secession of the Eastern Region
of Nigeria, which declared itself the Republic of Biafra. The secession of
Eastern Nigeria led to the Nigerian Civil War (6 June 1967-12 January 1970).
Biafra lost the war and Eastern Nigeria was brought back to the fold of “one
Nigeria.”

The ostensible reason for the Nigerian military’s overthrow of the Balewa
regime was to erase corruption. Unfortunately, the military themselves, once
in power, became even more corrupt. The same extreme ethnic allegiances
that fueled corruption in the Balewa administration also haunted the military
regimes.11

The overthrow of the Balewa administration was led by an Ibo army major,
Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu. In the coup, many top politicians of Hausa
and Yoruba origins were killed, but not a single Ibo politician lost his life.
Many Hausa and Yoruba people, therefore, perceived it as an “Ibo coup” to
take over leadership of Nigeria. Additionally, after the 15 January 1966 coup,
the most senior army officer in the Nigerian army at the time, Major General
Thomas Umunnakwe Aguiyi Ironsi (an Ibo), was installed as military head of
state. On 29 July 1966, a company of Hausa army officers attacked and killed
him and installed their own man, Major General Yakubu Gowon, in August
1966. It was the cold-blooded assassination of Major General Ironsi by the
Hausa soldiers, the genocidal massacre of the Ibos living in the north and
west of Nigeria in August 1966, and the consequent failure of the Aburi
accord that led to the secession of Eastern Nigeria and the consequent Nige-
rian Civil War.

From August 1966 through December 1998, Nigeria has had seven mili-
tary regimes and only one democratically elected civilian regime—the Sec-
ond Republic (1 October 1979-October 1983). Every one of the six military
regimes (Gowon, 1966-1975; Mohammed, 1975-1976; Obasanjo, 1976-1979;
Buhari, 1984-1985; Babangida, 1985-1993; Abacha, 1994-June 1998); and
General Abubakar, June 1998-present), behaved like an organized crime fam-
ily. They nullified the role of the Nigerian Police Force, ruled by martial law,
and consigned the rule of law to oblivion. What would have constituted a
Third Republic was overthrown by General Buhari in December 1983. Each
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regime appointed its own Inspector General of Police who would not check,
monitor, or investigate malfeasances and syndicated criminal connections in
the government.12

The “national cake,” controlled by the federal government, was seen by
every politician and top civil servant as something “up for grabs.” The vari-
ous ethnic groups devised criminal techniques to secure their own share. The
military head of state represents his own personal interests and the interests of
his ethnic affiliation. Patriotism has been forsaken. The concept of Nigeria as
a nation, of a people with a destiny, faded, and became an increasingly distant
memory. Many Nigerians seeking outlets for their talents, found none, and
instead experienced mounting feelings of hopelessness. On the other hand,
for past and present military heads of state, their cabinet members and mili-
tary warlords, the politicians chosen on the basis of their ethnic status, and
the members of the criminal syndicates, every day was pay day.

Ethnic rivalries in both colonial and post-colonial regimes prevented the
rise of nationalism and loyalty to the state. A study of the short-lived democ-
racy of the years 1960-1964 may reveal that no political-criminal nexus
existed because opposition parties and ethnic watch-dogs prevented it. Cor-
ruption did exist then, but it did not rise to the level of a political-criminal
nexus. The Second Republic was corrupted by the military that preceded it
because they continued to exert a great deal of influence on the leaders and
ministers.

Every military regime in Nigeria suspended the Constitution and ruled by
martial law. The first six Nigerian military regimes also suspended the rule of
law.13 In other words, martial power was used to overthrow the rule of law.
Like an organized crime family, each regime ruled by intimidation, threats,
and murder. Journalists and politicians who criticized the military leaders’
policies and flagrant criminal activities were either assassinated, detained,
imprisoned after trial on trumped-up charges, or driven to self-exile. Some
regimes have been referred to as “Bida Mafia” and “Kaduna Mafia” by Nige-
rian journalists and the people.14 The assassination of the famous Nigerian
journalist Dele Giwa is remembered by many Nigerians. A letter-bomb was
dispatched to him by top army politicians because he exposed their illegal
narcotics trafficking, which they operated through organized criminal
groups.15 The military regimes had no need to obey the laws because the
decrees in existence were their own decrees and enforced by them. They were
judges in their own cases. Nobody had either the courage or the will to charge
them with legal violations. The judiciary is not independent of the military
warlords either. In effect, the judiciary is intimidated and rendered incapable
of performing its legal duties. The population in general lacks social and
moral controls. This has a profound effect on Nigerians in general and espe-
cially on young people of both sexes who resort to the criminal lifestyle of
their national leaders. Nigeria has become a disorganized society where law
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has little meaning. The laws are not enforced because of bribery and corrup-
tion among the national leaders and the law enforcement agencies.

The Nigerian Police Force is impotent because it is controlled by the
military and used by them to realize their criminal and noncriminal interests.
The successive military regimes failed to attend to the welfare and interests
of the junior police officers and other ranks, so that some have resorted to
begging for money in the streets and on highways. Others use extortion
and robbery to get by. The military turned the newly formed, strategic law
enforcement units into witch-hunting units for their own political advan-
tage.16

Even the only elected civilian government of Shehu Shagari (October
1979-December 1983) collapsed because the predatory state of the previous
military regimes swept into the civilian government.17 This was not surpris-
ing since some of the top politicians in the Shagari administration were ac-
complices in the criminal enterprises of the previous military regimes. During
the civilian government of Shehu Shagari, the political-criminal nexus reached
epidemic proportions because the seeds of a wholesale predatory state of
organized crime had been sown by the military regime. Under the civilian
regime, the top military warlords had nothing to fear by continuing their
organized criminal ventures. The military and the top politicians became
allies in wholesale organized crime. (See interview responses of eight ex-
officials, and six ex-ministers of Shagari administration.)

The political upheavals in Nigeria have shown that the British colonial
administration had imposed some degree of order in the country, which the
post-independence governments, even the military ones, were unable to ac-
complish. There were criminal groups in the colonial days, but they were not
connected to the colonial government. The links between the government
and the criminals were forged when the military took over the government.

Economic Conditions

Another factor that has contributed to the emergence of the political-crimi-
nal nexus in Nigeria is the neglect of the agricultural sector. Most Nigerians
are engaged in subsistence agriculture using tools that are local and almost
primitive. They produce very little for the market beyond subsistence. Mecha-
nized agriculture is too remote for most farmers. Even so, prior to the mid-
1970s, Nigerian farmers were producing enough for the Nigeria population at
the time. All of the traditional export crops, cocoa, palm produce, ground nut,
cotton, soya-beans, copra, etc., were being produced and exported through-
out the 1950s and up to the mid-1960s when the military seized power. In
fact, throughout the 1960s, Nigeria was still exporting agricultural products
such as palm produce, and cocoa and competing internationally. But the
irrational economic and political policies of the military regimes coupled
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with the appearance of the “oil boom,” destroyed the Nigerian agricultural
economy.

When the military regime failed to develop the agricultural economy, the
young and the old left the rural towns in large numbers and migrated to the
urban areas in search of jobs that were not there.

The Oil Boom

The sudden discovery of more oil in the delta region in the early 1970s
and a sharp increase in worldwide oil prices at the same time, boosted Nigeria
out of the ranks of poor nations. The military regime, however, did not invest
this surplus wealth in the traditional agricultural base that had long sustained
Nigeria nor in building small-scale industries that could produce basic needs
for the people, but instead resorted to personal enrichment and conspicuous
consumption through graft, embezzlement, and blatant malfeasance.18

Every top army, navy, or air force officer was also a politician. Each estab-
lished his own criminal gangs to secure some of the federal government rev-
enue through one or more of the federal government corporations, agencies,
or departments.19 The military head of state was involved in the mass expro-
priation of the “national cake,” and it was he who appointed the senior mili-
tary officers who accepted bribes from contractors and embezzled money
entrusted to their care.20 He demanded his own share of their booty, and, of
course, they obliged in order to retain their lucrative appointments. When the
head of state leads the way in corruption and malfeasance, who will control
the law breakers? Top police officers, too, were drawn into the criminal con-
spiracy.21 Civilian politicians without federal or state office allied themselves
with top army officers, and became registered contractors without any obvi-
ous expertise for the work.

Before the Nigerian Civil War, the military regimes, and the oil boom,
organized crime in Nigeria was at an elementary stage. The end of the Civil
War and the emergence of the oil boom brought a high degree of sophistica-
tion to domestic and international organized crime in Nigeria.22 When the
war ended, the Ibos returned to Nigeria. It was an uncomfortable reunion with
the Ibos for the Yorubas and Hausas, because the Ibos had the reputation of
amassing huge wealth from little capital. Consequently, the Yorubas and
Hausas, who were in control of the Nigerian economy and who also had the
political power, resorted to intensified expropriation of federal properties
before the Ibos had a chance to assert themselves. In the process, the Yorubas
and Hausas became enemies and remain so. The Ibos were observers until
1975, when General Murtala Mohammed overthrew the government of Gen-
eral Yakubu Gowon and gave some Ibo politicians political offices. The old
three-way, interethnic struggle for the “national cake,” began again in ear-
nest. At this stage, in the mid-1970s, the military politicians and their cronies
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developed various forms of organized crime strategies to amass wealth. These
went far beyond the “national cake,” which nevertheless remained a target.

Military Politicians and Organized Crime

In the wake of the oil boom, organized crime activities developed in the
context of various relationships and enterprises that can be summarized as
follows:

1. Governor/Minister—Domestic contractors, and organized crime.23

2. Governor/Minister—Foreign contractors, and organized crime.24

3. Minister—Federal agencies graft gangs.25

Passport Office, Citizenship Office, Immigrant Visa Office,
Customs and Excise Office, Nigerian Airways Corporation,
Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC),
Nigerian External Telecommunication (NET), etc.

4. Military/Politicians—vice operations.26

Brothels, gambling casinos.
5. Illegitimate Enterprises:27

Child trafficking and slave labor, trading body parts,
narcotics trafficking, illegal importation of certain goods,
counterfeit currency dealing.

6. Legitimate Enterprises:28

Illegal diversion of government property, illegal contracts and
ghost contractors.

Among the above activities, numbers four to six involve career or profes-
sional criminals who were already engaged in criminal enterprises before
allying themselves with politicians. The activities in categories one, two, and
three involve mostly career civil servants. Most of the civil servants belong to
the same ethnic group with the politician-boss who masterminded the graft
and criminal conspiracy.

The following examples illustrate how the military-politician organized
crime syndicates operate.

Ministers and Domestic Contractors

The minister is a career army, navy, or air force officer appointed by the
military head of state to direct a federal government department or a depart-
ment of the army, air force, or navy. The department may have a director
general (Permanent Secretary) who is under the minister. Both the minister
and the director general work hand in hand in every large project in the
department including criminal schemes.29 They select building and other
project contractors, as well as supplies and service contractors. Before bids
are even invited, they will have already made an agreement with other con-
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tractors, usually members of the same ethnic group as the minister or the
director general.30 The project costs are always overestimated.31 The contrac-
tor, the minister, and the director general all know what the real amounts are,
and they share the difference among themselves, with a designated amount
going to the military head of state.32 There is no fear of government audit
because the Federal Audit Department is like a toothless bulldog. It operates
in fear of the top military officials,33 as does the Nigerian Supreme Court.

Some of the contractors in this organized crime enterprise may even be
nonexistent, “ghost contractors,”34 who are “awarded” contracts by the minis-
ter and the director general. On behalf of the federal government, the minister
and the director general sign false papers certifying that the job has been
completed and paying the “contractor”—themselves—for this fraudulent
scheme. According to some self-exiled ex-ministers, the military head of state
takes up to 50 percent of “ghost contractor” payment.35

Minister-Foreign Contractor

Contract awards to foreign construction or service companies work in
much the same way. The foreign contractor is informed of the conditions
under which the contract will be awarded. These include signing over a cer-
tain amount above the true cost of the project, often millions of dollars or
British pounds, to all the top officials involved in the illegal contract award.
This money is then deposited in the officials’ Swiss or British bank accounts.
Many foreign contractors willingly participate in such criminal conspira-
cies.36 That is the reason why the amount of money left in foreign banks by
Nigerians living in Nigeria today is more than the amount of money in circu-
lation in Nigeria.37

In situations in which the minister awarded a contract without involving
the director general, the native or foreign contractor must pay the director
general 10 to 15 percent of the value of the contract before the director
general will sign a check for payment on the contract work completed. Such
practices make some foreign contractors understandably nervous.

Minister-Federal Agencies Graft Gangs

Every one of the nine federal agencies listed in item three has a director
appointed by the military head of state. The director is answerable to a federal
department minister under which the agency operates.

(a) Passport Office, License Office, Citizenship Office, and Immigrant Visa
Office

Based on my personal observations during 1973, 1979, 1984, 1986, 1988,
and 1993-1997, the directors in each of these agencies employ young men



Slicing Nigeria’s “National Cake” 147

and women as agents. These agents who are not federal government employ-
ees, accost visitors to the Passport, Citizenship, and Immigrant Visa Offices to
find out why they are there. If they are seeking a passport, business license,
citizenship certificate, or visa, the agents take the individual aside and ex-
plain how much it will cost. The agents emphasize that there is no other way
to get the documents. Once the applicant hands over the money demanded by
the agent, the document applied for arrives, often in less than an hour. Appli-
cants who refuse to pay never get their documents. Sometimes they are told
that their application files are missing and to reapply, a bribe must be paid to
obtain the forms. To get the actual documents will cost more. To understand
the scale of this graft, one would have to imagine that Americans paid one
thousand five hundred dollars ($1,500) for a passport. A Nigerian passport
costs around fifteen thousand to twenty-five thousand Naira. Two-thirds of
Nigerian workers do not make fifteen thousand Naira in a year. For foreign
nationals or those who have dollars or pounds, Nigerian passports are cheap
because of the weak Naira. Nigerian passports are easy to get because nobody
investigates the real nationality of an applicant once the bribe has been paid.38

Every Nigerian knows that it is impossible to get federal documents with-
out bribing the agents. Many Nigerians already know who the agents are and
even go to their homes or offices to deliver the bribe money. The agent simply
obtains the data needed for the application, and takes the information and the
money to the federal agency concerned. Two to three hours later the docu-
ment is handed to the applicant.

There are other rackets in all four federal offices that deal with passports,
immigrant visas, import licenses, business licenses, and citizenship certifi-
cates. The federal government issues only a certain number of official docu-
ments to each state office, and most of the time it is less than the number of
applicants. So the state office simply produces its own certificates, licenses,
passports, that are identical to the genuine ones issued by the federal govern-
ment.

(b) Customs and Excise Office
The minister, other politicians, and top military officials employ gangs of

smugglers who are guaranteed free passage at the Nigerian Customs check-
points.39 These privileged smugglers are not checked at ports of entry. I wit-
nessed these gangs on several occasions arriving at the Nigerian Murtala
Mohammed International Airport with loads of heavy cartons and boxes of
contraband goods. A senior army officer or Customs official was standing
nearby, and raised his baton swerving it to his left or right side as a sign to let
the smuggler pass without being checked. Sometimes the goods are piled up
at one side of the luggage claim area until other passengers have left. Then
the smuggling agents move the contraband goods without anybody asking
any questions.40
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Direct bribes to customs officials at ports of entry are paid by individual
smugglers not affiliated with a politician or military or customs officer. These
smugglers pay bribes because it is easier than going through the process of
assessment to determine how much duty is to be paid.41 The only smugglers
who get arrested by customs officials are those who are unaffiliated or who
refuse to pay bribes.42 All bribes received by Customs officials are shared by
the officers at that port, as well as the director of Customs and the minister of
Internal Affairs.43

(c) Nigerian Airways, Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation, and Ni-
gerian External Telecommunications

In all three federal corporations, the directors engage in embezzlement,
contract fraud, overvalued contract awards to domestic and foreign contrac-
tors, and pilferage through intermediate and subordinate employees.44 The
proceeds are shared with whomever is the military head of state.45

Today, to my personal knowledge, every Nigerian who has been a director
of the Nigerian Airways Corporation owns either an airline enterprise or is a
partner in a private airline in Nigeria. The Nigerian Airways Corporation has
been led into bankruptcy. However, there was no probe into the activities of
these former directors because the military head of state was a party to the
conspiracy to bankrupt the Corporation.46

Nigerians in all walks of life know that all federal statutory corporations
are sources of illegal money for the military head of state and his cronies.47

The federal government pumps oil money into the corporations every year to
support them, but the public and the federal government get nothing back in
return. Where, then, do the profits of these corporations go? The money
given to the corporations each year by the federal government to support
operating costs, as well as the annual profits, are embezzled by the direc-
tors, the head of state, and the minister under which the corporation is admin-
istered. No one looks out for the interests of the people, and the nation
deteriorates further.48

(d) The Judiciary
As the members of the judiciary at the federal courts are handpicked by the

military head of state, they are not prepared to cite the illegality of his actions
and decrees. Instead, the judiciary’s response has been to resort to wholesale
corruption.49 Whoever pays the larger kick-back wins the case. Almost
every judge at the federal and state courts has agents who offer financial
propositions to the parties in a case.50 In June 1996 and January and 1997,
I observed these agents at work at the Nigerian court buildings. Every land
case has its price. Even child adoption has its price, and nobody adopts any
child at a State Court without paying a specified bribe to the agent of the
judge.
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Military/Politicians—Vice Operations

The vice operations involve brothels, casinos, and bootlegging. Based on
my own investigations, the illegal import and sale of alcohol are not enter-
prises run exclusively by top politicians and military officials, but casinos
and brothels are. These politicians and military officers are the real heads of
the criminal enterprise, but like organized crime bosses, they stay away from
the everyday activities of the enterprise. When politicians are partners in vice
operations, the other partner is not a politician. The politician partner uses his
position to protect the illegal enterprise from police harassment and law en-
forcement. This manifestation of the political-criminal nexus is widespread, al-
though not as highly integrated with the upper echelons of government. The ties
to the head of state and to the inspector general of the Nigerian Police Force may
not be very strong. For this reason this kind of criminal enterprise is vulnerable
to action by the police or any other federal law enforcement agency.

Prostitution is illegal in Nigeria, but many politicians and top military
officials own brothels in various cities, including so-called “call-girl” broth-
els. These are prestigious hotels, but call-girls are permitted to frequent the
premises. In some hotels, only call-girls who are working for the politician-
owner are allowed. Occasionally, in cities like Onitsha, Aba, Jos, Kano, Port
Harcourt, Lagos, Enugu, Ibadan, and Benin the police raid brothels owned by
lower-class businessmen who refuse to pay bribes. They arrest both the pros-
titutes and the owner. On the other hand, brothels owned by politicians and
businessmen who pay are never raided or harassed. Similarly, casino and
liquor businesses owned by politicians and military officials are left alone,
despite the fact that it is illegal to operate casinos in Nigeria.

Unlike in the United States and other industrialized nations of Europe and
Asia, vice operations in Nigeria are masterminded by the individuals who
supposedly make policies for their control. This corruption of the Nigerian
leadership is rooted in an obsessive desire to amass wealth, to be superior to
all other entities in the country , and also to gain ethnic domination of the
political and economic sectors of Nigerian society. In effect, customs and
police officials do not see any reason for stringent enforcement of the law as
long as the smuggler or bootlegger is willing to give them a bribe. Five
customs officials that I interviewed in Lagos in 1997 said that “the leaders of
the nation violate the laws with impunity, why then should a small man be
prosecuted for the same offense? Unless the small man refuses to offer a bribe,
then we get him arrested, and he will end up in prison.”

Illegitimate Enterprises

Only a few Nigerians without political and military connections were in-
volved in illegal business activities during the oil boom. However, in the
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mid-1980s, when the oil industry collapsed, many Nigerians got into illegal
arms smuggling, narcotics trafficking, counterfeit currency trafficking, smug-
gling of all sorts of prohibited textiles and foods, trading in body parts, and
trafficking in children for slave labor and prostitution.51

Several developments led to this huge growth in illegal activities. By
1985, the Babangida administration had devalued the currency and intro-
duced the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) which gave Nigeria easy
access to foreign currencies. The politicians and military officials who were
already in the illegal enterprises were forced to lure some unaffiliated smug-
glers to run their illegal activities for them, with guarantees of protection
from prosecution if they got caught crossing the Nigerian borders.52 It was
during this period that new organized crime groups emerged and came to be
known as the “419” syndicates. The name, pronounced “four-one-nine” came
from a government decree that prohibited, among other things, illegal trans-
fer of money to foreign banks. The “419” syndicates, under the camouflage of
legitimate business, built their own banks, hotels, and other enterprises. The
banks were more like loansharking operations, lending money at a rate of
interest more than 15 percent higher than government regulations. This un-
derground banking system also facilitated money laundering. The bankers
“maintain ledgers in code so that no official paper trail is created.”53 The
speed, simplicity, and confidentiality of these transactions made them attrac-
tive and safe.54 The trusted brokers at the receiving end know that the money
is from an illegal source. Some senior police officers, politicians, and military
officials are friends of the “419” syndicates and guarantee them protection
against criminal prosecution, in exchange for money and personal security
from time to time. Others have established regular business alliances with the
“419” syndicates.55

The syndicates also run illegal casinos. With friends or partners in high
places, the casinos operate without licenses or interference from the police.
According to unsolicited statements of some associates of “419” elements,
some politicians, top military officials, and contractors provide the money
for the illegal enterprises of “419” syndicates.

Some of the joint activities by politicians and the “419” organized crime
syndicates are associated with high levels of violence and/or do profound
harm to innocent Nigerians. These include narcotics trafficking in cocaine,
heroin, and marijuana; theft and distribution of stolen property; child steal-
ing; kidnapping; trading in body parts; illegal manufacture of drugs for medical
use; production of counterfeit medicines; forging foreign trade-marks for
Nigerian-made goods that are later sold as “foreign made imports,” and rack-
eteering.56

There are three principal types of organized crime syndicates: the tradi-
tional criminal syndicates of the 1960s to the present, the “419” syndicates of
the 1980s to the present, and the secret societies of the past and present. Each
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type of organized crime syndicate has its own specialty. Unlike organized
crime operations in the United States, there is no division of territory, nor is
there a common bond among them. This is partly because the head of state is
a participant in the illegal enterprises and no Nigerian head of state remains
in that position for very long. When a regime is toppled, it spells the end of
the associated criminal enterprises. Nigerian organized crime groups, a fairly
recent phenomenon, generally lack the well-established organizations of La
Cosa Nosta in the United States, for example, and cannot survive such up-
heavals.

Both the traditional organized crime groups in Nigeria and the “419”
syndicates engage in the same kinds of criminal enterprises. Both are in-
volved in drug smuggling and both have female members. Unlike the tradi-
tional Nigerian organized crime groups, the “419” syndicates also have
branches in London and Paris, and in major cities of the United States, India,
Pakistan, Bangkok, Thailand, Brazil, Colombia, Ethiopia, Italy, Ghana,
Cameroon, Kenya, South Africa, Namibia, and Zimbabwe, while they main-
tain their base of operations in Nigeria.57

The traditional organized crime and “419” syndicates have rings special-
izing in stealing cars, artworks, and valuable domestic and office items. They
distribute the stolen items across Nigerian borders in Africa, and smuggle the
artwork overseas.58 Both engage in “the sale of children into bonded labor,
prostitution, and domestic slavery.” 59 According to a leading Nigerian human
rights group and the Constitutional Rights Project Report:

Middlemen go out scouting for families with more children than they can care for.
They convince such families of the juicy employment opportunities for their wards
in the city, inside Nigeria and outside Nigeria.

Ten-year-old Chukwudi Joseph was recruited and shipped to Gabon to work for
a logging company. After three years, Gabonese authorities deported him to Nigeria.
He had never been paid.

Thirteen-year-old Tope came from neighboring Benin (Republic) on the promise
of work, but when she arrived in Lagos (Nigeria) found that work was in a brothel.
When she became pregnant she was abandoned on the street. 60

An even more horrific fate awaited those children and adults killed by
“419” syndicates for their “body parts.” 61 In fall 1996, in the city of Owerri
(Imo state of Nigeria), the police found body parts in a freezer at the Otokoto
Hotel. The hotel owner, Mr. Otokoto, a local government official from the
Ikeduru area, was arrested after being implicated by a tip-off from other “419”
syndicates. The investigation had been triggered by the disappearance of the
son of a very wealthy Owerri citizen. The police also forced Otokoto to show
them where the bodies of the persons whose heads, liver, kidney, penis, and
genitals, were found in the freezer, had been buried. Sixteen human bodies
without heads were exhumed near Otokoto’s home and he later confessed to
selling body parts since 1976. Nigerian newspapers reported that some poli-
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ticians were involved with the “419” criminal activities and in the selling of
body parts.62

Immediately after the arrest of Otokoto, unemployed youths, some of them
university graduates, known as “area boys,” went on the rampage and burnt
the Otokoto Hotel to the ground. Next they torched all residential buildings,
hotels, and businesses known to be owned by “419” syndicates. Whether or
not they were related to Otokoto, the “area boys” knew that every “419”
group is an organized crime group. The relatives of Otokoto were subse-
quently excommunicated by the people of Imo state.63

Trading in body parts went unnoticed by the public in Nigeria for many
years, because some politicians and some very wealthy persons were said to
be involved. Since those elites also control the police, there were no investi-
gations.

There are some “exclusives” even in Nigeria. Eighty-five percent of the
“area boys” interviewed in Owerri said that the “419” syndicates are not in
the bootlegging business. Bootlegging is the exclusive business of the tradi-
tional Nigerian organized crime groups and their political affiliates. They
supply contraband liquor and distill and sell it without a license. However,
both “419” and traditional syndicates are racketeers. Fraud is the most lucra-
tive business of “419” syndicates,64 and the federal government of Nigeria is
most often the victim. Some politicians, executives of statutory corporations,
and top civil servants are privy to these fraudulent schemes.65 Other “419”
fraud victims include other governments in Africa, foreign companies, and
individuals and businesses in the United States, Canada, Britain, France,
Germany, Japan, India, and Pakistan.

The “419” syndicates are also deeply involved in document fraud and
currency counterfeiting, especially Nairas, U.S. dollars, and British pounds.
They use their own banks and corrupt bank managers in other commercial
banks to put the counterfeits into circulation. They operate in collaboration
with some top federal government officials to fake business certificates and
Nigerian passports as well as those of other countries.66

Organized Crime in Legitimate Enterprises

Organized crime elements pose as legitimate business in the construction
industry, banking, and manufacturing. Activities in these areas are also mas-
terminded by politicians and military officials. In the construction industry,
organized crime groups including “419” syndicates register themselves as
contractors. Some “419” companies are registered as legitimate companies,
but they use illegal methods in the contracts awarded to them. They either
perform the contract fraudulently or do not carry it out at all, but still collect
their money in full from the government as if they had satisfied all the terms.
Either the head of state is a member of the conspiracy or a top politician is
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privy to the fraud, so the syndicates gets away with it. In some situations, both
the head of state and a minister of a government department are part of a
fraudulent deal. All of them share the millions of dollars usually involved. In
operating the legitimate enterprises, the “419” syndicates resort to assassina-
tion of competitors, terrorism, and tax evasion. They also underpay or even
never pay their workers, knowing that since a politician is a partner in the
enterprise nobody will do anything.

There are cases of “419” contractors who ally with politicians and direc-
tors general and receive contracts on a continuing basis. As noted earlier,
some of the contracts are performed and some are not, but are still paid by the
federal government or state government.67 The politicians and the directors
general get their share of the money and nobody questions the contract non-
performance contract or poor performance.68

The scale of bribery in private and statutory corporations and the manu-
facturing industry, demonstrates that the traditional organized crime groups
have effectively nullified government regulation by bribing the federal agen-
cies assigned to enforce the regulations.69 If the head of state is the owner of
the enterprise, no police officer or regulatory agency will enforce the law
against him. If the enterprise is owned by a politician and his criminal part-
ners, the influence of the politician on the inspector general of police or on
the individual police officers in the area will accomplish the same end. These
organized crime manufacturing enterprises avoid paying taxes by keeping
two sets of books, one for government inspection which determines the taxes
to be paid, and another for the company’s own use to evaluate productivity
and overall profit. Government inspectors are bribed not to ask for produc-
tion records.70

In Nigeria, banks fail frequently due to wholesale fraud by “419” groups
and bank managers and their collaborators outside the bank. As of 15 June
1997, more than 2,000 bank managers and their chief accountants have been
in detention for over six months without trial. And between January 1995 and
January 1996, over 188 bank managers and accountants were sentenced to
prison terms ranging from seven years to twenty-one years.71 The bank man-
agers’ conspiracies include some military officials, politicians, “419” syndi-
cates, and big businessmen.72 The bank managers were jailed or detained
indefinitely for awarding fraudulent loans or for embezzlement. However,
most of them came from commercial banks that were not in the head of state’s
personal “portfolio.” His were largely untouched.

Sociocultural Factors

Three important sociocultural factors facilitated the development of the
political-criminal nexus in Nigeria and led some Nigerians to use all means
available to “make it” economically. They are first, the interethnic scramble
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for a share of the “national cake”; second, the concept of extended families,
of being one’s brother’s keeper, and the expectations thus raised; and, finally,
a culture that honors conspicuous consumption.

The expectations of the extended family system and the cultural require-
ment of sons to take care of aged parents create enormous pressures. Public
opinion holds that “what belongs to the government also belongs to every-
body.” To steal from the government is a minor abuse of power at best. So a
son with a government position who fails to expropriate from the government
that which belongs to the government to help his relatives and members of
his constituency is regarded as weak and wicked. Government workers who
try to live by the rules are worthless to the community. They may be nick-
named “Holy Nweje,” a colloquialism that means a false holy person in the
eyes of God. Similar expectations about government service can be found in
all ethnic groups in Nigeria, and in all African societies south of the Sahara.

The pressures of these cultural expectations and the desire to succeed
economically led some to join secret societies that guarantee members opu-
lence and prosperity. There are many secret societies in Nigeria, but only two
types are directly involved in organized crime: “wealth-oriented secret soci-
eties” and “Untouchable (osu) sorcery society.”

The “wealth-oriented secret society” resembles a satanic cult in certain
respects whose adherents will to do anything to amass wealth in their busi-
ness enterprises. Members must be willing to sacrifice their nearest and dear-
est to the satanic entity who, in return, will make them fabulously rich. This
might mean a wife, son, daughter, mother, father, or a friend, whoever is held
most dear and is acceptable to the entity. Demands might also extend to the
member’s own body, anything short of life threatening—an eye, a hand, a leg.
Once a member has confronted the satanic oracle there is no going back. The
principles, rules, and missions of the cult are secret. From time to time, how-
ever, members attempt to leave and enter spiritual churches in an attempt to
protect themselves. It is then that some of the secrets are revealed. The exist-
ence of this type of cult is general knowledge in Nigeria and throughout
African societies, and is well documented in African law and literature about
Nigerian customs. Although some members of the wealth-oriented secret so-
ciety belong to the Untouchable (osu) caste, others have joined since Chris-
tianity emerged in Nigeria in the 1860s. If a cult member becomes a politician,
he is protected by the cult through its chief priest. This protection may in-
crease motivation to engage in the activities of the political-criminal nexus.73

This wealth-oriented secret society is the oldest type of traditional orga-
nized crime in Nigeria. Its members run all kinds of businesses, both legiti-
mate and illegitimate, without any government intervention. Like organized
crime groups in the United States, they support political candidates who can
protect their enterprises. Politicians know them and respect them for their
fabulous wealth.
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The Untouchable sorcery society has its roots in Eastern Nigeria, espe-
cially among the Ibos, and has since grown to embrace others with similar life
experiences in various parts of Nigeria. Individuals become members by vir-
tue of their status as outcastes or “osu.” They are not freeborn by birth. Their
ancestors committed atrocities and were dedicated to the gods. They wor-
shiped the holy shrine (god) to which they were dedicated.74 Their descen-
dants also became outcastes or untouchables simply by being born into such
a family, and were treated accordingly.75 There is a certain injustice in the
culture which punishes someone for the crimes of one’s ancestors.

Unfortunately, forming a secret sorcery society became a kind of coping
mechanism for the untouchables. Today, they claim to use witchcraft to fight
against the freeborns, even those who had not wronged them in any way. In
Eastern Nigeria some people believe that untouchable sorcery society mem-
bers also use witchcraft to destroy the businesses of the freeborn and that their
gangs of murderers assassinate the men and women who segregated them, or
freeborn politicians who opposed their members in their constituencies.76

Politicians who are from untouchable families may be more prone to join the
political-criminal nexus and the money-making opportunities associated with
it, since they believe that wealth and opulence will lead to general accep-
tance and positions of authority in the country.

The untouchable sorcery societies are known to engage in assassinations,
and since the 1970s, they have killed many prominent Ibos and non-Ibos in
Eastern Nigeria. Their methods are well known, but nothing can be done,
because many of them are in political leadership of Nigeria, some in the
topmost echelons.77 Their members in the media prevent adverse reporting on
their illegal activities. Some are highly educated as they were the first to go to
church and school when the Europeans came to Nigeria.78  Among their ranks
are lawyers, judges, medical doctors, professors, engineers, and other profes-
sionals. They identify their own through a “password” or sign that acknowl-
edges membership of the outcaste (osu) institution, even if they are meeting
for the first time.

External Forces

The oil boom of the 1970s attracted many foreign industrialists to Nigeria,
and with their arrival a large market for Western manufactured goods sprang
up. Some foreign companies and foreign contractors who were prepared to
launder illegal money in overseas banks amassed fabulous wealth through
illegal business deals with Nigerian politicians and military war lords. Some
specialized in carrying out illegal and fraudulent business transactions with
Nigerian politicians as part of a Nigerian organized crime partnership operat-
ing across the Atlantic and Indian Oceans.79 Throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
every major bank in Western Europe, Japan, and China had Nigerians as
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customers in both legal and illegal bank accounts.80 There are laws against
money laundering in Nigeria, but like most Nigerian business laws, they are
not enforced.

How the Political-Criminal Nexus Developed
and is Maintained in Nigeria

As noted earlier, Nigeria is a predatory state in which the head of state has
allied himself with criminal elements to amass wealth and retain political
power. However, the activities of the head of state, insofar as they relate to the
political-criminal nexus, can be differentiated from the activities of others.
The head of state uses his aides, the “419” cliques, and his cabinet ministers
to amass wealth. His aides run illegal activities and businesses for him, such
as withdrawing millions, and sometimes billions of dollars from the Nigerian
Central Bank and laundering the money in overseas banks. The “419” con-
nection undertakes other illegal business activities for him such as smug-
gling narcotics and other contraband goods, and assassinating opponents.
His cabinet ministers give him a percentage of the money budgeted for their
government department every year.

  A somewhat different type of political-criminal nexus functions at the
cabinet minister-director general level. This has two subcategories: one is
based at each government department. In the department, the minister (politi-
cal/military official) and the director general act as the masterminds of the
organized crime enterprise. The intermediate civil servants who are deployed
at the key revenue sources act like lieutenants of organized crime funneling
bribes to the director general and the minister. Other intermediate civil ser-
vants at the revenue sources, and the noncivil servants who are field agents
act like the commission agents in American organized crime.81 If a department’s
business involves contract awards, it is handled by the director general and
the minister of the department personally.

There are also independent criminal groups outside the government de-
partment who undertake illegal activities for their own benefit as well as for
the heads of government departments.82 This relationship involves launder-
ing money and cooperating with them to defraud the Nigerian government
and its people. In most cases, it is the minister and the director general who
initiate the request to the outside criminal group, which might be a legally
registered company or a contractor.83

The second subcategory is the “politician-‘419’” connection.” Interviews
with the “area boys” indicate that most of the “419” groups operate with the
support and interests of some politicians and top military officials. In some
cases, the “419” leader makes an illegal proposal to the politician, and the
illegal enterprise takes off from there. In some situations, it is the politician
that initiates the connection. The only intermediary between the politician
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and the “419” leader may be the director general. In other cases, it is a top
businessman who happens to be a friend of the politician. The negotiations
about the division of the illegal profits and the modus operandi of the illegal
scheme take place between the politician, the director general, and the “419”
leader.

Patterns of Exchange Between the Politicians and the “419” Syndicates

The “419” syndicates are sources of income for some politicians. Their
connections involve defrauding national and foreign governments, banks
and businesses, money laundering for the politicians and the military offi-
cials, and running illegal businesses such as brothels and casinos for the
politicians. The “419” groups often register hotels and other forms of busi-
nesses under fictitious ownership names for the politicians or military offi-
cials. The latter, in return, provide the “419” syndicates immunity from police
harassment and prosecution.84

Some “419” syndicates specialize in providing personal security to the
politicians. Politicians with strong influence in the Customs and Excise De-
partment secure easy and uninterrupted passage across Nigerian borders with
contraband goods for the “419” syndicates.85 In all cases, both financial and
nonfinancial favors are exchanged in an atmosphere of mutual respect. When
“419” members are prosecuted, their protectors come to their aid and the case
may die without any further court action. For instance, Mr. Otokoto has still
not been tried, because it is alleged that a top Nigerian politician was in-
volved in the Otokoto “body parts” business.

Other “419” organized crime syndicates also engage in terrorism. Politi-
cians who want to be rid of their political opponents or business competitors
pay the “419” syndicates and guarantee them immunity from prosecution.
The assassinations of Chief Obi Nwali in Port Hacount (River State) in 1994,
and Mrs. Kudirat Abiola, the wife of Chief M. K. O. Abiola, in Lagos (1996),
have been described by some Nigerian newspapers as the work of “419”
syndicates.86

During 1996, many politicians escaped assassination attempts. In the case
of the former minister of justice, Dr. Onagoruwa, the “419” gangs killed his
son instead.87 In January 1997, Chief Abraham Adesanya, the deputy chair-
man of the National Democratic Coalition (NADECO), a pro-democracy move-
ment in Nigeria that is against military rule in Nigeria, escaped an assassination
attempt while driving to work in Lagos.87 Also between 3 January 1997 and
December 1997, there were six bomb explosions in Lagos, three in Abuja
National Capital, and two in Onitsha, Anambra State. The targets were the
military, but the bombs took the lives of innocent passersby and wounded
over sixty.88 The last assassination attempt in Nigeria in 1997 was on General
Oladipo Diya, the Nigerian vice president. A bomb killed his security officer.
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The attacks were said to be the work of “419” organized crime gangs hired by
some politicians excluded from the current military regime and by top mili-
tary officials seeking to secure their own positions by eliminating their fel-
low officers.89 These political assassinations and assassination attempts in
Nigeria are somewhat reminiscent of the ancient Roman Senate.90

Vulnerabilities of the Political-Criminal Nexus

Not all Nigerian officials accept bribes. For example, some customs offi-
cials and police officers arrest smugglers and other criminals whenever they
catch them. This deters some “419” members and some criminal politicians
from engaging in criminal conspiracies. Similarly, some soldiers who are not
involved in the political-criminal nexus have become whistle-blowers and
testified against their senior officers. This patriotic attitude on their part is, of
course, disturbing to those involved in criminal activities.

As Table 5.1 shows, 4,745 politicians and army officers were charged along
with other criminals, and 4,578 others, including governors, were dismissed at
the federal level. Table 5.2 shows that at the state level, 4,784 politicians and
army officers were charged with other offenders. Also, at both the state and
federal levels, many politicians and army officers were sentenced to prison
terms and some were retrieved with or without benefits. These punitive
efforts have had a deterrent effect on the political-criminal nexus in Nigeria.

The fact that international organizations such as the Commonwealth of
Nations, OPEC, and foreign corporations, can impose sanctions on Nigeria
for wholesale political corruption is also a threat to the political-criminal
nexus. Fear of a negative portrayal of Nigeria in the foreign press because of
political corruption and its effect on world opinion also keeps the political-
criminal nexus in check to some extent. Lastly, “419” gangs and their erst-
while protectors who have been displaced by cabinet reshuffles lurk as an
ever present threat to those who seek to establish new political-criminal con-
nections in the government.

Strategies for Preventing the Reemergence and Weakening the Political-
Criminal Nexus in Nigeria, and Ultimately Destroying It

Controlling the political-criminal nexus in Nigeria will require a total
reorganization of the Nigerian police, adoption of adequate pay scales and
creation of an intelligence unit totally unaffiliated with the police to investi-
gate allegations against the police. Furthermore, the relationship between the
police, other law enforcement agencies, and the politicians must be weak-
ened so that the law enforcement agents can go about their work without fear
of retaliation by politicians. Also needed is a well-trained, nonpolitical intel-
ligence agency charged with investigating and controlling organized crime
in general, and the “419” type of organized crime in particular.
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The Nigerian police should also be decentralized, with each state allowed
to set up its own force. At present, Nigerian police are often posted to states
where they do not speak the language of the people, thus severely limiting
their effectiveness. Under the auspices of the federal government a nonpoliti-
cal intelligence unit for controlling organized crime, white-collar, and politi-
cal crime should be established. The main obstacle to controlling organized
crime in Nigeria is that many top Nigerian politicians are privy to organized
crime activities. Consequently, Nigeria always has leaders and politicians
who run with the hare and hunt with the hounds,91 a state of affairs reminis-
cent of what Richard Quinney termed “contradictions of capitalism.”92 These
relationships between Nigerian leaders and organized crime make control of
the political-criminal nexus very difficult.

Corruption is a cancer that weakens and kills governments. More deadly
to statehood than corruption is when a government is a predatory state like
the military governments of Nigeria have been since 1966. Efforts to combat

Table 5.1
Federal Government Officials Found Guilty of Bribery, Graft, Embezzlement,

Fraud, and Other Malpractices from 1981 to 1995*

TYPE OF PUNISHMENT

RETIRED RETIRED PRISON POLITICIANS

DISMISSED WITHOUT WITH SENTENCE & ARMY
BENEFITS BENEFITS OFFICERS

CHARGED
WITH
CRIMINALS

State Governors 10 — — — 10

Directors of 38 — — 3 —
Statutory Corporations

Commissioners 8 — — — 8

Directors General or 7 3 4 2 11
Permanent Secretaries

Other Civil Servants 2,310 91 18 142 2,419

Officers of Federal 2,205 27 22 188 2,254
Statutory Corporations
& Federal Agencies

TOTAL 4,578 121 44 335 4,745

Source: Tallied from West Africa, October 1981-December 1989; The African Guardian,
January 1989-December 1989; Nigerian News Update, January 1992-December 1995.
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corruption in Nigeria must be swift and stringent and come from the very top.
Any head of state who is sincere about ending the political-criminal nexus
and wants to be taken seriously must declare his assets on taking office, and
clean his household of corruption and of all criminal connections.

Essential reforms must also be instituted throughout the legal system. As
Robert Leiken has suggested, legal reforms including laws against illicit
enrichment, required financial disclosure for all public office appointees and
holders, anti-bribery legislation, extradition of self-exiled corrupt officials,
and stringent enforcement of money-laundering laws bolster the system against
corruption.93 There should also be horizontal accountability in judicial re-
forms. The judiciary must be assured of independence and personal security.
Codes of ethics for judges must be stringently enforced, and, to rid the ranks

Table 5.2
State Government Officials Found Guilty of Bribery, Graft, Embezzlement,

Fraud, and Other Malpractices from 1981 to 1995*

TYPE OF PUNISHMENT

RETIRED RETIRED PRISON POLITICIANS

DISMISSED WITHOUT WITH SENTENCE & ARMY
BENEFITS BENEFITS OFFICERS

CHARGED
WITH
CRIMINALS

Directors General or 32 26 18 8 47
Permanent Secretaries

Directors of 8 — — 6 8
Statutory Corporations

Other Civil Servants 2,830 977 196 39 3,912

Officers of State 2,310 91 18 142 2,419

Statutory Corporations 728 78 11 88 817
& Federal Agencies

TOTAL 5,908 1,172 243 283 7,203

Source: Tallied from West Africa, October 1981-December 1989; The African Guardian,
January 1989-December 1989; Nigerian News Update, January 1992-December 1995.

*These data should be used with caution since there may be other cases that were not
reported in West African Magazine and other the Nigerian media sources cited. There is
also the possibility that some cases were counted more than once.
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of corrupt judges, their activities need to be regularly monitored. In addition,
increased investigative capacity of strategic law enforcement agencies will
be required, as well as witness protection programs. A separate, well-trained,
anti-corruption agency with specialized sections to deal with the various
types of corrupt activities known to exist in different government depart-
ments will help root out criminal dealings and clean up the civil service.

Administrative reform of the Nigerian civil service will require a series of
broad ranging initiatives including constant independent auditing, adopting
and enforcing uniform standards of conduct, merit-based entry examinations
and promotions, removing politics from the civil service, ending quotas, and
creating performance-based incentives in both the civil service and the statu-
tory corporations.

Other measures will also be needed. The entire procurement system in the
government departments and statutory corporations should be overhauled
and a transparent bidding system adopted. Anti-bribery pledges should be
required of officials in government departments and statutory corporations. A
reorganization and restructuring of all federal agencies, especially customs
and immigration, should include the creation of independent, anti-bribery
enforcement units, not associated with the departments or agencies. Eco-
nomic reform is needed to privatize some statutory corporations, initiate
equitable tax collection procedures, end corrupt practices, stabilize the Naira
currency, and improve road transportation, air transportation, and telecom-
munication (domestic and international) systems.

Finally, there should be vertical accountability involving community par-
ticipation in policing, anonymous tip telephone hotlines to inform law en-
forcement agencies of legal violations in government departments and
statutory corporations, support and protection for “whistle-blowers” against
politicians, directors general, and military officials in government depart-
ments and corporations, and last, but not least, freedom of the press.

The international community can help. Many Nigerian politicians have
fled Nigeria with millions of dollars stolen from the Nigerian government and
later settled in Europe or the United States. This capital flight can only be
stopped by international cooperation.

Conclusion

Organized crime activities flourish in Nigeria because law enforcement is
weak or nonexistent at all levels. The police were corrupt even before orga-
nized crime emerged in its present form in Nigeria. Since “corruption is nec-
essary for the successful operation of organized crime,”94 the structure and
operation of the Nigerian police, together with the activities of corrupt heads
of state and corrupt politicians, made Nigeria fertile ground for organized
crime. When those who make the laws and those who enforce the law are
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shamelessly corrupt, then the entire society is corrupted. These leaders are
supposed to be the role models of the younger generations in Nigeria. In-
stead, they represent what Gresham Sykes and David Matza have termed the
“appeal to higher loyalty”—a technique for rationalization of wrongs by
underprivileged elements of Nigerian society who willingly engage in crimi-
nal activity.95

Nigerian politicians became involved in organized crime for the same
reasons as the leaders of most organized crime syndicates—to amass huge
wealth and for the power money can buy—both political and economic.96

However, the Nigerian case is made worse by an almost total absence of
accountability, oversight, or enforcement. Some wealthy individuals have
vast holdings in real estate or manufacturing, but nobody ever asks them how
they came by it. Then there is the extraordinary example of directors of Nige-
rian Airways who all either own an airline or have a controlling share in one.
Nobody questions how they got the money because some past and present
Nigerian heads of state are privy to the criminal conspiracy.

What is needed to end the Nigerian political-criminal nexus is a total
reorganization of society through value reorientation. However, in a country
like Nigeria where no drafted constitution works, the anomie and social dis-
organization which favors political-criminal nexus will always rein supreme
and render all efforts for crime control fleeting at best.

The validity of the data on the political-criminal nexus in Nigeria pre-
sented here is supported by the fact that in 1996, the present head of state of
Nigeria, General Abacha, gave back to the Nigerian people and government
all money and properties he acquired illegally and ordered all members of his
cabinet, other politicians, and directors of statutory corporations to do the
same. Also in 1996, General Abacha’s government mounted a thorough inves-
tigation into the operations of “419” organized crime syndicates and the
activities of senior bank officials while he was a participant in “419” enter-
prises. The result was the arrest of over 2,000 bank managers and bank ac-
countants on charges of fraud, embezzlement, and illegal financial
manipulation.97 In principle, the Nigerian military governments have not
supported organized crime and the political-criminal nexus. While this may
appear to be inherently contradictory, it is important for understanding how
the political-criminal nexus works in Nigeria. The head of state had his own
criminal connections, while his cabinet ministers also had criminal connec-
tions but in different enterprises. For instance, General Abacha withdrew hun-
dreds of millions of dollars from the Nigerian Central Bank as if it were his
personal investment. Since he died six months ago, many of his aides have
been arrested for keeping hundreds of millions of dollars in their homes. They
subsequently revealed how the money was withdrawn on the general’s orders.
At the same time, however, General Abacha was trying to control political-
criminal nexus in some government departments. Not every “419” bank man-
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ager is affiliated to a politician, and the Nigerian government is not, as a rule,
affiliated to “419.” However, the head of state was affiliated to some “419”
banks. When there was a huge public outcry against some fraudulent bank
failures, he found himself in the uncomfortable position of having to enforce
the national law against the “419” banks.

Instituting democratic government in Nigeria may eliminate the preda-
tory state, and the checks and balances of democracy would have a deterrent
effect. The opposition parties could become watchdogs, and freedom of the
press would help ensure that the political-criminal nexus is exposed. Under
the most recent military dictatorship there was no press freedom,98 no real
accountability, and no effective and consistent law enforcement. The politi-
cal-criminal nexus cannot be significantly reduced in Nigeria unless these
essential elements are in place. Until then it remains viable.

Unfortunately, the hope that the new government of Nigeria elected in
March 1999 would be democratic and would eliminate the political-criminal
nexus has already been shattered. The winner, General Obasanjo, a retired
former military head of state, was supported by the military government of
General Abdulsalam Abubakar and all the retired generals. There was consid-
erable public agitation against General Obasanjo’s run for the presidency of
the Federal Republic of Nigeria. In spite of this, and aided by the $2.3 million
he gave to the People’s Democratic Party (PDP), he pushed aside the party’s
founder, Dr. Ekwueme, and formed a new civilian government.

It was General Obasanjo who in 1979 handed over a predatory state to the
civilian democratic government of Shehu Shagari. For three years prior, the
general had fostered the political-criminal nexus in all government opera-
tions. Now some twenty years later, he again inherits a predatory state. Gen-
eral Obasanjo has already said that he will not investigate the military high
command who have amassed enormous wealth while in power. This gained
him support from the military for his political campaign, and some protection
for himself since he, too, came by his fortune illegally. His cabinet will con-
tain many of the retired military generals who have contributed to the politi-
cal-criminal nexus in Nigeria in the past. Its demise seems unlikely for the
foreseeable future.
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6

 Mexico’s Legacy of Corruption

Stanley A. Pimentel

This chapter examines the associations between organized crime and poli-
tics in Mexico from the 1960s to the mid-1990s. To understand these devel-
opments, the historical and cultural contexts of the evolution of this nexus
will be examined. In the contemporary period, the organized political and
criminal elements came together to work in a collaborative pattern. Orga-
nized crime was, for a time, controlled and managed by the political authori-
ties. A theoretical framework developed by Peter A. Lupsha is particularly
helpful in interpreting the Mexican case.1

Three centuries of occupation, exploitation, and civic neglect by Spain,
and a century of local dictatorships by revolutionary leaders could not evolve
into a democratic civic society overnight. An agreement by several compet-
ing factions to put aside their weapons and come together under the rule of
one political umbrella, beneficial to all, began with the formation of an offi-
cial party in 1929, which subsequently evolved to become today’s Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). The PRI, a political monopoly, has been
a “patron-client,” authoritarian type of system for seven decades and has used
its social control forces (military, police, and internal security agencies) to
control, tax, and extort from the organized criminal elements. The political
authorities provided immunity from prosecution for the criminal elements,
while obtaining money for development, investment, and campaign funding
for the party, as well as for personal enrichment. The criminals were expected
to pay and obey the authorities; if they became a liability or could no longer
produce, they were either liquidated or incarcerated.

Over time, however, these relationships between political officials and
criminal groups were altered dramatically by several factors. Concern for
human rights have come to the fore, the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA) was passed; global communications have become a reality; a
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more educated middle class demands democracy; and, the opposition parties
began to win important positions. The political authorities in power can no
longer control the organized criminal elements. As a result, the criminals are
on the offensive, killing anyone seen as going against them, including law
enforcement officials and prosecutors. With no professional law enforcement
or an effective system of laws capable of combating these criminals, the
results are proving disastrous to Mexican society. Drastic measures must be
taken by the Mexican government to combat these organized criminal ele-
ments and to successfully destroy the political-criminal nexus that has en-
dured. Creating an elite professional law enforcement task force working
with a national criminal intelligence clearinghouse is a beginning. Empow-
ering this elite group with the proper tools, equipment, and laws so that they
can actively pursue the organized criminals is also needed. Their task will be
to identify and attack the weaknesses of these organized criminals and their
partners, such as seizure of their assets and lengthy prison sentences in order
to break the cycle of the political-criminal nexus.

Historical Legacies of Authoritarianism and Instability

Speaking at a bankers’ convention in Cancun, Quintana Roo, Mexico, on
7 February 1997, President Ernesto Zedillo promised to make Mexico a “coun-
try of laws” and to build public confidence in the justice system. He stressed
that one of his top goals is to shore up Mexico’s democratic institutions. He
went on to state that “we do not have conditions now guaranteeing our secu-
rity nor have we achieved the full state of law that is required for Mexico’s
development.” In an interview with the Chicago Tribune published on 20
July 1997, President Zedillo spoke of the urgent need to introduce a “govern-
ment of the rule of law” and expressed his desire to free the country of official
corruption. He went on to say, “Corruption is not a phenomenon that came
about a few years ago, but unfortunately, has been around since the colonial
times within our cultural traditions and certain practices.”

The Mexican political system, “New Spain,” evolved out of three centu-
ries of occupation, exploitation and civic neglect by the European colonial
powers, and a century of local dictatorships. The basic fact is that Mexico was
under the “paternalistic and repressive control of Spain which discouraged
political self-government, stifled individual economic initiative and sup-
pressed intellectual ambition.”2 Spain was interested in souls, gold, and sil-
ver, but not necessarily in that order. For generations, Mexico was ruled by a
viceroy who ran the colony as the personal representative of the Spanish
Crown. “He lived in a palace, maintained a court and all forms of royal pomp
and prestige, and appointed all officials with the king’s authority, and super-
vised economic, religious, intellectual, and social affairs. The viceroy headed
the colonial government, was supreme judge, and made, and enforced the
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laws. To see that he functioned honestly and efficiently, the viceroy was often
spied upon by a ‘visitor general’ sent by the Crown to report on colonial
matters.”3 (To this day, many of Mexico’s government agencies continue to
have a “visitor-general,” analogous to an “inspector general,” to report ir-
regularities to the cabinet minister; sometimes the holder of this position acts
as the “hatchet man” or “bagman” for the superior.) The Spanish colonials
became the propertied class, along with the Catholic Church, whose mission
system provided the means of administration and social control in the outly-
ing areas. While the viceroy and governorships were initially in the hands of
Iberian-born, and later local Creole elites (those born in Spanish America of
European parents), administrative units, town, and city councils, and magis-
trates were run by mestizo (mixed indigenous-European) elites. Limited and
weak administrative control by Spain, harsh topography, and slow communi-
cations allowed for local autonomy and upward mobility among the mestizo
leadership, as well as the evasion of royal edicts and taxes. In spite of all the
Spanish laws imposed on New Spain, “political corruption flourished, espe-
cially when the Spanish Crown, after the sixteenth century, decreed that pub-
lic offices could be sold at auction to the highest bidder. In this way, many
incompetent and corrupt individuals got into colonial offices.”4

At the same time, local corruption and the sale of offices allowed the
landed oligarchy to gain control over the rural administrative offices as ac-
cess to higher positions. Once entrenched there, nepotism and graft extended
into the patron-client system, which became the embedded norm, and the
motto “Obedezco pero no cumplo” (I obey but do not comply) became the cry
of the leaders of New Spain. As a result of these systems of control, the “inevi-
table outcome of three centuries of exploitation and repression by the Span-
ish was revolution, which stirred Mexico to its foundation and resulted in the
severing of ties”5 to the motherland. Four centuries of authoritarian rule could
not be transformed into a democratic civic culture overnight. It is a struggle
that still confronts and configures Mexico today.

[Its]...beginnings as an independent nation in 1821, when she cut her last ties to
Spain, were inauspicious. Because of the lack of self-rule under Spain, the general
poverty and illiteracy of the inert masses, and the preponderant economic and politi-
cal powers of the army, and the Church, Mexicans were not prepared to rule their
own house. The shift from a colony to a republic meant only a change of rulers for
the common man...the tensions merely shifted...6

from the Spanish born to the Creole and from the Creole to the mestizo.
Roughly a century of instability, foreign invasion, dictatorship, and revolu-
tion followed Mexico’s independence in 1821. First came a “war of reform”
that led to nationalist rule by Benito Juarez, followed by a brief period of the
European-imposed ruler, Maximilian (1864–1867). After this came Juarez’s
efforts to implement liberal laws in a period called the “Restoration” (1867–



178 Menace to Society

1876), which led into the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz (1876-1910), who
fortified Mexican unity. Unity collapsed into revolutionary convulsions
(1910–1920), during which period a succession of caudillos (strongmen)
fought for control of the national government and the promulgation of the
1917 Constitution. Out of this instability came the creation, in 1929, of the
ruling party, initially known as the Partido Nacional Revolucionario (PNR,
National Revolutionary Party), the forerunner of today’s PRI.

The current political system in Mexico began in 1928–29 after the assas-
sination of Alvaro Obregón, the revolution’s victor, its strongman and presi-
dent. The incumbent president, Plutarco Elías Calles, and his successor, Emilio
Portes Gil (1928–1930), worked together to convince “all political factions
into one imposing party, the PNR, which was financed by a ‘kickback’ from
the pay envelope of every government employee.”7

Calles recognized the historic opportunity and his unique responsibility to achieve a
comprehensive political agreement, create the new political institutions for a modern
Mexico, and leave behind the raw violence that had characterized personal politics...to
establish and maintain control over the main forces and actors in Mexican politics. To
achieve it, all the accesses to decision-making centers and all the roads to economic,
social and political mobility passed through the party, the formal and operating
structure of the 1929 political agreement. The party became the only gatekeeper of
access to power, closed and out of reach to those on the outside who would never
enter. A monopoly of access to power was created.8

For the next seven decades, the PRI, operating under a patron-client hier-
archy, distributed via its governors, trade unions, and occupational associa-
tions, patronage, contracts, jobs, educational opportunities, social services,
and other benefits to its loyal adherents. Various power centers, cliques, and
alliance systems within the oligarchy would vary positions and offices in
alternate administrations, all with a strong “splash” down to the people. Up-
ward mobility, education and economic opportunities were available to the
loyal who attached themselves to the right patron and were able to stay in the
stream of rising party stars.

Presidential control over the succession, influence over gubernatorial se-
lections and state financing, and what amounted to a “rubber-stamp” legisla-
ture and judiciary, all contributed to centralized power in the PRI and Los
Pinos (the presidential residence). The presidential clique and the party lead-
ership, together with the security apparatus (formal security agencies, the
police, the attorney general’s office, and the military), possessed both the
power and capacity to make their collective will felt throughout the country.
A term frequently used to describe Mexico’s political system,

[“presidentialism”]...has caused so much harm to the country, particularly in the last
few sexenios (six-year presidential terms) and is a product of the control the presi-
dent of the Republic has exercised over PRI congressmen and senators. The
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authoritarianism, the discriminatory application of the law, the centralism, the cor-
ruption and the impunity are all products of placing all the state power in one solitary
person: the president of the Republic.9

During the PRI monopoly of power, actors such as the media and the
Catholic Church have been co-opted and have become part of the political
system. Early on, the PNR removed the Mexican military from the center of
power by promising great rewards, exercising civilian oversight over their
food and supplies, and rotating the zone commanders every two to three
years. “Senior officers were encouraged to enrich themselves with assorted
business opportunities, sinecures and favors, and even illicit activities, such
as contraband, drug trafficking and prostitution, were tolerated.… At the
same time, the government protected the armed forces from media criticism...”10

The military thus became something of a “sacred cow.”
Also at the disposal of the president was the Secretaría de Gobernación

(Ministry of Government, or Interior), the second most powerful position
next to the presidency, “with its broad responsibility for preserving the
country’s political stability...in charge of managing the political arena where
both the opposition and the PRI perform.”11 Within this ministry was the
Federal Security Directorate (DFS), responsible for investigating matters af-
fecting national security and other duties as directed by the president. This
agency, consisting of members of the elite presidential Military Staff Guards
(EMP) and paramilitary experts, was ready to do as the president commanded,
or to use the president’s name when it suited their purpose.

With these tools at their disposal, and with their many coalitions of inter-
est groups, and alliances with other powerful institutions, the president and
the PRI leadership enjoyed near absolute power. “Myriad pyramids of power
are thus superimposed on the larger hierarchical pyramid: everyone except
the president is both boss and servant... (where) the process spawns political
cliques—known as mafias—that are loyal to the president but compete fiercely
with each other. Without them, the system of loyalties could not work.”12 As a
result of these loyalties to bosses and ultimately to the president, institutions
have not become professionalized, nor can there be any checks and balances
to offset the corruption and complicity ingrained in this system. The PRI has
successfully permeated the entire system in Mexico. Everyone from the lowly
police officer on the street, to the mayor of the city, the governor of the state,
to the minister of finance, or the attorney general himself, are all indebted to
the party bosses, and ultimately, to the president. No controversial action was
taken by one patron, without checking with his/her patron, and on up the
line. Many decisions that normally would be made by a deputy secretary
would be referred to the president, who appointed that individual, for the
final say. And since there is “No Re-election” of the president, governors,
mayors, congressmen and senators, everyone must “make hay while the sun
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shines” so that he/she can have a larger “nest egg” when no longer in a
position to obtain the benefits of office. Carlos Hank Gonzalez, former secre-
tary of agriculture in the Carlos Salinas administration, former mayor of Mexico
City, and a well-respected PRI stalwart, probably said it best when asked
about his accumulation of wealth and his status as one of Mexico’s richest
men: “A politician who is poor, is a poor politician.”

The Political-Criminal Nexus: Theory and Practice

Peter A. Lupsha has developed a theory that helps interpret political-crimi-
nal relationships in the Mexican case. He posits two basic patterns of crimi-
nal-political relationships: the “stage-evolutionary model” and the
“elite-exploitation model.” According to Lupsha’s “stage-evolutionary”
model, the most common progression in the relationships between organized
crime and the political system, most organized crime groups tend to evolve
through three stages: the predatory, the parasitical, and the symbiotic. In the
predatory stage, the criminal group is usually a street gang or group rooted in
a particular territory or neighborhood, such as the gangs in Los Angeles,
Chicago, or New York. Criminal gangs evolving from the predatory stage into
the parasitical stage have developed a corruptive interaction with the legiti-
mate power centers. La Cosa Nostra did this during Prohibition in the United
States in the 1920s. Political corruption, which accompanies the provision of
illicit goods and services, provides the essential glue binding the legitimate
sectors with the underworld criminal organization. The third or symbiotic
stage evolves when the criminal organization and the political system be-
come one of mutuality, where the political and economic systems become
dependent upon and subject to many of the services the criminal organiza-
tions have to offer. In New York City, La Cosa Nostra’s control of the Fulton
Fish Market, or the construction industry and garbage collection are prime
examples of this stage.13

This dynamic evolution of organized crime in the “Stage-Evolutionary”
model is one in which the criminals follow an illicit parallel ladder of upward
mobility and over time seek to achieve legitimacy in their wealth and status
for themselves and their children. These criminals actively seek niches in the
interstices of the law where they can enrich themselves and at the same time
buy into the political and economic systems to minimize the risks of arrest
and loss of wealth. From governmental and citizen perspectives these orga-
nized criminal enterprises provide desired economic services, such as gam-
bling, prostitution, illicit alcohol, and drugs, yet are part of an underworld
that is accepted but not catered to.14

Lupsha’s second model of organized crime, the “elite-exploitative,” is one
in which the organized crime enterprises are not treated as useful or necessary
evils but rather as “cash cows,” to be manipulated and exploited by political
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authorities. This model most usefully describes what we observe in Mexico,
where organized crime becomes a source of funding and illicit enrichment for
the political elite and their social control agents. Drug traffickers in these
settings, after achieving some entrepreneurial successes, are sought out by
the system and taxed and disciplined into their role within the system.
While corruption is a key factor in both of these models, in the “stage-
evolutionary” model, it is initiated by traffickers in pursuit of insurance
and protection. The legitimate social control actors in this model may ac-
cept payoffs, and even seek them, but they rarely become the initiators of
trafficking or its reinforcers.15

In the “elite-exploitative” model, the traffickers are under pressure from
the legitimate social control agents, indeed forced, to accept and sell loads of
seized drugs, and are constantly threatened and taxed by those agents who
are passing percentages of this tax to officials higher up. These criminals are
rarely permitted to retire; they are either killed or imprisoned while other
family members are allowed to take over. In this model, the organized crimi-
nal system is called upon to support the oligarchy. Control and initiation
comes from the top, from the so-called legitimate power holders and their
social control agents, and the drug lords, like good “cash cows,” are pro-
tected, milked (taxed), and when no longer useful, are imprisoned or sent to
the slaughter.16 “Nevertheless, these groups continue to work with renewed
efforts, which demonstrate that, contrary to common belief, the drug trafficker’s
power is limited; they are disposable elements, and as part of the unwritten
rules, are utilized for convenience, either by the State or their real bosses.”17

Mexico appears to be a good fit with the “elite-exploitative” model. Po-
litical authorities used social control agents to organize and regulate drug
trafficking. Traffickers were manipulated and disposed of to suit the needs of
political officials. Over time, however, traffickers grew more powerful and the
political system became more pluralistic, but not institutionalized. In these
circumstances, drug traffickers gained greater autonomy of action—and be-
came more violent and aggressive in their dealings with both state and society.

The case can probably be made that the first association between an orga-
nized criminal group and a politician in Mexico occurred when Hernan Cortes
and his marauding band of soldiers from Spain marched into Tenochtitlan
(present-day Mexico City) and captured the Aztec capital and its emperor,
Moctezuma. Despite the fact that Moctezuma had previously offered Cortes
and his organization gifts of gold, silver, and jade in hopes that they would
leave, Cortes is said to have remarked, “The Spaniards are troubled with a
disease of the heart for which gold is a specific remedy.”18 The evolution of
the criminal-political nexus in Mexico can be seen clearly for the first time
during the early 1900s when the United States attempted to put a stop to the
contraband trade of drugs, whiskey, and arms with its Mexican neighbor.
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The business was so lucrative that it raised the attention of several powerful politi-
cians such as...Colonel Esteban Cantú, Governor of the Territory of Baja California
Norte from 1914 to 1920. In Customs reports from Los Angeles in 1916 sent to the
Department of the Treasury, he was mentioned as one who gave out concessions to
exploit the opium trade in exchange for important sums of money. The cost of a
concession was $45,000 (U.S. Dollars) and the monthly rent was between $10,000
and $11,000.19

As long as there has been a United States-Mexican Border, there has been
smuggling and contraband trade. From Mexico came marijuana, heroin, and
more recently, cocaine into the United States, while refrigerators, televisions,
automobiles, and weapons crossed in the opposite direction. Average citizens
purchased many such goods; however, the bulk was smuggled by organized
crime elements that have conducted family-run businesses for generations.
These same families have produced all the major organized crime figures,
such as Miguel Angel Felix Gallardo, Rafael Caro Quintero, Juan Garcia
Abrego, Amado Carrillo Fuentes, the Herrera family, and the Arellano Felix
brothers of the present day. Most got their modest start in the 1960s in the
drug trade.

Opium poppy and marijuana were grown in abundance in the western parts
of Mexico where “politicians, business people, police and peasants all knew
who was planting poppy seed.… [T]he police knew who were the produc-
ers.… [T]he Chief of Police was the one who controlled the ‘percentage’ in
exchange for tolerating (the trade) or for support.… [K]nowing the Chief of
Police meant closeness to the Governor...”20 What began as a local, home-
grown organization’s paying off the officials of the local “plaza” (town), grew
into a national organized crime organization’s paying off high-level political
authorities. Originally, under the concept of the “plaza,” the drug trafficker or
smuggler bought his or her “license” to operate from the local police chief,
military commander, the mayor, or the individual who had been given author-
ity in that area by the PRI.“...[P]ayments went to locals who passed part of it
up to the patrons to whom they owed their positions. Should a trafficker have
a major business success with resulting notoriety, he would then likely be
visited by the ‘judiciales’ (state level agents of law enforcement) and later by
‘federales’ (agents of national police agencies) and operating ‘franchises’
would have to be also purchased directly from these agencies.”21

One of the sources interviewed for this chapter reported that the Mexican
government, particularly the Ministry of the Treasury (Hacienda), has not
provided a budget to other government institutions, such as the Mexican
Attorney General’s Office (PGR) or the Federal Judicial Police (PJF), and
these agencies have had to seek out their own ways of obtaining operating
funds. For so many years, these agencies have assigned their personnel to
their offices (plazas) throughout Mexico, expecting them to perform their
duties with honor, while providing little or no funding to operate their of-
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fices. These officials arrive at their new posts and must find ways to “earn”
money so that they can pay for personnel, office expenditures, and at the
same time be able to survive on their meager salary. According to Source “A,”
it was generally through the arrests of organized crime figures and the sei-
zures of their contraband goods (whether these were stolen cars, drugs, weap-
ons or television sets) that these individuals were sent to jail and their goods
confiscated and turned over to Hacienda. The drugs would then be turned
over to the prosecutor for destruction, while Hacienda would sell the contra-
band items and provide 40 percent of the profits of these sales to the federal
law enforcement officials. That was how the police survived. Source “A”
indicated that the police official in charge of the area would simply confis-
cate contraband from the crime figure and submit the goods to Hacienda for a
payment, while requiring the crime figure to sign over the deed or title of his
house or car to the law enforcement official or a relative. Source “A” blamed
the Mexican government for not providing the law enforcement officials
with the funds, training, and equipment to perform their duties in an honor-
able fashion. According to “A,” the hierarchy has deliberately looked the
other way while its personnel were extorting monies, properties, and gifts to
administer justice, and illegally enriching themselves.

Source “A” further observed that, since the PGR/PJF hierarchy in Mexico
City was not in a position to earn a decent wage, the commanders in the field
would donate to “La Copa” (essentially “passing the hat around”), by which
means a percentage of the field profits was sent to superiors in Mexico City,
usually on a monthly basis. Source “A” explained that since Mexico City was
declared a free zone (not controlled by anyone), the hierarchy in the Federal
District relied upon donations from the field commanders to supplement their
incomes. This tradition had been carried on for decades and it was not until
approximately the mid 1980s, with the establishment of the National Com-
mission on Human Rights and with the complaints lodged by criminals against
the PGR/PJF officials, that the custom changed. Source “A” indicated that
until this time, the police or military had dictated the terms of the “plazas” to
the organized crime figures and had exerted control over these. However,
when human rights became an issue, the police and military commanders
could no longer exert control over the criminals, and many of the experi-
enced commanders resigned for fear of going to prison. Thus, many “plaza”
holders went to work for the crime figures and became part of the organized
crime scheme, rather than the attempt to control or prosecute the criminals.

Source “A” advised that in the late 1940s, President Miguel Aleman “de-
valued the Mexican Generals” by creating 300 new generals where before
there had been only 20, vastly enlarging the group looking to share “the
spoils” of the country. As has previously been stated, Military zone com-
manders obtained monies and gifts from drug traffickers and other organized
criminals within their zones in exchange for protection and/or immunity
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from prosecution. The zone commanders have generally coordinated through
intermediaries with the PGR/PJF officials on the “levies of funds” to be ob-
tained from organized crime.

A second informed source, “B,”stated that the PGR Ministerio Público
Federal (MPF) (federal prosecutor), who is typically assigned to one location
from four to six years, is generally the intermediary between the drug traf-
ficker, the PGR/PJF hierarchy, and the Military. It is usually through the
attorneys working for the drug traffickers or organized criminals that this
arrangement is made. Rarely are senior government executives involved in
direct negotiations with criminals. Suitcases of money are passed from the
criminals through their lawyers to the MPF. The prosecutor then passes the
money on to his superiors, who, in turn, deliver it to their superiors as far away
as Mexico City. Both “A” and “B” advised that while the PJF was directed by
Rodolfo León Aragón and Adrián Carrera Fuentes (1990–1994), they regu-
larly sent their immediate subordinates in official PGR aircraft to pick up the
suitcases filled with money and gifts obtained from the organized crime ele-
ments by the PGR/PJF “plaza” holders throughout Mexico.

The contents were later disbursed among themselves, to their superiors in
the PGR/PJF, and ultimately to Los Pinos (presidential residence) to a “slush
fund” account. Details of this slush fund were brought out during the extradi-
tion hearings of former PGR Deputy Attorney General Mario Ruiz Massieu in
U.S. District Court, Newark, New Jersey, in 1996. When questioned about the
source of money in a seized Houston bank account, Ruiz Massieu claimed
that he had received a number of bonuses from President Salinas, the larger
being 800,000 pesos (approximately $240,000 at the 1993 exchange rate).
Documents presented at the extradition hearing by the PGR attested to the
presidential accounts and the awards of bonuses to PRI members.

Source “A” continued that many believe the Mexican military has been
exempt from complicity with organized crime. However, evidence to the
contrary is the February1997 arrest of the former division commander, and
former commissioner of the PGR’s National Institute to Combat Drugs
(INCD), General Jesús Gutiérrez Rebollo, who was charged with protecting
the major drug cartel leader, Amado Carrillo Fuentes and his organization.
Allegedly, in exchange for gifts such as luxury apartments, vehicles, jew-
elry, and money, Gutiérrez provided protection to the Carrillo Fuentes orga-
nization, while attempting to dismantle the rival Arellano Felix drug
trafficking organization of Tijuana. Witnesses have testified at the Gutiérrez
Rebollo hearings that drug trafficker Amado Carrillo Fuentes was in posses-
sion of PGR credentials allegedly provided by Gutiérrez Rebollo. (Carrillo
Fuentes died at a clinic in Mexico City on July 4, 1997, while undergoing
surgery to alter his appearance.) The role played by the PJF and former DFS
agents with organized crime has been abundantly portrayed in the media.
However, “the information about the military collusion with drug traffick-
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ers is less known...and surely, their participation is more than what has been
‘filtered’ by the media...the ‘generals’ are not necessarily those who are the
visible heads.”22

Source “A” advised that “La Copa” has been a traditional means of corrup-
tion within the law enforcement institutions of Mexico. However, in the mid-
1970s until the early 1980s, the DFS, in the name of national security and
with total impunity granted by the presidential office to attack the enemies of
the system, took the concept of corruption to a new level with its greed and
dictatorial powers. “DFS’s primary mission in the 1960s was as an anti-guer-
rilla force to combat the National Revolutionary Civic Association (ACNR),
and later the Party of the Poor and the Mexican People’s Party. As the guerrilla
organizations mobilized in the cities, DFS formed the White Brigade (La
Brigada Blanca)...to neutralize them...the White Brigade is said to have tor-
tured, killed and “disappeared” hundreds of Mexicans considered threats to
the regime.23 While getting rid of the guerrilla threat to the country, the DFS
personnel with its “death squads” combined its counterinsurgency activities
with active participation in the drug trade, particularly in the Guadalajara
region.

From its inception, DFS had interactions with drug traffickers...Antonio Zorrilla
(Director of the DFS in the 1980s) signed the DFS and Gobernación Agent Identi-
fication cards that Rafael Caro Quintero and other members of the Guadalajara cartel
were carrying when they were arrested. According to the revelations of the Camarena
trials (the DEA Agent kidnaped, tortured and killed by drug traffickers in 1985),
DFS Comandantes and ex-Comandantes even became participants and investors in
the Guadalajara cartel’s plantations and trafficking ventures.24

Once the guerrilla movement was quashed by the DFS, in the mid-1980s
the complicity between the drug traffickers and the DFS reached unprec-
edented levels. Mexican newspaper reporter Manuel Buendía was killed in
May 1984, and DEA Agent Enrique Camarena Salazar and his pilot were
murdered by traffickers the following year. Buendía allegedly came into pos-
session of a videotape showing high-ranking government officials meeting
with drug traffickers. Buendía was ordered killed by his friend and confidant,
Jose Antonio Zorrilla Pérez, the then head of the DFS. Zorrilla Pérez was said
to be politically linked to the Interior Minister when Buendía began publish-
ing details of the drug traffickers’ connections to high-level police, politi-
cians, and businessmen in a Mexican newspaper.25

Source “A” noted that Zorrilla’s predecessors had been of military back-
grounds, and therefore disciplined, and had kept in check the many orga-
nized crime figures. According to this source, Zorrilla, as head of the DFS and
a career politician, believed himself an all-powerful and untouchable execu-
tive of the PRI. He ordered the assassination of Buendía and was even re-
warded by the Interior Ministry and designated a candidate for a PRI federal
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deputy position. However, “A” advised that public opinion and a presidential
decision by then-President Carlos Salinas de Gortari ordered that Zorrilla be
tried for the Buendía murder. Zorrilla was sentenced to forty years in prison.

As a result of these two well-publicized events and at a time when the
media were linking governors, military officers, and even President Miguel
de La Madrid to drug traffickers, in late 1985, de la Madrid ordered the
dissolution of the DFS. As a result, several ex-DFS commanders continued
their involvement in drugs. In particular, Rafael Aguilar Guajardo would be-
come a major drug cartel leader in Juarez, Mexico. He was murdered in 1993
in Cancun.

Source “B” has stated that until approximately the mid-1980s, the local
“plaza” dealt with the organized criminal elements in the region, and these in
turn, dealt only with the authorities of that area. The “plaza” holder generally
received instructions from Mexico City, either through the mayor, the gover-
nor, or from the director of the PJF, or DFS. The financial terms would be
dictated to the organized crime figures. However, Rafael Caro Quintero, head
of the Guadalajara drug cartel, broke all the rules by personally approaching
the secretaries of defense and interior. According to “B,” no organized crime
figure had ever dared approach a high-level government official before, and
all negotiations between Mexico City and the plaza had been through inter-
mediaries of the region. “A 1988 District Court affidavit in the State of Ari-
zona states that in 1984 an informant told the DEA that a consortium of
traffickers including, Rafael Caro Quintero, Juan Esparagoza Moreno, Jaime
Figueroa Soto, Manuel Salcido, and Juan Quintero Paez paid ten million
dollars to the Mexican Secretary of Defense General Juan Arevalo Gardoqui
for protection...”26 A note from the Second Section (Intelligence Section-Mexi-
can army) to the secretary of defense, dated March 4, 1997, lists persons
linked to drug traffickers in the 15th Military Zone, Guadalajara, Jalisco.
During an investigation carried out by the military in 1991, the former brother-
in-law of former President Luis Echeverría, Ruben Zuno Arce, was found to
have been involved with drug traffickers.

General Juan Felix Tapia, formerly in charge of the 15th Military Zone, now retired,
was an associate and protector of Ernesto Fonseca Carrillo, alias Don Neto, and has
received monies and gifts directly from him or through the intermediary, Lt. Colonel
Jorge Garma Diaz (fired), or through another drug trafficker, Roberto Orozco. It is
said that Rafael Caro Quintero gave him (General Felix Tapia) a dark red Grand
Marquis and another to Colonel Beltran Guerra. It has also been noted that General
Arévalo ordered that Garma Diaz be given access to a car and driver, and that Felix
Tapia was closely associated with Ruben Zuno Arce.27

In the summer of 1990, Zuno Arce was convicted of complicity in
Camarena’s murder by a federal court in Los Angeles, and is presently incar-
cerated in the United States.
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A third informed source, “C,” advised that for approximately the past thirty
years, the seeding, cultivation, transportation, and sales of marijuana, heroin,
and cocaine have been carried out by reputed Mexican drug traffickers; how-
ever, all these were acting in concert with the governing powers of the state,
namely the governors, the military, and police forces, and these in turn col-
laborated with their patrons in the hierarchy of the PRI. Source “C” stated that
no one could act without protectors (nadie sin protectores) in the patron-
client relationships, which have existed within the PRI for the past seventy
years. Source “C” noted that for the past thirty years, politicians and orga-
nized crime figures have worked hand in hand, the politicians providing
organized criminals with protection from prosecution or competition from
rivals in exchange for money and gifts. Oscar Lopez Olivares, alias El Profe,
a lieutenant of former drug kingpin, García Abrego, stated that:

Drug trafficking...is a matter completely handled by the government, from the pro-
tection that is given to the marijuana cultivations, everything is duly controlled, first
by the Army, next by the Federal Judicial Police, and even the fumigators of the
PGR’…there is no doubt that police agencies have been the protective arm of the
principal drug barons...at the same time, these (barons) have received protection
from high level politicians...28

Source “C” continued that those who fall out of line or are not in agree-
ment with the governing forces are jailed or killed, while new clients are
found to provide the “protectors” with the necessary cash and gifts. Source
“C” maintained that nothing happens in Mexico that is not known by the
“protectors” and, therefore, when a government official states that the where-
abouts of a wanted fugitive are unknown, it is a lie. As an example, all three
informed sources agreed that certain officials within the Mexican govern-
ment knew where the Gulf Cartel leader and former FBI Top Ten Fugitive,
Juan García Abrego, was in the 1990s, and could have detained him when he
was being sought by U.S. authorities. However, these officials chose not to
because García Abrego was paying them directly or indirectly and he had not
yet become expendable. It was only after García Abrego became a liability to
the Mexican government that he was allowed to be captured and turned over
to the U.S. Government in January 1996. PGR officials familiar with the
capture of Juan García Abrego allege that the PJF commander in charge of the
García Abrego investigation received one-half million dollars and a new bul-
let proof Grand Marquis vehicle from another major cartel leader for arresting
Garcia Abrego. The informed source “B” reported that this PJF commander
was assigned to Tijuana after the arrest and expulsion of García Abrego, with
orders to prosecute the Arellano Felix drug trafficking organization. Instead,
he received several million dollars from them to allow them to continue their
operations in Tijuana.29 There is also the view of Figueroa based on her study
of the García Abrego organization that “no one doubts that the Gulf Cartel
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(García Abrego) is a part of the power group. It is impossible to move tons of
cocaine, launder thousands of millions of dollars, maintain a clandestine
organization of several hundred armed persons, without a system of political
and police protection...(it is) a clear example of how a criminal organization
interrelates with a power group.”30

The three informed sources separately corroborated that the sale of of-
fices within the PGR/PJF has generally been accomplished through a deputy
attorney general, who was purposely selected by the PRI hierarchy and
named by the president. (One Mexican attorney general informed the writer
that President Salinas did not allow him to select his own deputy attorney
general.) In addition, one former PGR delegate (who functions much like an
United States attorney for a district) informed the writer that a deputy attor-
ney general informed him that the plaza he was taking over would cost three
million dollars, plus a payment of one million dollars per month rent, and
that he should pay up front. The delegate advised that he told the deputy
attorney general that since the president had selected him, he was not going
to pay. Two of the informed sources pointed out that during his tenure
former President Carlos Salinas selected three individuals to coordinate
Mexico’s counterdrug efforts. The three have been reportedly linked to
drug traffickers by the media. Important positions such as the delegate or
deputy delegate in Tijuana or Juarez could cost up to three million dollars
for the “concession.” The delegate, in turn, would pay one million dollars
per month, payments to be made to the PGR hierarchy, and, ultimately, to
“Los Pinos.” These monies were provided, of course, by the organized crime
elements. Source “C” confirmed that portions of the payments collected
during the Salinas administration by the PJF directors would ultimately
reach President Salinas’ private secretary, where the monies would be placed
in secret accounts to be used as the president or the PRI hierarchy saw fit.
Positions in other non-drug-producing or less populated states cost only
$30,000 for the concession, plus a few thousand dollars per month pay-
ments to the higher ups. Sources “A” and “B” report that the sale of offices
continues to this day in the PGR/PJF.

Two of the informed sources corroborated that selective law enforcement
of organized crime activities took place during the past thirty years. Orga-
nized crime figures went to prison only after much hue and cry from the
United States, and when the individual had become a liability to the Mexican
government, such as in the case of García Abrego. Or, if the political situation
warranted, such as in the weeks prior to the “certification process” by the U.S.
Congress by March of each year, a “sacrificial lamb” was provided to appease
the United States government. The sources reported that as long as the crimi-
nals maintained a low profile, paid their “dues” each month, and did not
create any problems for the police, the law enforcement authorities would not
prosecute them.
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In Mexico, control was in the hands of the State...which in determined
circumstances...especially when there are political pressures from the United
States...(Mexico has been) obligated to sacrifice laborers (who are) easily replaced,
but without weakening to the point of placing its (drug organization) existence in
danger...31

Two sources state that 1992 marked the beginning of the “limousine ser-
vice” in which the military, the PGR/PJF, and State Judicial Police officials
began providing protection for drug shipments to the border area. Most often,
the roadblocks implemented in an area by the military, the PGR/ PJF, or the
local authorities, are to safeguard the passage of the shipments, and not nec-
essarily for the detection of contraband. Through intermediaries, the “plaza”
holder will be notified when a drug shipment is expected and instructed to set
up the checkpoints. The sources indicated that one “plaza” holder would not
necessarily know that another “plaza” holder in another state or region has
coordinated the shipment of drugs to the next area. To facilitate smooth
operations, orders will come from Mexico City to the appropriate “jefe” in
the “plaza” to supervise and ensure the safe transhipment of the “merchan-
dise” through his/her area.

The sources continued that not only was organized crime expected to pay
consistently, but they had to continually keep the “plaza” informed of their
activities, their associates and their rivals, particularly those who were not
paying or had not received the authority from the “plaza” to operate. The
three sources stated that once a productive relationship had been developed
between the organized crime figure and the “plaza,” the crime figure would
try to keep that individual in place for a long period by making the “plaza”
holder look good in the eyes of his superiors. “The trafficker was expected to
assist the police and the political system by providing grist for the judicial
mill, (i.e., pinpoint or inform on rival traffickers) as well as public relations
materials to give the U.S. drug enforcers. Thus, while the trafficker could gain
protection and warning information, the police could gain credit, praise, and
promotions; the political system gained campaign monies and control; and
the U.S. obtained statistics, to justify a job well done.”32 Source “B” advised
that many organized crime members are marrying police officers and/or pros-
ecutors to further protect themselves from persecution and prosecution. The
three sources noted that organized crime leaders have insulated themselves
further by recruiting family members, trusted friends, and others, through
intimidation exerted by their attorneys and enforcers to carry out their trade.
Sources “B” and “C” advised that most of the organized crime figures’ money
does not leave Mexico, but rather is invested in real estate, apartments, houses,
financial markets, construction and road building firms, drug stores, tourism
projects, and, of course, paying for protection.

If the Mexican government has been a patron-client type of system, who is
the ultimate patron? One informed source stated that the person manipulat-
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ing or orchestrating the PRI hierarchy behind the scenes, much like a puppe-
teer, is a former secretary of interior, who has maintained extremely powerful
control over the principal members of the PRI through favors, promotions,
and blackmail. This individual has been able to manipulate and control the
PRI hierarchy for so many years because of his astute ability to play one
political interest against the other, and yet maintain the loyalties of the play-
ers. Other sources agree that this individual is powerful; however, they sug-
gest that a select few long-time, central figures of the PRI have also exerted
control over its members for the past forty years.

“Traffickers have been perceived as creatures used by the dominant politi-
cal class to do its dirty work, (and) not as independent social agents or barbar-
ians trying to take by force the strength of the State through corrupt strategies
directed at unpolluted officials at different levels.”33 Organized crime figures
are in business for the money. The more money they can make, the more they
can legitimize their status in the community, the region, and the nation. The
Mexican drug traffickers are known to have built roads, churches, schools,
and medical centers in their communities. Others, like García Abrego, sent
their children to the United States to be educated. In this way, they can legiti-
mize their status in the region, and, at the same time obtain protection and
immunity from the authorities. According to the informed sources, these or-
ganized crime figures have not sought political positions nor do they seek
publicity in the media. Cartel leaders such as García Abrego and Carrillo
Fuentes bought newspaper and magazine businesses to try to keep their names
out of the press. PGR officials advised that they have established that many in
the print media receive salaries from organized criminals for the purpose of
not printing stories about them, just as the PRI has bought off newspaper
reporters to publish stories favorable to that party.

Disorder in the Political-Criminal Nexus

On July 6, 1997, a new era began in Mexico. For the first time in almost
seventy years, the PRI no longer held a majority in the Chamber of Delegates;
it also lost two governorships to the opposition PAN (the National Action
Party), and the mayoralty of Mexico City to the Revolutionary Democratic
Party (PRD). The PRI would now have to learn how to share legislative pow-
ers with the opposition parties and not be a “rubber-stamp” for the president,
as it had for so long. At the same time,

[Mexico has undergone a]...significant erosion of institutional authority. There is
less power at the center, even in the presidency, than there used to be.... [I]n effect,
Mexico has been witnessing political disintegration at two distinct levels—among its
uppermost institutions, and within the political class. These developments intersect
with each other and multiply their mutual effects. In this fashion, they set the scene
for the ascendancy of the country’s new-age drug barons...the deterioration of
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Mexico’s long-standing system tends to magnify the political significance of drug
traffickers, since they face relatively few constraints on their action.34

At present, the stark truth is that no one is in charge. The traditional meth-
ods of control from the president on down through the PRI hierarchy, and
through the social control agents control over organized crime, have deterio-
rated to the point where criminality is rampant, a number of political murders
have not been resolved, and kidnapings for huge ransoms have gone unre-
solved for years. The transition from authoritarianism to democracy in the
last five years has been extremely difficult to navigate. Organized crime
figures, watching this breakdown, know that they are out of reach of the
lawful authorities for the moment. They have seized the opportunity to go
after their competitors and are assassinating the police officers and prosecu-
tors who do go after them. So “no one is confronting the mafias or serious
crime for one simple reason; everyone, in whatever police agency, knows
who is killing whom and why. But they will not investigate for one simple
reason: it is better to delay it (investigating) or face assassination by one’s
own police comrades.”35

The mass firings of federal, state, and local police in the 1990s aggravated
the situation by placing more individuals on the street hungry to “make ends
meet” at any cost. They have joined the criminals or banded together to form
their own enterprises. “By 1995, according to an internal Interior Ministry
report, there were an estimated 900 armed criminal bands in Mexico of which
over 50 per cent were made up of current and retired members of law enforce-
ment agencies.”36

Because of the well-established “patron-client” systems that ruled Mexico
for so many years and kept major crime in check, there was no perceived need
for a career civil service system. Therefore, with the exceptions of the army,
Foreign Service, and the Bank of Mexico, no professional government insti-
tution exists today. That lack of a professional career and a civil service
system for the police and judicial services has placed an unfair burden on
those who administer justice. The lack of training, decent wages, or possibil-
ity of promotion, and the institution’s inability to provide the necessary tools
for an investigation (i.e., cars, phones, gas, per diem, as well as adequate laws)
leads to corruption in the institution. When the institution does not provide
the tools for the official to carry out his/her duties, then he/she must seek
other ways, generally through corrupt practices, to pay for his/her services to
the public institution. Through intimidation, coercion, and bribery of judges,
major criminals are having serious charges dismissed, allowing them back on
the street to continue their criminal activities. The authorities at the state and
national levels are “outgunned, outmanned,” and undercut by the corruption
and intimidation of the criminals. President Zedillo has repeatedly stated that
criminals present the number one threat to the national security of Mexico. In
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addition, urbanization, multinational corporations, global communications,
internationalization of finance and financial controls, the North America Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the creation of an educated and viable middle
class with democratic expectations, have all contributed to weakening the
authoritarian system of governance in Mexico.

For almost seven decades, and accompanied by relative calm, it was true
that, “corruption enables the system to function, providing the ‘oil’ that makes
the wheels of the bureaucratic machine turn and the ‘glue’ that seals political
alliances.”37 That alone was no longer enough.

Corruption and complicity appear to have been carefully organized. If this is so, they
have to be considered as institutions serving precise and specific goals of the existing
Mexican political system.... They integrate the political elite, reward loyalty to the
Presidency, serve as real and permanent threat for those not conforming to the rules
and provide a vehicle for economic and social mobility. However, the set of institu-
tions created in 1929 no longer respond to the needs of a society in the process of
modernization. Many of the institutions that had functioned in the past, have become
dysfunctional and now threaten to thwart Mexico’s further development.38

Indeed, the change from authoritarianism to democracy will be a difficult
challenge for Mexico and there could be a period of ungovernability as we
are witnessing today. A recent newspaper article aptly stated:

There currently exists in Mexico an alarming political vacuum. We are trapped in the
midst of a transition from a presidentialist and centralist system that no longer
functions, toward a plural democratic system that has not been consolidated. The
violence, the insecurity, the lack of dialog, and the permanent political tension that we
live are all products of that power vacuum and from the lack of a profound demo-
cratic reform.39

For Mexico to regain its streets and the confidence of the public, drastic
judicial and law enforcement changes must be implemented. First the social
control agencies and the judiciary need to be professionalized. Secondly, the
laws need modification to attack the organized crime problems effectively
and efficiently. At the helm of the PGR, PJF, and other national law enforce-
ment agencies must be strong, honest, and experienced individuals with
equally strong and honest staffs experienced in law enforcement and willing
to be career professionals. The professionalization of law enforcement is criti-
cal. To achieve this, the recruitment, selection, and training processes must be
upgraded and maintained, with better salaries, incentive programs, and career
opportunities. These institutions must operate with checks and balances to
ensure that the performance and integrity of public officials will be above
board and open to public scrutiny. An impartial device for monitoring the
performance of public officials, with the power to discipline and punish of-
fenders of the public trust must be established. Legislative oversight must be
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implemented to ensure compliance, public scrutiny, and continuity in the
professionalization of police and law enforcement. The operations of law
enforcement must be transparent and coordinated to address the major crime
problems of the community. Task forces must be established to attack orga-
nized crime elements, gather intelligence on corrupt organizations and dis-
mantle these by seizing their assets and incarcerating their members. Profits
realized from the seizure of assets should be returned to the police to augment
its budget for training and equipment. Judicial reform is a must in order to
attack organized crime. Passage of legislation to utilize undercover agents,
informants, electronic monitoring devices, and effective witness protection
programs, as well as provision of funding for such initiatives is required.
Banking laws must be strengthened to make money laundering and fraud
serious criminal offenses.

There is no respect for law enforcement authorities in Mexico. The com-
munity needs to have a sense of trust that each citizen can expect respect,
honesty, and integrity from public servants. The institutions must work with
the community to improve relations and to build up public trust toward the
police. On the other hand, the police and the prosecutors must work to gain
that trust by making it known that they will not take bribes, by being profes-
sional and courteous, by respecting the civil rights of each citizen, and by
working with the community to create a secure environment for everyone.
Extensive crime-prevention programs that address all age groups should be
sponsored and implemented by the government and the private sector.

President Ernesto Zedillo, in an address to the nation on 30 November
1997, stated that he shared the nation’s indignation over rising crime and
pledged to crack down on organized criminals and police corruption. He
promised to send draft legislation to the Congress that would reform the
Constitution and Mexico’s antiquated laws to stiffen penalties against crimi-
nals and make it more difficult for criminals to avoid judicial actions. He
announced his intention to launch a nationwide crusade against crime and
violence by: (1) promoting rigorous laws that would punish the criminals; (2)
profoundly transforming the law enforcement institutions and their person-
nel; (3) greatly increasing financial resources for law enforcement efforts; (4)
mobilizing society toward a culture of lawfulness; and, (5) instilling in soci-
ety an awareness that all crimes must be punished, whether at the local, state,
or national levels.

The future of Mexico is fraught with peril, and with many competing
interests. On one hand are those who seek democratic change with equal
participation of all political parties; on the other are the so-called “dino-
saurs” of the PRI who do not want change under any circumstances and who
will fight change with their customary methods of corruption and complicity.
Also resisting change are the organized criminals, competing among them-
selves for fiefdoms through kidnapping and murder. The majority of
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hardworking and honest Mexican citizens striving for tranquility and justice
are caught in the middle. As Mexico’s Nobel Laureate, Octavio Paz put it:

...we are witnessing the end of the PRI system, which could pave the way to a
multiparty system; but if we don’t achieve that, if the different forces don’t succeed
in agreeing on a peaceful transition toward a new political situation, we will have
demonstrations, possible violence in the countryside and the cities, internal fighting,
or something like that...in the long run, the forces of openness, modernization, and
democracy will prevail, but it will be a very painful, very difficult road.40

Appendix

Comparative Models of Organized Crime

Model One: The Stage-Evolutionary Model of Organized Crime

1.    The Predatory Stage:
Exemplars: Street gangs, outlaw motorcycle gangs (early period);
Vietnamese gangs.

2.    The Parasitical Stage:
Exemplars: Italian-American organized crime in general; many Co-
lombian organizations; many Bosnian groups.

3.    The Symbiotic Stage:
Exemplars: Italian-American organized crime in private carting,
Fulton fish market, and New York city construction industry; certain
labor unions; Japanese Yakusa; Chinese triad organizations in South-
east Asia; Cali cartel in Valle de Cauca.

Model Two: The Elite-Exploitation Model of Organized Crime *

1.    Entrenched Dominant Elites:
Dominant political party, military, political-economic, security ap-
paratus. Russian Nomenklatura; key regime actors; serious criminal
communities.

2.    Tax And Extort:
Major national, transnational, and regional organized crime groups
and drug traffickers.

3.    For Hard Currency, Internal Development and Investment, Campaign
Funding, and for Personal Enrichment.

*This system is controlled by operators and collusion at the top: Exem-
plars include Myanmar, Mexico, Pakistan, and Russia.
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Some Indicators of the Elite-Exploitation (E-E) Model Compared with
the Stage-Evolutionary Model of Organized Crime*

Organized crime entrepreneurs are viewed as “cash cows” to be “taxed,
exploited, and manipulated by the political system’s agents and institu-
tions of social control.
Organized criminals are rarely permitted to retire from the game. If they are,
other family members take their place in the system.
The children of organized criminals rarely establish legitimate careers to-
tally separated from the business of crime. Money laundering fronts are
about as far as they get.
The agents of state institutions of social control plan and initiate criminal
acts ranging from sale of seized drugs to murder.
Extrajudicial acts and actors are a basic part of the system.
Seized drugs and other contraband tend to be used and sold not destroyed,
despite “Potemkin-like” displays of destruction.
When elites change, organized crime group leaders tend to be replaced,
and the old leader is arrested, extradited, or killed.
When contraband seizures are made, generally no arrests are made.
When arrests are made, these are generally the lowest level of personnel of
the criminal organization.
Offices (positions) are sold, especially those in lucrative ports of entry in
drug/contraband/ import areas.
The elite’s willingness to commit crimes and use threat and torture creates
a conspiracy of silence among organized criminals even after arrest or
extradition.
There are embedded expectations of kickbacks and payments up the chain
of command. Thus, extortionate behaviors permeate every level of organi-
zation and spread across the system.

Little of the above is commonplace in the stage-evolutionary model.

*The above models and indicators were developed by Professor Peter A.
Lupsha.
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7

Russia and Ukraine: Transition or Tragedy?

Louise I. Shelley

Symbiotic relationships between government officials and criminals are a
potent legacy of the Soviet period. No successor state to the USSR has es-
caped the phenomenon. These relationships, carefully masked in the Soviet
period, have surfaced publicly with a striking intensity in both Russia and
Ukraine. Although both countries emerged simultaneously from the USSR,
significant differences in the political-criminal nexus are apparent in the
short period of Russian and Ukrainian statehood. The divergence of these
two societies from the Soviet model suggests that specific political, social
and economic conditions have a decisive influence on the evolution of the
nexus.

In all societies, the political-criminal nexus is harmful because this coali-
tion places its financial interests above those of the citizenry or the long-term
objectives of the state. This cancer within a transitional society is particularly
devastating because the nexus develops in tandem with the state, denying
the construction of a healthy nation.

Russia and Ukraine are societies in transition, their situations contrast
sharply with many of the countries addressed in this study. Their laws, eco-
nomic system and governmental institutions are in a period of profound
change. Whereas Russia lost its empire, Ukraine was unexpectedly created
without the institutions needed to run a country of 40 million people. During
the major transition in both societies, the political-criminal nexus of the
Soviet period expanded.

After the collapse of the USSR, Russia needed to downsize its institutional
capacity. In contrast, Ukraine needed to immediately create laws and a bu-
reaucracy capable of governing a highly complex society in economic crisis.
These institutional demands coincided with the need to build an identity as
a Ukrainian state. Inheriting a potent political-criminal nexus with an inferior
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capacity to cope with organized crime, the nexus poses an even greater threat
to Ukrainian state development than in Russia.

Russia with a more developed civil society and diverse political environ-
ment is more capable of defending itself against the political-criminal nexus
than Ukraine. On a more practical level, Russia also has a greater capacity to
combat organized crime because it inherited most of the Soviet Union’s spe-
cialists in the field of organized crime and its institutional experience. The
headquarters of the Ministry of Interior and the KGB, which had responsibil-
ity to study and address organized crime, were in Moscow and therefore
inherited by the Russian state. Many of these officials are corrupt and they are
concentrated in Moscow. Therefore, the inheritance is not a pure advantage
to the Russian state. The political-criminal nexus, however, grows unimpeded
in Ukraine because the new state has neither the political will nor the trained
specialists capable of controlling the problem.

Contrary to expectations, the privatization of the Soviet state did not lead
to a free market economy or a democracy. The process was hijacked from its
inception by the political-criminal nexus which appropriated the vast wealth
of the state by acquiring the banks, natural resources, and enterprises that had
once been government property. With their new-found wealth, the new finan-
cial elite acquired power in a new form. Their power is not based on the
military power of the Soviet state. Rather it is economic and political power
that can still operate internationally. Those who dominate the Russian and
Ukrainian economies are not only a financial oligarchy. They acquired and
retained their enormous wealth in illicit ways that have much in common
with those of organized criminals. Nor are they necessarily the energetic
entrepreneurs depicted in the Western press.1

The economic costs for the citizenry are clear. Lacking capacity to control
the criminal-political nexus in this transitional period, state property in
Ukraine and Russia has been distributed almost exclusively to the former
nomenklatura (the party elite) and their criminal associates. As a consequence,
the ordinary citizen has become the big loser in the property grab that accom-
panied the collapse of Soviet power. Most Russians and Ukrainians have
almost no equity stake in the future. Instead, millions of citizens in both
countries are not paid for months at a time, social services are bankrupt, and
the military is on the verge of collapse.2

Property redistribution in Russia and Ukraine is accompanied by large
numbers of killings because crime groups have defended the property inter-
ests of the ruling elite. Minister of Interior Kulikov reported that there were
560 contract killings in 1996 of which only 15 percent had been solved by
Soviet law enforcement authorities.3 Many abhor the violence but few under-
stand the long-term consequences of the merger of crime groups and the
political structure for the citizenry, the press, or the emergent democratic
institutions.
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In Russia, privatization was more rapid, inspired by the belief that Com-
munism could be made irrevocable only with the return of property to private
hands. At the end of the first five years of statehood, the Russian government
owned less than 20 percent of the country’s economy, a transfer of property on
a scale not seen since the Bolshevik Revolution.4 Western assistance focused
almost exclusively on promoting privatization with little attention paid to
the legal framework needed to guarantee the fair distribution of property or
secure property rights.5 The West failed to acknowledge or criticize the
criminalization of the privatization process. Domestic criticism was muted
because many high-level Russian officials were complicit in the illegal prop-
erty grab “prikhvatizatisiia” (a word play on privatization). Increasingly all
forms of mass media were acquired by the new financial oligarchy, thus pre-
cluding the free discussion of the sale and redistribution of state property.6

In Ukraine, privatization is occurring more slowly. But as in Russia, there
have been no safeguards over the process permitting spontaneous privatization
of state assets to occur. Without controls, the Ukrainian privatization process
has also been hijacked by a political-criminal coalition. Nationalism, poten-
tially a potent force for state construction in Ukraine, cannot alone counter-
act the corrosive impact of crime and corruption. The pride in having an
independent state cannot counteract the personal avarice of many with ac-
cess to national resources.

The development of the political-criminal nexus is shaped by the political
and economic realities of the successor states. The long-term development of
the nexus depends not only on the domestic environment but pressure by
foreign countries to address the problem. The pressure is being placed strongly
on Ukraine but to a very limited extent on Russia by foreign aid donors and
international organizations. Ukraine depends on large-scale foreign aid for
its survival. The political-criminal nexus is, therefore, a double threat to
Ukraine’s independence. The domestic drain on its natural resources and the
loss of foreign aid undermine its financial and political viability.

The Causes of the Political-Criminal Nexus

Lord Action has written that “absolute power corrupts absolutely.” The
absolute power of the Communist Party in both political and economic terms
explains much of the observable corruption. But there were several unique
aspects to Soviet governmental corruption, not the least of these being the
crucial alliances which existed with the shadow economy and the criminal
underworld.

Several important conditions facilitated the development of the political-
criminal nexus. First, throughout the Soviet period citizens were severely
restricted in their acquisition of private property. As Locke has pointed out,
property is the citizens’ bastion against state authority. Second, state interests
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were always supreme over those of the individual. Third, the rule by law was
valued for the maintenance of order and the protection of citizens.7 But the
rule of law where property rights are valued and the state maintains a commit-
ment to legality was absent.8 Fourth, civil society was totally destroyed pre-
cluding the existence of any groups outside of government-controlled
institutions. Citizens lacked the financial resources or the ability to join
private associations which would have allowed them to check the symbiotic
relationships that developed between politicians and criminal groups.9

Soviet communism created unique preconditions for the development of
the political-criminal nexus. In contrast to other societies where personal
wealth or the existence of civil society can serve as a bastion against state
authority, there were no independent forces to check the growth of the corrupt
ties in the USSR. In the absence of a free media, civilian watchdog organiza-
tions, or financially independent individuals who could afford to oppose the
government, there was nothing to impede the growing links between corrupt
officials and participants in the illegal economy. In Poland independent trade
unions were checks on the government. The mobilization of workers at the
end of the Soviet period never translated into a movement that could help
curb governmental corruption.

The law was used to force compliance with state objectives. In the absence
of the rule of law, political pressure was applied to all branches of the legal
system to produce politically desirable outcomes. Under these circumstances,
law and justice were not respected as ends in themselves but merely as tools
to achieve ends sought by the state.10

Legal officials had value not as objective enforcers of the law but only as
persons who could achieve tangible results. Legal authority was personal-
ized. The source was not the law, but the bureaucrat who held the position of
responsibility.11 There was no concept of the independence of the judiciary;
the judge was valued for his/her ability to bend the law and adjust to the
circumstances.

Legal officials were part of a state bureaucracy where corruption in the
post-Stalin period was pervasive and citizens expected to be able to influ-
ence officials. Within the Ministry of Interior, certain law enforcement per-
sonnel were known to serve as go-betweens for the criminals who sought to
influence investigators, prosecutors, and judges and to have contact with
state bureaucrats. Not all the personnel needed to be corrupt as the cases
needed to be redirected only to individuals who could provide a favorable
resolution.

While the Communist Party required certain standards of Party members,
there were numerous cases in which Party officials and members of the
nomenklatura (Party appointees to political and governmental positions)
escaped sanction for serious offenses. Party members enjoyed an immunity
from investigation and prosecution unless the Party authorized legal officials
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to proceed.12 Investigations were often halted even in serious corruption cases
because the guilty officials were deemed to be essential economic managers.13

The Party was supreme over the government. Therefore, there was no inde-
pendent governmental oversight over the Party. With a legal system subordi-
nated to the Party, corrupt officials could justifiably feel that they were above
the law. The absence of an adequate system of checks and balances contributed
to a system where many officials believed that all was possible and there were
no limits to their exercise of power. There was little to constrain individuals in
a culture where political expediency was preferred over the pursuit of justice.

The Communist Party existed in power for seventy years with no chal-
lenges to its authority. The endemic corruption was not unique to the former
Soviet Union. Profound corruption has also been observed in other societies
dominated by a single political party, such as the PRI in Mexico or the Lib-
eral Democratic Party in Japan. Deep-rooted corruption also existed in Italy
where a dominant political coalition ruled until it was rooted out by the clean
hands investigators in the early 1990s. In Japan, Mexico, and Italy the mid- to
late 1990s has revealed the strength of the political-criminal nexus.

A second economy arose to satisfy the unmet consumer needs of the popu-
lation.14 In a centrally planned economy geared to the needs of the military
rather than the citizenry, there were chronic shortages and the infamous wait-
ing lines that characterized daily life. The sizable shadow economy, run largely
by members of ethnic minorities, had long-standing relationships with gov-
ernmental officials. These relationships were almost never disrupted because
loyal Party members could expect to serve without challenges to their author-
ity. The shadow economy required the participation of government and law
enforcement officials who were complicit in its existence.

In parts of the former Soviet Union, particularly in the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia, positions in commerce were already being privatized by corrupt
officials in 1970s. For example, crucial positions in the trade network were
selling for as much as $100,000 in the republic of Georgia during these years.
Individuals who became Ministers of Trade or Light Industry could subse-
quently sell positions under their control.15 In turn, those who acquired these
positions maintained continuous, unofficial financial arrangements with
members of the underground economy, the Party bureaucracy, and the legal
establishment.

The reason for this prevalence of illicit activity was that even after years of
Soviet rule, the trading culture among Caucasians, Jews, and Central Asians
was not eliminated. These ethnic groups, excluded from positions of power in
the central government and circumscribed even at the local level, continued
to pursue their financial interests outside of established state structures. As in
many countries, where organized crime is dominated by different ethnic groups
that are precluded from legitimate social mobility, the Jews and Asian groups
were significant figures in the shadow economy.
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Individuals operating in the second economy were vulnerable to intimi-
dation by the KGB. Some agreed to serve as informers for the security police
in exchange for protection from prosecution. After the collapse of the Soviet
Union, there were legitimate opportunities to participate in trade. But over-
seas trade, particularly the lucrative areas of import and export, were often
dominated by former and current KGB personnel who had developed ties
overseas over the course of many years. Therefore, the intimidation of the
emergent international trading class by members of the security apparatus
continued. In cases, partnerships were formed between the semi-licit business
class and members of the KGB.

With the advent of perestroika and the collapse of the USSR, there was a
breakdown of the official governmental institutions but not of the unofficial
relationships which existed. Not only did the social control apparatus of the
state collapse but also its administrative capacity. Citizens remained totally
unserved by the government which ceased to ensure their employment or the
provision of goods and medical services.

The problems of corruption were rampant and provided fertile soil for
the further development of organized crime. Citizens needed to provide
bribes to obtain even the minimum of social services from the govern-
ment. The problems observed in the USSR were by no means unique to
that society. A comparative analysis of socialist economies reveals the
close links between major economic transition and organized crime. These
problems were already evident in a variety of socialist countries before
the collapse of the Soviet Union.16 These problems became even more
acute when privatization occurred without adequate legal safeguards over
the process of transfer of state property. According to Maria Los, a long
time observer of the illicit elements of socialist economies, traditional
property is entrenched in space and time whereas the privatized property
of former socialist states has become virtual property that is “Fluid, easily
disposable, convertible, invisible, or hidden behind false names or short-
lived fronts.”17 With these qualities, it can easily be shipped overseas and
laundered to other countries.

Market-oriented reforms in former socialist societies expand the opportu-
nities for illegal opportunities. Criminals stand to benefit because they can
insure that the economic transformation occurs in ways favorable to their
financial interests. In contrast to healthy market economies, where criminals
and corrupt officials have only a peripheral impact on the economy, in the
Russian and Ukrainian cases their impact is very significant. The
criminalization and corruption of these two economies reveals the inherent
limits of transforming unreformable economies. “Quasi-market reforms blur
the ideological distinction between legal and illegal markets and between
their respective laws.”18 The trajectory of this transition was already evident
well before the socialist system collapsed.
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The underground economy and the markets for their products rely on
unofficial networks and exchange relationships. They exist alongside the
official legal system. As a parallel legal system, they challenge the official
state authority. As Los has explained,

Informal networks are crucial for organized crime, but they have to cross the lines
between the second and the official hierarchies. In the end—states the USSR Deputy
Prosecutor General—“underground millionaires and policemen, thieves and pros-
ecutors, judges and speculators, Party-workers and ‘godfathers’ frequently wind up
on the same side of the fence.” Nepotism, mutual protection and development of
stable patron-client relationships are crucial to the success of the operations.19

Over time these relationships become institutionalized. They existed as a
parallel power to the state. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Party lead-
ership did not authorize legal authorities to move against the criminals or
their partners in the political apparatus. By the late 1980s, the leadership of
the USSR had enjoyed relative impunity for more than a decade. The punish-
ments meted out by the judiciary and by the Party against high-level officials
who abused their authority became increasingly rare. The increasing corrup-
tion at the highest levels of authority, unimpeded by any official measures,
contributed significantly to the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Soviet
state survived the end of the Brezhnev era by less than ten years, in part, a
consequence of a weak state failing to counteract the rise of political-crimi-
nal ties.

Methods

Different methods of study are available for the Soviet and Russian peri-
ods. More direct forms of analysis and social science methods can be applied
in the contemporary period when scholars have greater access to information.

The analysis of the political-criminal nexus of the Soviet period requires
application of the tools of the historical method. Analysis of the political-
criminal ties can be done by examining career paths and patterns of associa-
tion. To understand the relationships from the side of Party officials, an analysis
can be done of their posts, patrons and the regions of the USSR where they
served. For example, unraveling the political-criminal nexus of the Ministry
of Interior officials in the Brezhnev era requires an understanding of their
career trajectory and family ties to the Brezhnev family which will be dis-
cussed in greater depth later. The minister of interior, N. Shchelokov, had
worked closely with Brezhnev for almost his entire career. His vice-minister
was Brezhnev’s son-in-law. Yuri Churbanov obtained this position after his
marriage to Brezhnev’s daughter, Galina. The leadership of the so-called
“Uzbek Mafia,” leading Central Asian officials were exploited to promote
their economic and political interests. Regional and local officials, linked to
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the local criminals paid large bribes to the leading government officials to
achieve autonomy.20

To analyze the relationships for the other end of the chain one needs to
understand the milieu of the criminals—their family associations, particu-
larly of members of ethnically based groups, and their periods and places of
confinement. Individuals from the underground economy were often recruited
as informants by the police and the security police while they were under
investigation and in confinement. These ties which existed between the crimi-
nals and members of the law enforcement and security community have resur-
faced in the present environment. They are sometimes exploited by the former
law enforcement personnel who now prey on the businessmen who operate
on a large scale in the post-Soviet era.

The prison subculture is crucial to an understanding of the political-crimi-
nal nexus. Sentences in the Soviet period were so lengthy, the ties that devel-
oped in prison equaled or often surpassed those with family members. They
became part of a criminal subculture (urka). Increasingly, as the Soviet period
progressed, this subculture had high political ties.

Analysis of the political-criminal nexus is facilitated by the transnational
nature of post-Soviet organized crime which allows wiretapping of conversa-
tions across borders. This permits members of various intelligence communi-
ties to do this analysis, but such information is not available outside this
closed community. The trial of Ivankov, a thief-in-law, recently convicted in
a federal case in New York revealed his criminal associations which dated
back to his lengthy confinement in Siberian labor camps.21 Wiretaps on his
telephone, however, also identified links to high-ranking present-day gov-
ernment officials. A visiting high-level Russian law enforcement delegation
was informed of these wiretaps by a high-level official in the FBI. As a mem-
ber of the delegation reported at a conference in Moscow, the conversations
stopped even before the delegation returned to Moscow. This revealed that
the political-criminal nexus operated continuously and the criminals received
information from law enforcement even while they were traveling in the United
States.22

Studies of elites and their associates are another way of approaching the
topic. Kryshtanovskaia’s research on Russia’s elite led her to the study of
organized crime. This study was not intended as a study of the criminal world
but as she has explained, analysis of the elites led inevitably to their links
with the criminal world. The KGB lost 50 percent of its personnel in Moscow
and these individuals acquired positions in the banking sector, as executives
of the independent security services and some acquired key positions in
privatized heavy industry.23 Studying the social patterns and associations of
members of the political and economic elite resulted in a detailed analysis of
the political-criminal nexus.24 Other work to map the elite clans also focuses
on the fruits of the corruption.25
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Historical Background: Origins

The relationships between the political and economic elites and crime
groups have deep roots in Soviet society. The literature on the corruption of
the Soviet state focuses on the post-World War II period and the rise of a
consumer culture in Russia. But the origins of the political-criminal nexus go
back much farther in Soviet history and are tied to a much darker period of
Soviet history.

In the revolutionary period, the Bolsheviks used released offenders for
their own objectives. Links by the Soviet state to the criminal culture were
enhanced in the 1930s. The absorption of the criminal subculture into the
state bureaucracy began in the 1930s as criminal elements and homeless
youth  (bezprizorniki) were brought into the security apparatus as enforcers
by the state. In addition, long-term links were established between state offi-
cials and criminals as the professional criminal class became the enforcers for
government officials in the massive system of labor camps. Large numbers of
criminals were sent to the labor camps where they helped maintain order. The
literature of former political prisoners such as Solzhenitsyn reveals much of
the close relationships that existed between the brutal professional criminals
and the labor camp administration which teamed up against the politicals.26

These ties between the criminals and the authorities subsequently provided
for further links among other officials, the criminals and law enforcement
personnel who were often the conduits.

When the criminal underworld and the homeless youth became enforcers
for the state, it expanded the Soviets’ capacity to intimidate and eliminate
enemies. They were able to coopt violence outside the state, thereby increas-
ing the state’s monopoly on violence. This kept the political-criminal nexus
contained within state structures during the Soviet era.

The nexus between the criminal world and officialdom evolved over the
seventy years of the Soviet period. While Ministry of Interior officials esti-
mate that as little as 3 percent of the professional criminal class survived the
Stalinist labor camp system, the thieves-in-law, the elite of the criminal un-
derworld, reconstituted themselves in the post-World War II period.27 Increas-
ingly, these individuals performed the dirty work for state law enforcers.
Unlike in the Stalinist period, they generally remained outside of state struc-
tures contributing to the rise of the political-criminal nexus.

Throughout the Soviet period, state interests were supreme over those of
the citizen. During the Stalinist period, many remained committed to Bolshe-
vik ideals. After the revelations of the Khrushchev era, commitment to state
ideology declined. Many leaders of the USSR, disillusioned with the state
ideology, increasingly viewed the state less as an abstract ideal but instead as
concrete institutions which could provide them tangible benefits. Although
they were only managers rather than owners of state property, they used their
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influence over state resources to amass wealth. The possibilities for enrich-
ment increased as the shadow economy grew to satisfy consumer demands
unmet by the state.28

The shadow economy involved politicians from the local, regional and
national level. It joined the traders and entrepreneurs of the second economy
with the law enforcers meant to circumscribe their behavior. This curious
alliance had to bribe members of the party apparatus who had oversight over
the justice system and the centrally planned Soviet economy. Prosecutions,
however, were frequently of the business people rather than their official
associates.29 The pervasive circumvention of legal norms associated with the
shadow economy, undermined the already limited respect for law within the
Soviet state.30

Managers of the Soviet economy were also active participants in the sec-
ond economy as they siphoned off state resources to establish private facto-
ries, trade in consumer items and provide a small service sector. These were
highly organized schemes in which goods were diverted by managers to the
black market in conjunction with the drivers, guards of the warehouses and
other employees.31 The crime groups running these operations often existed
for several years until they were disrupted by authorities.32 Criminals ex-
ploited their knowledge of economic abuse by party officials to establish
mutually beneficial relationships. Party member’s behavior was often indis-
tinguishable from the criminals who demanded tribute.

The political-criminal nexus provided many advantages for its partici-
pants on both sides. The advantages of this relationship differed during vari-
ous Soviet periods. For example, during much of the Soviet period, political
connections provided criminals less harsh treatment by the then very brutal
criminal justice system. Because so-called “telephone justice” was a central
element of the criminal justice system, a call from a highly placed official
could be essential in halting an investigation or leading to favorable treat-
ment by the courts.33

The illicit behavior was not without risk. Corrupt officials could be sanc-
tioned by the Party, a more frequently applied tool than penal measures.
These penalties provided a limited deterrent for many officials. In Azerbaidzhan
in the early 1980s, then Party Secretary Aliev closed the law schools to the
offspring of law enforcement personnel because their ties to the shadow
economy were making them a financial elite.34 Draconian penal measures
were infrequently applied to members of the state apparatus although several
labor camps, as previously mentioned, existed throughout the USSR to house
law enforcement officials convicted of abuse of their positions.

Many economic trials of the 1960s and 1970s revealed the varieties of
illicit business activity.35 Lengthy labor camp sentences were meted out to
the managers and entrepreneurs who were tried. Minority members— Cauca-
sians, Central Asians, and Jews—peoples with long histories as traders, were
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the most frequent scapegoats in these prosecutions of underground business.
Theft from the state was punished more severely under the socialist system
than theft from private citizens. Members of the second economy conse-
quently served long terms in labor camps along with thieves-in-law and other
professional criminals. Confined in the same camps for years on end, they
developed close ties enduring to the present.

During the Brezhnev years, the prison and labor camp population totaled
at least one and a half million individuals.36 Sentences were long and many
lost touch with their families. The criminal ties that developed often became
more important than the familial.37 For this reason it is hard to speak of a crime
problem confined to Russia or Ukraine because the criminals’ ties stretch
across the whole former Soviet Union. The ties that formed between the ordi-
nary criminals, the trade sector who, in turn, were linked to the nomenklatura
(the party elite) have emerged in the post-Soviet period as the contemporary
political-criminal nexus.

The Brezhnev period saw a rapid rise in the political-criminal nexus with
the crony politics he epitomized. As previously mentioned, the Ministry of
Interior was corrupted at the top. The minister, a close friend of Brezhnev and
the vice-minister, his son-in-law, had lucrative links with many crime groups.
After Brezhnev’s death, his son-in-law, Yuri Churbanov, was sentenced to
many years of confinement, following his conviction for accepting large-
scale payments from the Central Asian mafia. The nine-month trial closely
followed by the mass media highlighted the links between governmental
officials and crime groups in Central Asia. The former minister of interior,
Nikolai Shchelokov, a close friend of Brezhnev’s and Churbanov’s superior,
escaped conviction only through suicide.38

The Churbanov trial was only the tip of the iceberg. The political-criminal
nexus had expanded significantly during the Brezhnev period because there
was little deterrence. The risks associated with corruption and criminality
declined. There were a few visible investigations carried out by the security
police, the KGB, in the mid-1960s to the late 1970s, exposing the relation-
ships between the underworld and the ruling elite in several Soviet republics.
The prosecuted cases were far from Moscow and did not affect the central
government leadership.39 Apart from these, there was little effort by law en-
forcers such as the Ministry of Interior or the Procuracy to break the ever-
strengthening ties among the political elite, the underground economy, and
the underworld.

The ultimate costs of this political-criminal nexus became apparent only
in the final years of the Soviet period when the vast wealth of the Soviet state
was finally privatized. As one popular news account reported, “The old bu-
reaucrats dominate much of the privatization process, for example, often
deciding who gets what at what price.”40 As one of the leaders of the
privatization process, Yegor Gaidar noted, the nomenklatura (party elite)
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“acted gropingly, step by step exploring what it could get away with, not in
accordance with a well-considered plan, but obeying a deep instinct. It fol-
lowed the scent of property as a predator pursues its prey.”41 In Russia, corrupt
links were noted in many regions between governmental officials and territo-
rial committees to promote privatization.42 The source of the capital for priva-
tized enterprises often came from “shadow economy activity—speculation,
racketeering, extortion, looting.”43

The establishment of cooperatives in the late 1980s allowed wealth to be
laundered into businesses.44 The strict controls on the establishment of coop-
eratives meant that officials could control who was able to move their wealth
into the legitimate arena. Often these cooperatives permitted officials to set up
their relatives in business. But it also fostered the political-criminal nexus by
permitting select criminals to move into legal businesses. They subsequently
owed a debt to the officials who allowed them to establish these businesses.
The criminals also thrived by having new structures on which to prey.

The political-criminal nexus permitted both the officials and the criminal
world to acquire the privatizing property. State officials lacked the financial
means to buy the privatizing property because in the Party system their privi-
leges were based on access rather than actual sums of money. Bribes and pay-
offs helped officials acquire the assets they would need to acquire the new
wealth. Party funds gave Komosomol and Party officials the assets to estab-
lish banks and acquire further assets. Former members of the security police
assumed an especially critical role in the banking sector. Their links with the
shadow economy and the criminal world gave them the money to buy the
apartments, cars and to establish the businesses and the front companies
which have become such a central aspect of the acquisition of wealth in the
post-Soviet period.45

The members of the shadow economy and criminal world, through their
associations with the managerial and Party elite, were able to secure part of
the state property that was open for redistribution. Often the new business
class served as the intermediaries between the politicians and the law en-
forcement community which had ties with the criminal world. These links
with government officials existed in such crucial sectors as banking, trans-
port, construction and the system of distribution of consumer goods.46

Government officials who were privatizing the state’s mineral and other
natural resources needed to transport these goods to ports and other destina-
tions. Organized crime helped organize the shipment of goods and their de-
livery in an insecure environment where these valuable loads could easily be
hijacked. They also helped enforce the contracts to supply raw materials and
distribute raw materials and finished goods. Their role of enforcers of con-
tracts has resulted in parallels being drawn to the Sicilian mafia.47

The political-criminal nexus developed because there were mutual advan-
tages. It allowed both the criminals to have access to state property and to
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deliver these goods to markets. Both groups chose to export most of their
capital overseas rather than to reinvest it within the successor states.48 The
process of mass transfer of capital overseas accelerated after 1987 when ex-
port licenses began to be awarded on a large scale to politicians and leaders of
crime groups. This was particularly pronounced in mineral rich regions where
local and regional leaders licensed exports in exchange for significant pay-
ments and other benefits.49

By the end of the 1980s, Pravda, the official government newspaper, was
reporting that organized crime and corruption were being fused in the arena
of socialist entrepreneurship. The means by which socialist entrepreneurship
facilitated this development, the creation of commercial entities and joint
ventures both with companies inside the USSR and with partners abroad
allowed illicit relationships to be legitimized.50 There was a reshaping of
traditional alliances from relationships based on power to those based on
money and access to state resources.

Andropov, Brezhnev’s successor in 1982, attacked the political-criminal
nexus vigorously. Almost as soon as Andropov became Party secretary, he
attacked corruption at high levels prosecuting individuals who had been
spared because of their high-level connections. His attacks on corruption
ended prematurely with his death in 1983 and some have speculated that this
stopped a series of show trials in the corruption area.51 Chernenko, in his brief
period in office, did not pursue the investigations initiated under Andropov;
he was tied too closely to Brezhnev’s old guard.

Gorbachev was more focused on opening up the society than prosecuting
abuses. Russian data for the decade from 1986 to 1996 show a marked decline
in the registered number of offenses for embezzlement by officials (33 per-
cent decline), bribery (17 percent decline) and misuse of official position (33
percent decline). While the reports of crimes declined, the actions taken against
offenders declined even more appreciably. Those sentenced for the crime of
official embezzlement declined ten times. Whereas in 1986, 26,507 persons
were convicted of this offense, in 1994 the number was 2,747. Convictions for
bribery went down three times in the same time period.52

In contrast to the law enforcement apparatus, the journalists of the
perestroika era did much to expose the pervasive corruption and
criminalization of the economy. The Party system which gave rise to the
political-criminal nexus was to be transformed. Gorbachev did not feel there
was a need to clean house before reform was initiated. The system was ex-
posed but not eliminated leaving a dangerous legacy for successor states. The
political-criminal nexus had, in part, supplanted the state. It created a variety
of tangible and intangible benefits for its participants. The acquisition of
money was central. Some of this money was to increase influence by buying
newspapers and influencing election campaigns. But some of this was money
for money’s sake, stored offshore in safe havens. The money was laundered
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outside of Russia and Ukraine by the criminalized banking sector, multiply-
ing the effects of the political-criminal nexus.

The nexus increased the physical insecurity of both the business and the
entrepreneurial elites. The relationships developed between the criminals
and the political elite helped eliminate political threats, as seen in the killing
of legislators, as well as business competitors. The privatization of law en-
forcement personnel and of organized criminals, often in the same private
security firms, helped enhance the personal security of criminals, business-
men and politicians. These same privatized police organizations could also
be used for blackmail, extortion and physical intimidation.

The funding of election campaigns gave the criminals power over the
politicians. This gave them an immunity from prosecution. But even more
important, the ability to shape legislation in the transitional period. Unlike in
many societies, the criminals did not have to neutralize the enforcement of
the laws. Instead, they only needed to ensure that laws and oversight mecha-
nisms were not adopted. The political-criminal nexus, therefore, distorted the
development of democratic institutions and a free market economy.

Russia and Ukraine: Points of Similarity

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, both Ukraine and Russia inherited
the Soviet legacy of a political-criminal nexus. The nexus endures because
there has not been lustration, the removal of former government or Party
officials in Russia or Ukraine. Government officials of the Soviet period
enjoy an even more economically privileged position in the successor states
because as property is redistributed in these countries without conflict of
interest laws or laws to stem corruption, key officials in the national and
regional bureaucracies benefit enormously.53

The corruption of governmental officials in both countries is extremely
serious, according to World Bank research. Surveys in these countries reveal
that government credibility is lower than in any other region of the world
surveyed. This widespread corruption contributes to weakness of the rule of
law and undermines the predictability of the judicial process.54 The corrup-
tion undermines the certainty of business transactions making businesses
vulnerable to exploitation by organized criminals. Ukrainians believe that
their country has a more severe problem with corruption than Russia and
other successor states.55

Electoral and Legislative Processes

The political-criminal nexus in Ukraine and Russia has several important
similarities. It has a major impact on the electoral and legislative processes by
sponsoring candidates for Parliament and pressuring individuals within the
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legislatures to develop policies that serve their interests. The criminalization
of legislatures is a problem both at the national and at the regional level.
There is also serious concern that the nexus permeates the highest reaches of
power in the administrative branches of government.

Former Ukrainian Prime Minister Lazarenko reportedly made tens of mil-
lions annually through his company’s license to import natural gas and oil.56

He is now a member of Parliament and the leader of the Hromoda movement.
In December 1998, he was arrested by Swiss authorities for money laundering
and was subsequently released on multimillion dollar bail. The Swiss seized
bank documents and tens of millions of dollars following repeated inquiries
from Ukrainian authorities. The prosecutor-general has accused Mr. Lazarenko
of receiving kickbacks to provide private companies the right to exploit
Ukraine’s natural gas.57

Prime Minister Chernomyrdin in Russia, according to intelligence sources,
has accumulated millions abroad from the privatization of Gazprom, the Rus-
sian gas industry.58 These industries are backed by their own private security
forces which have close ties to the security apparatus, the police and the
military and often as well to the criminal world. The largest are attached to the
banking and oil and gas industries.59

Officials in both Russia and Ukraine aid their long-term associates from
the shadow economy with whom they are inextricably linked in complex
financial relationships. Sometimes this assistance is not financial but pro-
tects them from the application of the criminal law. For example, in the sum-
mer of 1997, Russian Minister of Justice Yakovlev was forced to resign after
videos of him were released by the Ministry of Interior revealing him in a bath
house of the Solntsevo crime group with several prostitutes.60 Pressure for his
resignation was strong because many felt his indiscretion made it impossible
for him to apply the rule of law with objectivity.

This link is common because as a leading Russian sociologist has ex-
plained, the criminal world established informal contacts with politicians.
This is done through their traditional meeting places such as tennis courts,
bath houses, tennis courts, sanatoria, and summer houses. Criminals and poli-
ticians can easily meet in sports clubs where they both naturally gravitate.61

Yeltsin’s sports trainer and sport associates have figured in high level corrup-
tion.62 The National Sports Fund under their command was investigated for
depriving the state of millions of dollars while failing to provide services to
the citizenry. The quantity of money resulted in violence and links to the
criminal world.63

The link of crime and sports makes it hardly surprising that many crime
bosses head sports clubs that are frequented by politicians and their associ-
ates. The associations developed here are often translated into support for
election campaigns or for the pursuit of particular interests by the legislature.
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 In both countries, the legislative process is undermined by the political-
criminal nexus. This is particularly crucial in these two transitional societies
which need to pass the legal frameworks to develop and regulate a market
economy. According to the Ukrainian security service, forty-four people with
various degrees of criminal activity have already been elected to local politi-
cal bodies.64 Penetration also existed at the ministerial level according to
Ukrainian President Kravchuk already in 1993.65

In October 1995, Russian Interior Minister Kulikov reported that the MVD
had assembled a list of eighty-five individuals with criminal records running
for Parliament.66 President Yeltsin’s representative in Novosibirsk declared in
late 1997 that criminal elements were competing for seats in the Novosibirsk
Oblast Soviet. He asserted that he could document these charges with docu-
ments.67

A national parliamentary deputy, Yevchen Scherban, one of the richest
men in Ukraine was killed in 1996. His death was linked by many to his
association with Donetsk governor Volodomyr Shcherban who had made the
region’s industrial sector one of the most privatized in Ukraine.68

In Russia, the impact of criminals on the politicians and the political
process is evident from a variety of sources. A procurator general of a major
Russian region was pressured to release a serious organized crime figure after
a visit from the executive assistant of a member of the Duma, a noted eco-
nomic reformer. Immediately after his election, he sent his representative
because the politician’s campaign had been supported financially by the
crime group and they had also helped deliver the vote.

One of the members of the Duma’s powerful Committee on State Security
has twice been incarcerated for serious offenses, according to an advisor to
the committee. Neither of his offenses were linked to the shadow economy
but instead were crimes characteristic of members of the criminal world.
Records kept by the Ministry of Interior of his incarceration have disap-
peared and requests to solicit his court record have been deflected.

In both Russia and Ukraine, individuals pursue parliamentary careers be-
cause this gives them an immunity from prosecution. Politicians are very
reluctant to lift their colleagues’ immunity even when confronted with over-
whelming evidence of their criminality. This was the case with Mavrodi, the
head of the pyramid scheme MMM, who defrauded millions of citizens in
1994 and 1995 in a gigantic pyramid scheme.69 He subsequently resisted
many attempts within the Russian Duma to deprive him of his parliamentary
immunity.

The legislative corruption exists not only on the national level in Russia.
The links exist not only with regional and local legislative bodies but can
stretch across the entire country. This was recently shown when a member of
the Moscow City Duma established many links with crime elements in
Sakhalin, the Russian Far East, a region with a highly criminalized economy.
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The highly respected reporter from the Far East who documented these ties
commented that individuals hardly differentiate the criminals from the poli-
ticians.70

Political-Criminal Nexus Overseas

Links with politicians are being established by Russian organized crime
groups overseas as they replicate their domestic practices in other countries.
A 900-page investigation by the Italian government revealed the links estab-
lished by a Russian crime boss residing outside Rome with former members
of the Italian security service and the former director of one of Italy’s largest
state-owned companies.71 The deputy director of the Italian police in hear-
ings before the U.S. Congress confirmed the serious nature of the links being
established in Italy by Russian crime figures.72

In Israel, top Russian mafiosi are having contacts with government offi-
cials and have been accused of financing campaigns of candidates for the
Knesset, Parliament, in the 1996 elections. As one Israeli analyst explains, the
groups “have representatives in Israel who make connections with Israeli
businessmen, lawyers, and local and national politicians.”73

Patterns of Exchange: Economic Relations

The unique aspects of the political-criminal nexus in Russia and Ukraine
is the possibility of obtaining enormous financial assets in this transitional
period. Unlike in other societies, where the majority of property already is in
private hands, in Russia and Ukraine, almost all property was collectively
held. The benefits for the political-criminal nexus was not only the receipt of
funds but the control of the privatization process and dominance over the
banking sector and emerging financial markets.

Privatization

Privatization has allowed for the enrichment of the nomenklatura of the
Soviet era who have moved from being directors of enterprises to owners of
enterprises they once controlled. Privatization does not simply mean that
individuals acquire goods in an orderly distribution of state property. The
criminal-political nexus is central to the manner in which property is redis-
tributed. Much of the property is acquired by combining access to informa-
tion or goods with use or threat of force by crime groups.

The Russian minister of interior in early 1998 commented that state offi-
cials who participated in the privatization process accounted for a large part
of the 30,000 crimes that were recorded in this area. As he stated, “The state’s
property transformation process into other kinds of property turned out to be
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the center of the criminals’ interests.” Significant economic damage, accord-
ing to Kulikov, was inflicted when the criminal structures and corrupted
officials merged. At present, in Russia, those who acquired property in this
illicit manner are now trying to legalize their property and penetrate state
power structures.74

 Ukraine has faced this problem most acutely in former centers of Party
power in Donetsk and Dneprpetrovsk where conflicts over the redistribution
of property have led to numerous contract killings.75 Official privatization of
the economy of Ukraine has proceeded more slowly on the official level than
in Russia. But government officials and crimes groups have appropriated
significant state resources often exporting their ill-gotten gains overseas. The
illicit privatization has occurred in mineral rich regions of Ukraine, at mili-
tary bases in factories and in cities with valuable real estate.76 Blatant legal
violations by the Ukraine State Property Fund were detected. Symbolic sums
were paid for valuable state property and the funds gained from these sales
were misused.77 The same process and problems occurred in Russia.

In Ukraine, major conflicts have occurred over shares in the gas and metal-
lurgy monopolies. Shcherban’s killing is tied to the conflict among Donetsk,
Dneprpetrovsk, and Moscow groups for parts of these privatizing enterprises.78

It is these lucrative state resources and franchises that have seen the most
abuse in the privatization process.

In Russia, organized crime groups used intelligence, false documents and
violent tactics to acquire controlling blocks in fifty-three firms in St. Peters-
burg and Murmansk. Bureaucrats and bankers were bought off. The person-
nel of the mafia boss would show up at a firm, state they were distributing
humanitarian aid and obtain the addresses of retirees. The retired employees
would then be intimidated or given a small sum of money and their shares
would go to the crime group. The heads of personnel departments of the firm,
either through bribes or threats, would be forced to provide the lists of em-
ployees. The same tactics were used with them as with retirees. Management
was offered special deals or, if intractable, were intimidated. Registration of
these business transactions went on with the knowledge and acquiescence of
governmental officials.79

Both countries have done little to solve the contract killings or stem the
violence accompanying the property redistribution. This impunity has con-
tributed to a sense of frustration among the citizenry and made the new prop-
ertied class feel extremely vulnerable as numerous bankers in both societies
have been killed.

Banking and Financial Markets

The political-criminal nexus is strongest in the banking sector in both
Russia and Ukraine. State funds flow through banks enriching the bankers
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and the crime groups that control or extort money from the banks. The
criminalized banking sector provides many opportunities for money laun-
dering by both domestic organized crime groups and foreign groups which
choose to move their money through banks in Russia and Ukraine. The large
number of casinos and exchange bureaus facilitate large-scale money laun-
dering by drug traffickers and others.

The lack of regulations in the financial markets leaves them wide open to
abuse by crime groups. While exchange booths in Russia keep records of all
transactions, those exchanging money have to provide limited documenta-
tion or identification for the transaction. Registration of banks in Russia has
been enhanced to guard against infiltration by organized crime groups, but
the law enforcement investigators do not have access to the bank records
which they need to conduct appropriate investigations.80

Inspection of the banking sector in major Ukrainian cities by the office of
the Attorney General disclosed numerous violations in the credit sphere and
in the work of the banking officials. Even more disturbing was the absence of
the necessary response by the Ukraine National Bank.81

Banks in Russia and Ukraine are an important source of information for
criminal groups on the profitability and assets of certain businesses. Be-
cause of the porousness of information in the banking sector, individuals
are afraid to keep large sums of money in financial institutions. Employ-
ees of banks will sell or provide information to organized crime groups
who will then use this information to extort money from businesses. Infor-
mation concerning clients’ bank accounts can also be sold by the crimi-
nals to the tax police who then use this information to their advantage.
Crime groups use their ties with tax authorities to extort money from
businesses who find it more advantageous to pay the crime groups rather
than the exorbitant tax rates. Tax officials, paid off by crime figures, also
share information they have with crime groups. These groups then extort
money from businesses.

The problems in the banking sector exacerbate the problems of capital
flight. They not only facilitate the departure of illicit capital but the lack of
security of the banking industry means that major institutions and investors
do not choose to keep their money in domestic financial institutions.

In Russia, the capital flight, at least partially explained by the political-
criminal nexus is estimated at between $50 and $150 billion since 1991.82 In
Ukraine, capital flight attributable in part to the growth of corruption and
organized crime, is estimated by one top Ukrainian specialist to be $15 to
$20 billion since 1992.83 Although the Ukrainian figure is substantially be-
low that for Russia, it represents a similar share of the national exports on a
proportional basis.84 As in Russia, much of the capital flight is attributable to
the political-criminal nexus exploiting the licensing process for the export of
raw materials.
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Foreign Investment

The political-criminal nexus is affecting foreign investment. Publicly traded
companies in the United States have an obligation to disclose notable prob-
lems with their partners, particularly when they have a role in management.

Corruption and insider privatization have contributed to the departure of
major multinational corporations from Ukraine. In spring 1997, American
companies planning to invest nearly $1 billion in Ukraine withdrew, assert-
ing that they could not function in the corrupted environment. This situation
is jeopardizing extensive American aid to Ukraine. Ukraine, presently the
third largest U.S. aid recipient, needs both financial investment and aid to be
a viable country.

Western companies trying to enter the Ukrainian market are discovering
that they must often turn to local partners with close ties to the government
whose own histories are often sullied. A recent example of this is the alliance
between Ronald Lauder, a former United States ambassador, and Vadim
Rabinovitch, who was imprisoned for economic crime for nine years during
the Soviet period. The deal concerns Ambassador Lauder’s Central European
Media Enterprises which used Mr. Rabinovitch to establish ties with a Ukrai-
nian studio. A license was issued for the deal despite the interest of other
companies in bidding and an existing moratorium issued by Parliament.85

Motorola recently announced its plans to withdraw from Ukraine, cancel-
ing a planned investment of $500 million. The Motorola announcement fol-
lowed the Ukrainian government decision to award a license for mobile phones
to Kyiv Star whose owners include an adviser to President Kuchma, a cabinet
minister and a Ukrainian with links to organized crime.86

Hearings before the American Congress in April 1997 revealed that these
were not isolated incidences. As one foreign investor in the telecommunica-
tions commented, “Some of us have reason to be very concerned about our
safety in Ukraine. As a result of Ukraine’s treatment of foreign investors, the
nation’s total foreign investment after nearly six years of independence is a
paltry $1.4 billion—in a country with 52 million citizens that is the largest
country in Europe after Russia.”87

In Russia, the political-criminal nexus is also a deterrent to investment.
American investors such as the Subway sandwich shop have had to pull out
when their partners appropriated their investment. The Americans withdrew
only after threats of force. But the government in St. Petersburg refused to act.
While this is one of the most visible cases, it is hardly unique. The problems
of defending foreigners’ financial interests in court is made more difficult
because there are links between crime groups and high-level governmental
officials in law enforcement bodies.88

The political-criminal nexus impedes the investment of honest foreign
capital but encourages the entry of capital of dubious origins. One of the most
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noted cases of this in Russia is that of the “Aluminum Mafia” linked to former
First Vice Premier Oleg Soskovets. Soskovets, in partnership with the Cherny
brothers, Russian emigres with links to organized crime, promised foreign
currency to keep the financially pressed Aluminum industry solvent. Instead
of the much needed capital, a subsequent Ministry of Interior investigation
revealed, “billions in ‘wooden notes’ of dubious origin flowed into the ac-
counts of the plants. And the main thing is that a significant part of the
payments was performed by falsified telegraph bank payment authoriza-
tions.”89

Divergence in Russian and Ukraine Political-Criminal Nexus

Although many manifestations of the political-criminal nexus were simi-
lar in the two societies there was gradual differentiation in the two countries.
The legal and economic consequences of the political-criminal nexus are not
as devastating in Russia as in Ukraine.

Large-scale foreign investors have withdrawn from Ukraine and others
have hesitated to invest following the destructive experience of their prede-
cessors. The standard of living in Russia, despite the presence of the political-
criminal nexus and the August 1998 bank collapse, is still higher than in
Ukraine. Citizens in both countries believe that crime and corruption are out
of control and undermining the political and economic transformation. There
is possibly an even greater sense of hopelessness in Ukraine than in Russia.

The factors accounting for the differentiation can be explained by (1) the
pace and extent of privatization, (2) the institutional capacity to address the
problem,  (3) the extent of civil society and citizen mobilization,  and (4) the
extent of foreign pressure. Institutional factors have more explanatory value
than personal characteristics of individual politicians.

Pace and Extent of Privatization

Russia privatized more rapidly. Ukraine has still not privatized much of its
propert, but in the absence of formal privatization there has been an unoffi-
cial privatization by officials of valuable state resources that has occurred
with much violence perpetrated by crime groups. Licenses have been awarded
to favorites in both societies permitting a drain on the economy. In Ukraine,
foreign competitors seeking licenses have been threatened with violence and
have subsequently withdrawn.

Institutional Capacity

The institutional capacity to address the political-criminal nexus in Ukraine
is limited. Russia inherited the organized crime specialists and the special-
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ized bodies to address the problem from the Soviet state. A literature exists to
train practitioners, necessary legislation has been adopted, and more interna-
tional contacts exist for those engaged in law enforcement in Russia.

In contrast, Ukraine became an independent state with almost no expertise
in this area and is only now slowly building the capacity to address the
problem. Conflicts within the legislature and systemic corruption have im-
peded the development of the legal framework needed to address the most
serious threat to the state. In Russia, the legal framework needed to fight the
crimes of a market economy is now in place, whereas in Ukraine, the legisla-
ture has not been able to adopt any of the necessary laws in either the criminal
area or in the commercial area needed to protect emergent property rights.

Neither society, however, lacks adequate law enforcement nor a sufficiently
independent judiciary to deter the influence of organized crime. Russia, how-
ever, has a much larger and better financed system of training for its police
and prosecutors than Ukraine which has limited institutional capacity to
improve the qualifications of existing personnel. With even more limited
financial resources than Russia, it can do little to prepare its personnel for
new requirements or to prevent the pervasive corruption that results from the
severe underpayment of personnel.

Civil Society

Civil society is still in its incipient stages in Russia, but there are hundreds
of groups throughout the country that are functioning. Many of these, ac-
cording to the vice-chair of the Moscow Helsinki Group, are beginning to
report issues of corruption and are raising challenges in court.90 In Ukraine,
civil society is much less developed. Furthermore, the population’s much
more limited resources and the years of repression of Ukrainian society and
culture have made it very hard for nongovernmental organizations to take
root in society. Although it is hard to say that civil society has mobilized in
either country, Russians have much more possibility to organize on a particu-
lar issue than their counterparts in Ukraine. The possibilities that they may
try and confront the political-criminal nexus are higher because Russia’s
nongovernmental organizations are better financed, its citizens more highly
mobilized and they have access to a more developed media.

 Ukrainians still need to build the state and nonstate institutions that
would give them the capacity to mobilize. Although significant foreign
assistance is now being offered to develop civil society in Ukraine, the
years of repression during the Soviet period have made it harder for citizens
to assert their rights. The even more precarious situation of the citizenry
makes it difficult for them to donate the time needed to develop the institu-
tions of civil society.
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Foreign Pressure

Intense pressure is presently being applied by the United States on Ukraine
to address the political-criminal nexus. The United States is not making such
direct statements to the Russian government. The differential political status
of the two countries is certainly affecting the tactics taken by the American
government. Likewise foreign investors in Ukraine are more ready to chal-
lenge the political-criminal nexus in Ukraine where they hesitate to do this in
Russia because they want to be in such a potentially lucrative market for the
long haul. The possible long-term benefits of access to Russian markets make
them accept a situation that is intolerable in the less financially advanta-
geous Ukrainian environment.

While the political pressure might force the Ukrainians to take decisive
action, Ukrainians lack the institutional capacity to respond positively. The
assistance programs that have been provided focus on economic develop-
ment rather than the legal safeguards needed to protect the process or to
create institutional and civil capacity to address the nexus. Assistance in the
organized crime area has been slow in coming and is not coordinated by the
United States and with other donor countries. The net result of this external
pressure is that organized crime is a very delicate political issue in Ukraine
yet few tangible steps have been taken to address the problem.

The divergence in the political-criminal nexus in Russia and Ukraine is
already apparent. The coming years will see even more of a differentiation as
state development proceeds along different lines in the two countries. Rus-
sian authorities, while still short in concrete measures, have gone far in com-
prehending the costs of the political-criminal nexus. That level of awareness
has not yet been achieved in Ukraine. This different consciousness may prove
decisive in the coming years.

Vulnerabilities of Political-Criminal Nexus

The political-criminal nexi which exist in the major successor states such
as Russia and Ukraine show little vulnerability at the present time. The cor-
ruption runs to the top of the political leadership. There is very little incen-
tive to change the existing system for the long-term benefit of the state  The
idea that individuals’ interests should be subordinated to the long-term inter-
ests of the state is a concept that is alien to most citizens and leaders of Russia
and Ukraine.

Despite this pessimistic assessment, the political-criminal nexus is pres-
ently more vulnerable than it was in the Soviet period because the political
system is more open. While there are not open and fair elections, the control
over the electoral process is not as complete as when the Communist Party
was in complete control. Therefore, there are more possibilities for changes in
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political leadership at the national, regional and local levels. The strong
showing of Lebed in the Russian elections who campaigned against the cor-
ruption and organized crime is evidence that many are ready to vote for
individuals who challenge the political-criminal nexus.

An even more powerful illustration of the impact of the democratic pro-
cess on the abilities of the political-criminal nexus to operate occurred with
the Yeltsin reelection campaign. A new Criminal Code could not be adopted
for years in Russia because elements of the political-criminal nexus fought
the adoption of a law that would criminalize the economic activities so cen-
tral to the political-criminal nexus. Russia remained for years without the
criminal laws needed to protect a market economy from criminal activity.
Only in the final weeks before the election, President Yeltsin announced on
national television that he was signing the Criminal Code. This decision,
opposed by many corrupt legislators and presidential advisors, reveals the
recognition that political realities limit the ability to steal from the state.
Since its adoption, the new Criminal Code has provided a limited check on
the political-criminal nexus. The absence of a new Criminal Code in Ukraine
has contributed to the even more serious situation in Ukraine.

The political-criminal nexus may become more vulnerable in the future if
greater financial transparency is incorporated into the financial system. The
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund are placing intense pres-
sure on the financial systems of Russia and Ukraine to open up their banks,
financial institutions, and emerging markets to more domestic and external
scrutiny. While much of this pressure has been successfully resisted, the costs
of this resistance have been clear in the delay of financial payments by inter-
national institutions and the failure to receive foreign investment.

Integration into the international financial community requires a greater
openness in the financial system. The costs of the absence of this transpar-
ency has been made apparent with the Asian financial crisis of 1997. While
the world tolerated economic corruption and crony capitalism in countries
with high economic growth rates, there is much less tolerance in countries
with limited growth and an inability to deliver on their contracts with foreign
partners. The scrutiny provided to financial partners with criminal pasts as
was the case with Central European Media Enterprises in Ukraine, mentioned
earlier, reflects the impact that outside financial monitors can have on the
political-criminal nexus.

 Part of the Russian press is outspoken and ready to expose problems of the
political-criminal nexus. The acquisition of the mass media by the oligarches
and the controls placed on the regional press by the local political officials
means that the press cannot be as vigilant in exposing corruption as it was in
the Gorbachev era. Often journalists are hired by one political-criminal nexus
to expose another. While this does not root out the total problem, it ensures
that the political-criminal nexus is not entirely invulnerable to exposure.
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The process of cultural change and a demand for good government will
take a long time to develop. While foreign assistance is pouring millions into
the development of civil society, this is still a rather superficial phenomenon
in Russian society and a very undeveloped force in Ukraine. As civil society
develops there can also be a demand for greater accountability by govern-
ment officials. Some of this is already being seen in some regions of Russia;
it is not yet apparent on any scale in Ukraine.

Government and Private Sector Techniques in Identifying
Vulnerabilities

With international financial and political support for the Russian and
Ukrainian governments, there is the possibility of placing high-level pres-
sure on the politicians to disrupt the political-criminal nexus identified by
intelligence and through reports of the international business community.
There is little at the moment domestically to make the political-criminal
nexus vulnerable in either of these countries.

The political-criminal nexus may be disrupted by attacking the core of the
problem, the Russian and Ukrainian banking communities. This is particu-
larly problematic in Russia where the banking oligarchies have achieved
control over large sectors of Russia’s natural resources and have branched
into many other parts of the economy. While criticism came from the power-
ful Minister of Interior Kulikov, who also served as deputy prime minister, his
capacity to address these structures was limited as have been those of the
attorney general  The legal system is still subordinate to the president and
there is no independent rule of law operating within Russia.

Pressure on the banking community can be provided by the international
community, but there has been a tendency to exclude the Russians rather to
demand certain performance standards. The Ukrainians that lack the resources
to expand internationally in the international financial community are ex-
clusively subjected to pressures domestically. Precious little has been done
to address either the criminalization of banking or privatization increasing
the invulnerability of the political-criminal nexus.

The domestic legal system may be used to point out the financial and
human costs of the political-criminal nexus. Yet the court systems in both
Russia and Ukraine are still at a weak state and limited resources are available
for those to defend their financial interests. Cases of abuse by the political-
criminal nexus in Russia referred to the attorney general have been largely
left unprosecuted. In the Ukraine, the powers of the Accounting Chamber
have been so limited that their ability to probe the political-criminal nexus is
limited.91 Nongovernmental organizations in Russia have taken a few cases
to court to contest illegal privatization as a consequence of the political-
criminal nexus, but these are isolated and have not had a wider impact on the
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society. The possibilities of recourse in Ukraine are even more limited be-
cause of the absence of civil society.

Research centers that expand understanding of the political-criminal nexus
may help facilitate the development of strategies to address the problem.
While this research may expand the capacity to assess the problem, the con-
nections of the participants in the nexus on the local, regional, and national
levels makes them invulnerable. This information may, however, be useful as
the political-criminal nexus expands internationally.

The political-criminal nexus is most vulnerable overseas. The coordina-
tion of international law enforcement working groups and intelligence infor-
mation sharing on participants in the political-criminal nexus operating outside
of Russian and Ukraine may allow some action to be taken. Such measures are
essential because so much of the assets of these networks are now located in
offshore havens and major banking centers.

Conclusion

The political-criminal nexus that emerged in the post-Soviet period repre-
sents a transformation of the relationships that existed in the Soviet period.
The division of the property of the Soviet state gave ample possibilities for
the political-criminal nexus to obtain significant political assets. They were
able to transform their power from one that was rooted in the managerial
apparatus of the Soviet state and the consumer economy into one with inter-
national dimensions and control of very large shares of the domestic economy.

The rise of the political-criminal nexus, while hardly surprising in light of
the structure of power relations in the final decades of the Soviet period,
precludes full democratization or the rise of a real market economy. In the
initial years of the transformation process from a socialist to a post-socialist
economy, insufficient attention was paid to the containment of the political-
criminal nexus in both Russia and Ukraine. Most Western politicians and
international organizations focused on the collapse of communism rather
than the rise of these pernicious alternative power relationships.

The prognosis for the containment of the political-criminal nexus in either
country is rather limited at the moment. Ukraine, however, is at a comparative
disadvantage because it has failed to sufficiently acknowledge the high costs
of organized crime and its political links. This has been done at the highest
levels of Russian government although precious little has been done to ad-
dress the problem.

The Ukraine situation is more difficult because its institutional resources
are much more limited than those of Russia: the latter inherited a dispropor-
tionate share of the Soviet Union’s financial and institutional resources. With
limited civil society and the economic precariousness of much of the popula-
tion, little can be done to control the problem at its roots.
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The political-criminal nexus in Russia and Ukraine will remain a serious
problem in coming decades. It cannot be ignored in appraising the develop-
ment of the domestic political situation in either country or determining
foreign policy in relation to these two newly independent states.

Appendix

A research study presently under way by the Irkutsk Organized Crime
Study Center reveals that this more open era also permits scholars to investi-
gate the political-criminal nexus in creative ways. Outside of Irkutsk is a 500-
person labor camp, used to punish former law enforcement officials sentenced
for bribe taking and abuse of their positions. Because the sentences for such
crimes are generally short, there are few inmates now incarcerated who were
tried during the Soviet era. The former deputy minister of interior, Brezhnev’s
son-in-law, was freed from this camp in the early 1990s.

 One of the objectives of the research is to determine why these individu-
als in particular were caught when many others managed to evade prosecu-
tion for their criminal links. Inmates are now being surveyed on their contacts
with the criminal population. The lengthy questionnaire asks how these con-
tacts were established, how did they change over time and what led to them
being disrupted. Individual interview sessions with inmates will follow if this
initial phase produces results. This will help determine the biases of the
sample and why these individuals became vulnerable to prosecution.

The other organized crime study centers are eager to pursue similar re-
search in the other two such camps in Russia if Irkutsk’s pilot study is success-
ful. This will give a fuller picture of the regional differences in the
phenomenon. A previous study on the psychological motivations of the im-
prisoned former law enforcement personnel in the same camp netted valuable
results and the researchers are guardedly optimistic that this study will also
yield information not available in other ways.
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8

Minimizing Crime and Corruption in
Hong Kong

T. Wing Lo

Hong Kong was a British Colony between 1842 and 1997. It was gov-
erned by a British-appointed governor and the Executive and Legislative
Councils, two advisory bodies comprising official and appointed unoffi-
cial members for the majority of the time. The Executive Council was the
cabinet of the governor while the Legislative Council’s role resembled that
of a parliament. The government was led by the governor, the chief secre-
tary, the financial secretary, the attorney general and a group of secretaries
in charge of various functions and tasks, such as economy, education, trans-
port, security, health, and social welfare (see Figure 8.1.). The Judiciary, led
by the chief justice, was independent from the central administration and
legislature.

For the purposes of examining the political-criminal nexus here, dis-
tinctions are made among levels of office and of political influence. Some
appointed officials, including appointed Executive Council members, and
appointed or elected Legislative Council members, are treated as high-
level politicians. Certain members of the Urban Council, Regional Coun-
cil and District Boards may have been involved in organized crime. For
instance, a report released by the Security Branch in 1993 suggested that
more than 10 percent of candidates in the 1985 District Board elections
had connections with Triad societies.1 In the 1994 District Board elec-
tion, a candidate involved in the “vote planting” scheme in Tai Po was
discovered to have received help from Triad elements in the area.2 How-
ever, since the influence of this group is limited to district and regional
affairs, they are regarded as ower-level politicians, and thus excluded
from our discussion.
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Figure 8.1
A Simplified Structure of the Hong Kong government

(as at 30 June 1997)

It is common practice in Hong Kong to define those civil servants em-
ployed at the master pay scale point forty-five or above as “senior govern-
ment officials.” The same would be true of officers with equivalent pay in the
disciplinary forces. These officials are also entitled to the senior staff quarters
provided by the government. They include:

Top Government Officials: The governor (chief executive of the Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region after 30 June 1997), chief secretary,
financial secretary, attorney general (secretary for Justice after 30 June 1997),
and all other secretaries.

Judiciary: Chief justice, judges, and magistrates.
Policy Branches: All deputy secretaries, principal assistant secretaries,

and assistant secretaries.
Government Departments: All directors, deputy directors, assistant direc-

tors, principal/chief officers, and staff of equivalent grades in the disciplinary
forces.

In defining organized crime, discussion is not restricted to the crimes com-
mitted by Triad societies; other non-Triad-related organized crimes are also
examined, if appropriate. Both forms of crime, however, share some of the
following core elements: continual and self-perpetuating criminal conspiracy,



Minimizing Crime and Corruption in Hong Kong 233

goal of large financial gain, multiple criminal enterprises, involvement in
legitimate businesses, violence, corruption, discipline, and limited vulner-
ability to prosecution.3 Discussion here is based on crimes actually commit-
ted, and trials that have already taken place. Allegations that a crime has been
committed do not meet the criteria of our samples.

Facilitating Factors for the Establishment of PCN

For the purposes of discussing the political-criminal nexus (PCN) in Hong
Kong, there are two distinct phases in the historical development of the Colony.
They are from the 1950s to early 1970s, and from the mid-1970s to the 1990s.
The establishment of the Independent Commission Against Corruption in
1974 was a watershed. The political dynamics and social conditions differ
significantly between these two stages, and the factors that facilitate or in-
hibit the development of PCN are quite unique also.

Phase 1 (1950s to early 1970s)

Autocratic Colonial Administration

In the postwar decades, the political structure of Hong Kong was that of an
old-fashioned colonial autocracy, dominated by a small ruling minority. Brit-
ish nationals occupied virtually all the top official posts although they repre-
sented only 1 percent of the population. In 1947, there were only seven
appointed unofficial members in the Legislative Council, and less than half
of them were Chinese residents of Hong Kong. Calls for an enlarged legisla-
ture comprising elected Chinese members were turned down by the British in
1952. Thus, a small number of English-speaking people held complete power
over a few million Chinese, 10 percent of whom could not even understand
their rulers’ language. Despite the unrepresentative political structure, the
Colony still observed the British rule of law and maintained the kind of
freedoms enjoyed in Britain.

The colonial government’s primary concern was not social development,
but economic growth. However, maintaining social stability was important to
attract the capital and entrepreneurs necessary to compete with other Asian
countries economically. Economic policy was based on the laissez-faire prin-
ciple, and the government’s role remained “one of providing a suitable frame-
work within which commerce and industry can function efficiently and
effectively with a minimum of interference.”4 Hong Kong was developed for
the sole purpose of serving business interests, especially the interests of lead-
ing British companies, the hongs. It was said that the Colony was governed
by the Jockey Club, Jardine and Matheson, the Hong Kong and Shanghai
Bank, and the governor—in that order of importance,5 since all the taipans
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(chief administrators) of the hongs residing in Hong Kong were either mem-
bers of the Executive and Legislative Councils or Stewards of the Jockey
Club.6 The large number of British merchants and handful of rich Chinese
appointed to the two Councils ensured that the interests of this dominant
economic class were well represented in all political decisions. They could
simply change or make laws to fulfill their own interests; it was unnecessary
for them to violate the laws to meet their ends. At this stage high-level PCN
was absent and unnecessary.

The business orientation, the undemocratic political structure, the lan-
guage barrier, and cultural differences kept the British rulers out of touch with
the majority of the Chinese people. Chinese civil servants of middle and
lower ranks were entrusted with actually carrying out daily activities accord-
ing to their policies. For instance, in 1961, the Colony was patrolled by an
eight-thousand-strong police force. Ninety percent were Chinese and almost
all the top fifty officers were British. The Colony relied heavily on this force
to maintain law and order and to preserve stability and prosperity, both of
which remain essential to Hong Kong’s very survival. Similar situations ex-
isted in other government departments. This extreme centralization provided
vast opportunities for Chinese civil servants to take advantage of their posi-
tions, including working with Triad members and other criminals for their
own benefit.

A Refugee Population

Since 1945, thousands of refugees have fled to the Colony to escape civil
war and communist rule on the mainland. In 1962, it was estimated that about
one-third of the population of three and a half million were refugees who
arrived in Hong Kong after the communist takeover in China.7 Except for a
very small number of merchants and industrialists, the majority of them ar-
rived in the Colony with nothing but hope, and took almost any job they
were offered. Unable to afford what an ordinary Briton would consider even
minimum comforts, nonetheless they had to send food packets or money
back to China every month to save their relatives from starvation. Even an
old-fashioned colonial autocracy offered them more security, relative free-
dom, and a better material standard of living than their clan members in
communist China. By comparison, Hong Kong was a paradise.8

After years of war and turmoil in China, the bulk of the population had lost
all confidence in government. After escaping from communist rule, even those
with money did not want to gamble with their lives in Hong Kong, itself a
“borrowed place on borrowed time.”9 Most had no loyalty, no sense of be-
longing or responsibility to the community. Their ambition was to make
money, enjoy life, and emigrate. On the other hand, the working class was
exploited by both capitalists and public servants. Their upbringing in China
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where democracy and social justice remained strange political concepts had
taught them not to criticize authority. This was reinforced by their negative
experiences on the mainland: they had learned to stay out of trouble. The
majority therefore had no stake in the system and no knowledge of their
rights. Public servants on the other hand regarded their offices as businesses,
and sought to maximize their incomes through illegitimate means.

Corruption: A Long-Standing Cultural Practice

In the postwar decades, corruption was commonplace. Bribery happened
all the time among officials in China, and the people of Hong Kong had
already become accustomed to it.10 Although they had migrated to the Colony,
they still accepted passively that all officials were corrupt. With little capital,
they were unable to live up to Western standards of sanitation, hygiene, or
construction regulations, and thus were subjected to extortion by public
servants. Bribery became a form of taxation that they had to pay to survive. 11

As for the rich businessmen, they were only too happy to cut corners and
speed things up to increase profits. Other corrupt practices, such as kickbacks
and commissions, had been customary in business circles for decades. All
parties involved were satisfied. Corruption became entrenched as an accept-
able social norm in the community, paving the way for the development of
the PCN.

Inhibiting Factors for the Development of PCN: Phase 2
(mid-1970s to 1990s)

The Rise of a New Generation and the Era of Reform

By the 1970s, Hong Kong’s younger generation differed markedly in men-
tality and culture from their antecedents. Unlike their parents, these young
people had none of their parents’ negative experiences of China or governing
authorities. They were born and brought up in the Colony with Westernizing
influences from films, newspapers, youth subculture, and English education.
To them, Hong Kong was no longer a haven of refugees, but their home. They
had been molded into a generation whose liberal social values differed sig-
nificantly from their parents’ conservative attitudes. They had hope, ideals,
and social consciousness, and most importantly, they wanted to have a stake
in the system. Thus, they were more vulnerable to frustrations and more eager
to speak out about injustice and inequality. This alone is a significant factor
inhibiting the development of PCN.

In addition, the developments in Mainland China in the 1970s sparked off
a social movement in the Colony. In the early stage of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, the leftists organized students to march through the streets of Hong
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Kong shouting slogans. There were riots in 1967. Later, students participated
actively in local affairs and organized community projects. A student move-
ment under the title “recognizing our motherland, caring for our community”
developed. It expanded in line with the encouraging events in China, such as
the explosion of the first H-bomb, admission to the United Nations, and visits
by U.S. President Nixon and Japanese Prime Minister Tanaka. The rising
power of China in international politics awoke thousands of young people to
their Chinese identity. They became fixated with the communist doctrines of
self-reliance, impartiality, and incorruptibility, and thus began to accept the
supremacy of socialism over colonialism.

The 1967 riots were followed by frequent challenges and counterchallenges
between pro-government institutions and left-wing supporters centering
around capitalist and communist ideologies. To demonstrate the supremacy
of colonialism over socialism, the British administration was compelled to
make changes. To capture popular support, the autocratic colonial rule had to
be replaced by a liberal one. The government did not take public opinion
seriously before 1967, but the riots brought home the importance of opening
up more channels of communication. In 1974, Chinese was accepted as the
second official language, and in 1975, the term “Colony” was replaced with
“territory” in all official documents. The introduction of the City District
Office scheme also served as a bridge between the rulers and the ruled.

As England observes, “never, in all Hong Kong’s history, has there been
such a rush of reforming legislation as followed the 1967 riots.”12 Social
reforms were launched to accommodate people’s needs. These included mass
public housing projects, expansion of social welfare, compulsory education,
community development programs, labor legislation, and anti-corruption and
anti-crime campaigns.13 The government also organized “Fight Crime Com-
mittees” at various districts to give advice or assist the police to combat Triad
and other crime problems. The community of Hong Kong was united in its
efforts to root out criminal elements.

The Formation of the ICAC and the Amnesty

In 1973, a scandal broke that was to have profound consequences. Peter
Godber, a police chief superintendent, was discovered to have assets equal to
six times his annual salary. Before he could be charged, he fled to Britain. He
was the most senior government official to be investigated for corruption up
to that point, and his flight caused an enormous public outcry. Young people
marched on the streets to demand his extradition. The Anti-Corruption Bu-
reau, then administered by the police force, lost public confidence. It was
widely believed that the bureau could not work independently to investigate
its own in such a corrupt force. This eventually led to the establishment of the
Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) in 1974.



Minimizing Crime and Corruption in Hong Kong 237

In 1975, the ICAC took aim at corruption syndicates in the police force.
Godber was extradited and found guilty. So were other expatriate officers.
Chinese officers, too, had been targets of the ICAC investigation. This atten-
tion intensified discontent within police ranks and led to a demonstration by
two thousand police officers in 1977. The ICAC headquarters was attacked
and five officers were injured. The police rank and file was not satisfied with
a reply from the commissioner of police to their petition, and threatened
industrial action. A police strike would have left the city wide open to crimi-
nals and endangered social stability. The governor, Sir Murray MacLehose,
was forced to grant amnesty: “In future the ICAC would not normally act on
complaints or evidence relating to offenses committed before 1st January
1977, except in relation to persons who had already been interviewed (and
allegations of an offense put to them), persons against whom warrants had
been issued, and persons outside of Hong Kong on 5th November.”14 The
phrase “not normally act” suggests that only offenses considered as heinous
would be investigated, but that such cases would be rare.

As a result, the ICAC had to terminate eighty-three investigations.15 Inevi-
tably, this cast a shadow over the Colony’s ability to control corruption. Not
only did corrupt police officers escape punishment, but a large number of
dishonest civil servants were protected from prosecution too. With the ben-
efit of hindsight, this was not all bad. Although the corrupt had escaped
punishment, the ICAC was freed from the burden of investigating past of-
fenses and was able to concentrate their limited resources on monitoring the
current situation. Its high profile campaign against corruption syndicates in
the police force had created an atmosphere that discouraged further develop-
ment of PCN. After the amnesty, corruption would no longer be a low-risk
crime in the Colony.

The Rise of People’s Power

The police corruption cases illustrate the power of the people, which had
in fact been rising since the 1970s. The government had had to respond to
public demands by forming an independent graft-fighting agency, having
rejected similar proposals throughout the 1960s. This trend continued in the
1980s, and can be best illustrated by the defective housing scandal. It began
in early 1980 when serious leaks were found in housing blocks at Kwai Fong
Estate, built between 1971 and 1973, posing the possibility of substandard
construction and corruption. Some residents were asked to move out so that
maintenance programs could be carried out. They expressed their discontent
at press conferences and meetings with the Housing Department. In 1984,
some youth organizations and pressure groups discovered similar problems
in seven other housing estates.16
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The resulting publicity led to the formation of the Coalition on the Con-
cern for Structural Safety of Public Housing. The Coalition organized open
forums and petitions to the Housing Department and the Legislative Council.
The mass media became involved. The Housing Department was charged
with being bureaucratic, protecting the construction companies responsible,
and causing severe distress and hardship to residents. The latter demanded
reasonable compensation, re-housing, and an investigation into the scandal.

This activity eventually attracted the attention of some Legislative Coun-
cil members. The Housing Department, after examining 940 housing com-
plexes throughout the Colony, admitted that about half were defective and in
need of substantial maintenance. The cost of repairs would be over HK$400
million.

There were allegations that bribes had been paid to allow substandard
materials and inferior concrete to be used in the construction. The case was
referred to the attorney general, but because the alleged offenses would have
been committed fifteen years earlier, it was difficult to collect substantial
evidence. At that time, the scandal aroused widespread public outrage. By
April 1985, forty organizations, including religious and political groups, had
already joined the Coalition to force the government to take action.17 Finally,
the attorney general announced that the amnesty notwithstanding, legal ac-
tion would be taken against the construction companies concerned. This case
illustrates how Hong Kong’s citizens became more active, organized, and
militant in articulating their rights, and thus exerted tremendous pressures on
the government.

Development of Representative Government

For 143 years, Hong Kong had no elected politicians in its legislature.
Before 1985, its members were either official or appointed members. This
undemocratic political structure preserved a government led by the executive,
with a legislature often regarded as a rubber-stamp. Power remained concen-
trated in the hands of the governor advised by a handpicked Executive Coun-
cil, and assisted by a group of senior officials. During 1985 and 1988, in
preparation for Hong Kong’s return to China, indirect elections through vari-
ous electoral colleges and functional constituencies, representing the legal,
economic, and social sectors, were introduced to the Legislative Council. In
1991, direct elections in geographical constituencies were also held. Since
then, the legislature has had an elected majority; among its sixty members in
1991 were three ex-officio, eighteen appointed, and thirty-nine elected mem-
bers. In 1995, democratization was further enhanced, and there were no more
official and appointed members in the Legislative Council.

Despite this democratization process, however, the governor could still
command a majority through manipulation of the appointed unofficial mem-
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bers or other conservative members elected through functional constituen-
cies or electoral colleges. This maneuver was important in view of the in-
creasing number of liberal, directly elected members. It ensured that the
laws drafted, budgets prepared, and other decisions made by the govern-
ment would be passed. Thus, the executive-led government continued to
function effectively in the last decade of colonial rule. Since real power was
concentrated among senior officials, any attempt to influence government
policies through bribes to politicians or funding their election campaigns
in order to advance the interests of a specific syndicate might not necessar-
ily succeed. However, the senior officials were under the surveillance of the
ICAC.

Despite their lack of real power, the politicians have undertaken the scru-
tiny and control of the acts of the executive effectively. They also served as
watchdogs over officials’ conduct. In particular, directly elected members
have been very critical of official misdeeds, often taking their case to the
media. This vote-winning strategy constitutes a change in political dynamics
and increases the checks and balances in the government. When the conduct
of senior officials is subject to public scrutiny, their involvement in PCN
becomes much less likely.

How Does the PCN Come into Existence and How is It Maintained?

To illustrate how the PCN develops and is maintained, a few important
cases will be discussed, involving a chief police superintendent, an acting
director of Building Development, a principal government building surveyor,
a deputy director of Public Prosecution, a senior assistant director of the
ICAC, and the head of the Prosecution, Intelligence and Investigation Bureau
of the Customs and Excise Department. The criminals involved with these
officials were Triad members, businessmen, and professionals.

 The Police-Triad PCN

The Triad societies date back to the seventeenth century. Under the name
of Hung Mun, their patriotic purpose was to overthrow the Ching Dynasty
and to restore the Ming Dynasty in China. During the Japanese occupation of
Hong Kong in the Second World War, Triads acted as Peace Aid Corps to
assist the Japanese army to maintain law and order in the territory, and to
locate anti-Japanese elements in Hong Kong.18 In exchange, the Japanese
allowed them to run vice, opium, and gambling dens.

After the Second World War, the conflict in mainland China between the
Nationalist Government and the Communist Party intensified. In 1945, the
Nationalist decided that “as large a proportion as possible of the population
should now be drafted into the [Triad] Society to bind them, by oath and
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blood brotherhood, in defense of the Chinese (Nationalist) Government
against foreign (Communist) invaders.”19 In 1949, the Communist Party won
the civil war and the Nationalist Government fled to Taiwan. Many National-
ist supporters, including Triad members, escaped to Hong Kong to avoid
persecution. Since then, Triad societies in the Colony have been reorganized,
and the majority of them have become involved in crimes. In October 1956, a
serious outbreak of crimes throughout the Colony alerted the colonial gov-
ernment to the need to eradicate Triad activities. About 600 Triad office
bearers were deported to Taiwan or Mainland China and over 10,000 sus-
pected members were detained.20

In 1960, there were about 200 Triads in Hong Kong, and the commissioner
of police estimated that one-sixth of the Colony’s 3 million population were
Triad members.21 It was alleged that many police officers in postwar Hong
Kong were involved in the protection of prostitution, gambling, and bars, and
that they worked hand-in-glove with gangsters and shared protection money.22

Elliott, the noted “crusader for justice” suggested that the government per-
mitted Triad racketeers to continue because it was “the easiest way to estab-
lish control in the Colony....To disturb the gangsters would upset the Police
too and cause insecurity.”23 The Colony had long relied on the upholding of
law and order to enhance its prosperity, stability, and capitalist mode of pro-
duction. Any significant collapse of police morale would run the risk of
surrendering the streets to opportunists and criminals and of jeopardizing
business interests.

Elliott once commented: “British justice, of which we once imagined we
were so proud, seems here to operate in reverse: very often its application is
only a matter of...the extent of your worldly wealth.”24 Her statement was
echoed by the notorious drug syndicate boss, Ng Sik-ho. In the trial of Lui
Lok, one of the four most powerful detective staff sergeants, Ng confessed:
“law did exist: police enforcing it did not...my money did.”25 With the assis-
tance of intermediaries known as “rent collectors,” Lui received money regu-
larly from Ng’s syndicate to protect his illegal business. Ng paid Lui HK$1,200
and HK$450 a day for his drug store and gambling business, respectively. In
return, he received advance information about intended raids so that his
followers could avoid being arrested, or if necessary, arrange for “opera ac-
tors” to be hired and arrested in their stead. Three other major syndicates that
operated in different areas of Hong Kong also offered bribes to Lui. At one
point, Lui insisted upon their combining their operations. He also received
from Ng and other syndicates large sums of money approximately every other
month after drug shipments arrived. Ng gave evidence that Lui “exercised
considerable control over the operation of all these syndicates.”26

A salient feature of police corruption in those days was the existence of an
informal hierarchy in which middle-ranking Chinese officers, usually with a
detective staff sergeant as the leader, were responsible for negotiations with
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criminal syndicates. Their direct supervisors, mostly expatriate officers, were
paid modest sums each month for their acquiescence. Working within such a
corrupt culture where the whole unit or even the whole station was “on the
take,” it was difficult for an expatriate officer to impose discipline. In the hey-
day of corruption, even a divisional superintendent, normally an expatriate,
could be transferred if he was not sufficiently “cooperative.”27 This observation
is confirmed in the trial of Peter Godber. After receiving a bribe from a Chinese
officer, Cheng Hon-kuen, Godber used his influence to secure Cheng the post
of divisional superintendent, Wanchai, where widespread vice and illegal ac-
tivities generated a lucrative income. An expatriate officer, who had been prom-
ised the Wanchai post by his superior, “was surprised and chagrined when
Cheng got it instead.”28 Thus, using their cultural advantages, operational roles,
and direct access to the general public, the middle-ranking Chinese officers,
not the senior expatriates, were able to organize the syndicates.

The Land/Housing Officials-Property Developers/Contractors PCN

Postwar growth in the Colony provided plenty of opportunity for corrup-
tion in the Public Works Department (PWD). The PCN that developed be-
tween property developers and corrupt officials in government departments
was maintained through different forms of “give and take” relationships. In
exchange for extravagant entertainment, free overseas trips, and bribes, the
corrupt officials disclosed confidential information about land use, showed
special favors to particular developers, and even turned a blind eye to faulty
construction. The property developers and contractors not only got insider
information, but bribery enabled them to get away with cheap or substandard
materials. Work on job sites went ahead without interruption. This avoided
cost overruns and increased their profit. In fact, the bribes were incorporated
into their bids, usually as entertainment fees, and were added to the cost. As
the defective housing scandal illustrates, their criminal behavior was espe-
cially heinous because of the negative impact on the thousands of residents
affected.

Corruption payments to PWD officials were very common in the 1960s
and 1970s. The ICAC noted that there was “an unhealthy degree of socializ-
ing between senior PWD staff and property developers and their representa-
tives, during which the government servants were the recipients of lavish
entertainment.”29 In the early 1980s, the ICAC was able to prosecute a number
of middle-level officers and others for corruption. Two expatriate officers
were convicted of soliciting free trips to Macau; an architect was convicted
for providing a government official with paid trips to Las Vegas; and an
expatriate senior geotechnical engineer in the PWD was found guilty of ac-
cepting a bribe in return for supplying documents about future government
contracts to a commercial firm. The anti-corruption drive reached its climax



242 Menace to Society

when two senior officials (directorate grades) were convicted. In 1981, E. T.
Kennard, a principal government building surveyor pleaded guilty to a Sec-
tion 10 (Prevention of Bribery Ordinance) offence, “being in control of money
or property disproportionate to his official compensation and allowances.” In
1985, an acting director of the Building Development Department, Mok Wei-
tak, was also found guilty of an offense under Section 10. The most senior
government official ever to be convicted for corruption, Mok was found to
have spent about HK$730,000 above his official compensation and allow-
ances between November 1981 and November 1982.

The use of Section 10, under which the prosecution is not required to
prove a corrupt act, suggests that while crimes and bribery at the middle-level
of the hierarchy were comparatively easy to detect, they were far more diffi-
cult to uncover at the directorate level. However, the PCN involving housing
officials and developers did exist in the top echelons of the government.
Operating under strict secrecy, which provided a basis for security, mutual
shielding, and protection, as well as solidarity against interference, the PCN
had limited vulnerability to prosecution. Ultimately, that was not enough.

The Prosecutor-Lawyers-Businessmen PCN

In late 1989, a number of senior prosecutors in the Legal Department
were under investigation for alleged corruption in connection with highly
publicized commercial crimes. Eventually, Warwick Reid, a deputy direc-
tor of Public Prosecution in charge of the Commercial Crime Unit, was
charged with corruption. He surrendered his passport before being released
on bail, but absconded two months later. In March 1990, Reid was arrested
in Manila and pleaded guilty to a Section 10 offense. His total assets in
March 1989 amounted to about HK$16 million, or about three and a half
times his official compensation and allowances over fourteen years of ser-
vice. The chief justice sentenced Reid to eight years in prison, adding that
the chief executive of Hong Kong after 30 June 1997 might consider a
sentence reduction of three years if Reid testified at trials against other
syndicate members.

The investigation of other lawyers involved in the scandal continued.
Kevin Egan, former senior assistant prosecutor, fought allegations that he
gave his Australian passport and a gun to help Reid escape. In addition, Jim
Chandler, a deputy Crown prosecutor, was forced out after failing to report
that he had seen Reid in Manila after Reid had absconded. Similarly, Peter
Cahill, a senior assistant prosecutor, faced a disciplinary hearing for not re-
porting a telephone request from Reid about the use of his passport while
Reid was on the run. Cahill had refused. Outside the Legal Department, a
solicitor, Alick Au, was charged with assisting Reid to escape with a fake
passport. Two other lawyers in private practice, solicitor Oscar Lai and barris-
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ter Eddie Soh, were imprisoned for bribing Reid to fix seven cases involving
well-known business figures. The initial set-up of the PCN took place when
Reid and Soh, formerly a Crown Counsel, discussed how to profit from the
stock market by buying the shares in a company that was under criminal
investigation. Later the discussion evolved into a criminal conspiracy in
which Reid agreed to accept money and use his position to influence pros-
ecutions involving rich and prominent businessmen.

 Reid’s corrupt actions were diverse and profitable. In one case, he made a
recommendation to the attorney general against prosecution of one of solici-
tor Oscar Lai’s clients, Chuang, in exchange for a bribe of HK$3 million paid
to Reid in three installments. After each payment, Lai met with Reid and told
him how appreciative Chuang was. In another case, Reid persuaded the attor-
ney general to drop one of the two charges of Lai’s client, Lee. On the second
charge, Lee was acquitted because the judge held that some of the evidence
upon which the Crown prosecution was relying was inadmissible. This time
the bribe was HK$6 million paid in two installments, one of which Reid
collected from a building society owned by Lee in Singapore. Lai discussed
representing another client, Low, who was told that Lee’s case had been fixed
in advance because the two lawyers had access to Crown papers and were
close to the Crown.

Reid was offered HK$1 million by two lawyers to ensure that no charges
would be brought against their client, Kwok. The case involved a police
investigation into the financial affairs of a group of companies. Kwok paid
the bribe money in the guise of legal fees to Lai’s firm. Lai gave Soh the
appropriate amount as a barrister’s fee from which Reid was then paid. Acting
in concert in another case, Lai and Soh suggested to a businessman, Chu, the
need for “personal assistance” in his appeal against conviction. They asked
for a fee of HK$800,000. Unknown to Chu, the Legal Department had already
come to the conclusion that his conviction would be impossible to sustain.
The two lawyers nonetheless duped Chu into paying the money to obtain a
result that they knew, from Reid, was a foregone conclusion. The transaction
was completed under the guise of legal fees.30

This PCN lasted for three years, from 1986 to 1989, when the ICAC cracked
down. Collecting direct evidence against Reid sufficient to convict would
have been difficult. However, the ICAC used the powerful Section 10 of the
Prevention of Bribery Ordinance to prosecute him. Moreover, he agreed to
testify as a tainted witness in other trials against his former PCN colleagues in
return for a reduced sentence. All were eventually convicted.

The Connection between ICAC Officials and the Smuggling Syndicate

The ICAC itself has not proved immune to corruption. Legislative Coun-
cil hearings on the firing of senior assistant director of ICAC, Alex Tsui,
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revealed the development of corrupt relationships over several years. Tsui
had maintained a close association with some undesirable elements, such as
Tin Sau-kwong, who ran the biggest cigarette smuggling ring in Hong Kong.
Tin and Tsui had first worked together in the Customs and Excise Department
in the early 1970s before Tsui joined the ICAC in 1974. A connection be-
tween the two came to light in 1986 with the discovery of a false loan appli-
cation, which Tsui had made on Tin’s behalf in 1978. During the inquiry that
followed, Tsui told the ICAC that his friendship with Tin had already ended
and his involvement was an “error of judgment.” In 1988, Tsui was promoted
to assistant director of operations.

In 1990, Tsui sought permission to reopen contact with Tin to obtain
intelligence information. His request was granted, but he was required to
open an informant’s file in which their contacts would be recorded. Only
four contacts were recorded, and none were documented after March 1991.
In an interview with the director of Operations later, Tsui described Tin as a
friend and not an informant, and he claimed that Tin had always been hon-
est. The inquiry also revealed a connection between Tsui and another syn-
dicate member, Hung Wing-wah. Immediately after Tsui opened an
informant’s file on Tin, another informant of Tsui disclosed that Hung and
Tin were involved in cigarette smuggling. However, in a memo to the direc-
tor of Operations, Tsui commended Hung’s company and referred another
two companies as suspects, thus diverting investigation away from Hung’s
company.31

Tsui was a boxing enthusiast and chairman of the Hong Kong Boxing
Association in 1992. With his help, Tin became vice president, under an
assumed name, Tin Hon-fai. Hung was made president. Hung paid
HK$500,000 to sponsor a boxing event in 1992 through his company.
Tsui failed to mention in the informant’s file that Tin sponsored a boxing
event in 1992, paying HK$160,000, nor did he record their visits to Macau
and Singapore. In fact, Tsui and Tin traveled to Macau together hours
after Tin had been interviewed by the ICAC about his association with a
Triad-related shooting event. Tsui said that the trip was about boxing
matters and denied that Tin had mentioned the interview. Since sponsor-
ship of boxing events was neither corrupt nor criminal, no prosecution
could be taken against Tsui due to insufficient evidence of criminality.
However, he forfeited the confidence of the commissioner of the ICAC
because of his prolonged association with members of the smuggling syn-
dicate under conditions of secrecy and despite acknowledging the risks
involved. Tsui was said to have taken advantage of his legal role to ad-
vance the relationship, using an informant relationship as cover but con-
cealing the details.

After Tsui was dismissed, legal action was taken against the syndicate,
which had offered bribes to customs officers as well as a senior staff member
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of British American Tobacco (HK) Ltd. Five ring members, including Tin,
were charged. A former ring member and an ICAC tainted witness, Chui To-
yan, who was also a vice president of the Boxing Association, was murdered.
The ICAC suspected that the murder was ordered by Tin and carried out by
five Wo On Lok Triad members. Tin was charged with conspiracy to murder
Chui, cigarette smuggling, bribery, defrauding the government, and pervert-
ing the course of justice. He later pleaded guilty to a lesser charge of having
conspired with the five Triad members to pervert the course of justice by
interfering with Chui, and was sentenced to jail. Furthermore, one ring mem-
ber was acquitted while another committed suicide prior to the trial. Other
accomplices were convicted or were awaiting trial in 1998.32

Customs Official-Video Pirates PCN

Since the 1990s, pirated copies of compact discs have been flooding the
Hong Kong and Mainland Chinese markets. This has proved very difficult to
stop. In April 1998, in an operation against one of the largest criminal syndi-
cates, the ICAC raided five factories with forty-one production lines capable
of manufacturing about 1.2 million copies a day, and seized a few million
pirated discs, a range of master discs, and production equipment worth about
HK$650 million. It was the largest seizure to date in Hong Kong. The syndi-
cate was running an illegal trade alongside a legal one under the name Sci-
ence Technology Research Ltd. The charges included defrauding copyright
owners; unlawfully copying sound recordings, films, electronic video games,
and computer software; forging the trademarks of various films and computer
software; and possessing video compact discs and CD-ROMs with forged
trademarks for sale.

The involvement of the ICAC in this investigation was triggered by
allegations that customs officers had accepted bribes and offered protec-
tion to the syndicate. Immediately before the ICAC operation, the head of
the Prosecution, Intelligence and Investigation Bureau of the Customs
and Excise Department, Superintendent Wong Pui-sum, was arrested. Wong
was the most senior customs officer ever to be charged with corruption.
The Customs and Excise Department had received information about crimi-
nal activities of the syndicate. After it was passed to the ICAC and the
police, Wong was suspected of warning the syndicate of the impending
raid, and was charged with perverting the course of justice. Wong was said
to have developed his friendship with the syndicate leader during the
course of his official duties, to have received a loan of HK$50,000 from
him. After the failed raid, he attempted to delay repayment of the loan or
to have it discharged. It was suspected that he had warned the syndicate
about previous raids.33
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Strategies for Preventing and Breaking the PCN

Strong Political Will

China always believed that Hong Kong was ceded to Britain under an
unequal treaty, and the Colony faced the risk of takeover by the Maoists
during the Cultural Revolution. Had that happened, the economic loss would
have been enormous. The British hongs would have been deprived of the
privileges of controlling the Executive and Legislative Councils, as well as
the opportunities to make economic policies favorable to their own interests.
The loss of Hong Kong’s huge gold and foreign exchange reserves would also
have hit the British economy hard. Between 1941 and 1974, Hong Kong was
obliged to keep the reserves in sterling. In 1973, they represented a quarter of
the total reserves held by the Bank of England, amounting to £736 million
sterling.34 Also, the loss of Hong Kong Airport, the last British owned airport
in the region, would have adversely affected Britain’s valuable air traffic
negotiating powers with other nations.

The British also recognized that to maintain their economic interests, the
younger generation would need to be co-opted into a disciplined labor force.
The government had seen their potential to disrupt in the youth riots of 1967.
That watershed had sensitized the British rulers and made them more respon-
sive to social needs and more attentive to social problems. Eradicating bu-
reaucratic corruption was part of the strategy. Since the Godber crisis there
has been strong political determination to keep corruption under control,
which, of course, would obstruct the development of PCN.

 Powerful Anticorruption Ordinance

The government’s political determination to combat graft is also mani-
fested in powerful anti-corruption legislation. The infamous Section 10 of
the Prevention of Bribery Ordinance prohibits public servants from having
pecuniary resources, assets or property disproportionate to their present and
past official compensation and allowances. Senior government officials such
as Kennard, Mok, and Reid were prosecuted and convicted of Section 10
offenses. Once the director of prosecutions is able to prove that the value of
suspect assets is disproportionate, defendants will be convicted unless they
can prove the contrary. Most importantly, the assets of a suspect’s close rela-
tives are also assumed to have been under his/her control, which makes hid-
ing of monetary gain even more difficult.

Because the ordinance places the burden of proof on the accused, it has
been criticized as somewhat heavy-handed.35 That is not the whole story. In
the mid-1990s, Section 10 was challenged in the court as a violation of the
Bill of Rights, but survived the challenge. The director of prosecution has to
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prove that the accused has maintained a standard of living beyond the means
at their disposal. Only after this proof has been presented is the accused
required to explain other sources of income to the court. Moreover, to safe-
guard the rights of the suspects, they will first be informed of possible pros-
ecution so that they can make representations in writing. Since corrupt practices
normally involve two satisfied parties, this section has resolved the problems
of identifying witnesses in relation to prosecutions.

The ICAC

Another inhibiting factor of PCN is the establishment of the ICAC in 1974.
It has a staff establishment of over 1,200, making it one of the largest anti-
corruption forces in the world. Supported by a powerful anti-corruption ordi-
nance, the ICAC has enjoyed absolute independence, draconian powers of
investigation, and has often made use of tainted witnesses to assist their
prosecutions. The “three-pronged attack” is also a unique feature of its anti-
graft approach.

Absolute Independence

The independence of ICAC is ensured by the fact that its commissioner is
formally and directly responsible to the governor (the chief executive after
30 June 1997). Although the ICAC is fully financed by the government, the
staff is not subject to the purview of the Public Services Commission. How-
ever, its work comes under the close scrutiny of independent advisory com-
mittees comprising prominent social figures from different segments of the
community. Such independence is absolutely essential and necessary since it
guarantees that any investigation of corruption in the government would not
be interrupted or influenced by other bureaucratic or political forces.

Draconian Powers of Investigation

Before 1994, the ICAC enjoyed draconian powers of investigation which
were criticized as infringing upon individual human rights.36 These included
the powers to search premises without a warrant, to seize any documents from
passports to bank accounts, to forbid the mass media to disclose the identities
of suspects, to disclose a suspect’s identity before prosecution, and to detain
anyone for up to three hours. After the dismissal of Alex Tsui, the governor
appointed a Review Committee to examine the powers and accountability of
the ICAC. The Committee recommended that some of the ICAC’s former pow-
ers be transferred to the courts and exercised by them on request by the ICAC.
Since then, its power has been curbed.
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Effective Use of Tainted Witnesses

Since all the parties involved in PCN should have benefited from it, it is
difficult, in most cases, to find an eyewitness to prove the allegations of
crime. The use of tainted witnesses thus becomes useful, as the trials of Godber
and Reid’s associates demonstrated. In these cases, the tainted witnesses were
usually the members of the PCN ring who were granted immunity from pros-
ecution or reduced sentences in exchange for their testimony.

Three-Pronged Attack

The ICAC uses a three-pronged attack strategy in its fight against corrup-
tion. There are three functional departments: Operations, Corruption Preven-
tion, and Community Relations. The Operations Department, the largest of
the three, is responsible for investigations. The Corruption Prevention De-
partment examines the practices and procedures of government departments
and public bodies to identify opportunities for corruption, and provides ad-
vice on how to eliminate them. Private organizations may also seek their
advice. The Community Relations Department undertakes measures to enlist
public support, educate the public about the effects of corruption, and moni-
tors public attitudes towards corruption as well as community responses to
the ICAC.

High Remuneration to Maintain Integrity

Senior officials are well paid for their work. As listed in April 1997, staff at
directorate grades one to eight or equivalent received an annual salary of
HK$1.1 million to HK$2.2 million plus other benefits such as children’s
educational allowance, free medical service, and government subsidized hous-
ing. Top colonial officials such as the chief secretary, financial secretary,
chief justice and attorney general received even higher salaries. The British
governor, who ruled a tiny city of some 6 million, was paid double the salary
of the British prime minister, about HK$3 million per annum. Such high
levels of reward are designed to increase resistance to the temptations that
may be offered by organized criminal groups.

Declaration of Investment

In the 1990s, senior members of the directorate in the government and
members of the Executive and Legislative Councils have been required to
disclose their investments, including company directorship and real estate
holdings. This information is made known to the public through the mass
media, and is therefore subject to public scrutiny. These disclosures help
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ensure that politicians and senior officials do not use public office for per-
sonal gain. Any conflict between individual interest and public interest, if
known, can be avoided. Such transparency would reveal financial connec-
tions with criminal gangs, if any; and if not, at least facilitate the “integrity
checking” of senior officials conducted by the government. All this serves as
a deterrent to the formation of PCN.

Integrity Checks

The government also undertakes integrity checks on senior officials. This
was previously conducted by three bodies: “the ICAC has been assisting in
the vetting process by checking candidates being considered for appoint-
ment or promotion to certain posts against its own records. The Police are
responsible for criminal record checks and Special Branch [of the Govern-
ment Secretariat] previously conducted the extended form of checking.”37

After the Special Branch was disbanded, the police began extended integrity
checking. According to the secretary for Civil Service, these checks are con-
ducted on senior civil servants at regular intervals, although not annually.
Such reports will be sent to the Civil Service Branch as reference materials in
the course of management, but the staff in question will not be informed of
the findings.38 Thus, with such double-checking mechanisms, the integrity of
senior officials is assured.

In the hearings on Alex Tsui’s dismissal, Tsui disclosed that he had been
asked by the ICAC to pursue political scrutiny on senior government officials
and pro-China political figures: “Investigations would be made to collect
information including their secret and private personal activities and habits.
The [target] list would eventually be extended to include political figures.”39

The ICAC was to gather information on the target about activities such as
insider trading in the stock market, personal proclivities, and corruption.40

Tsui’s statement suggests an additional intelligence role of the ICAC, but the
ICAC commissioner denied Tsui’s allegations about political vetting. Whether
or not the ICAC did political vetting of politicians, it does play an important
role in the integrity checks on senior officials.

Immediate Dismissal of Unreliable Officials

The chief secretary, Mrs. Anson Chan, once declared that the conduct of
senior officials should be exemplary because they are responsible for a range
of essential policies that affect Hong Kong. “The Government demanded a
high standard of personal integrity, absolute honesty and accountable behav-
ior from senior civil servants.”41 Her statement is quite absolute; in fact, the
government will not tolerate dishonest behavior from senior officials as the
following cases have demonstrated.
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In the mid-1990s, two senior officials were dismissed or forced to resign
from their posts. As already discussed, the senior assistant director of ICAC,
Alex Tsui, was dismissed after the commissioner lost confidence in him be-
cause of his association with smugglers. The director of Immigration, Lawrence
Leung, was forced to tender his resignation after an ICAC investigation cast
doubt on his integrity and credibility. Leung had connections with business-
men in several transactions, but he failed to declare some of them. This called
into question his suitability to remain in a senior post. These two cases under-
line the strict standards maintained by the government for its senior officials.
Those found to be dishonest are removed immediately. This inhibits the de-
velopment of PCN at the top levels of government.

Scrutiny by the Mass Media

The 1990s has been an era of keen competition in the mass media; price
wars have closed several newspapers. To survive journalists are paying far
more attention to the private lives of public figures. As a result, government
officials live something of a “fishbowl” existence. The case of Andrew Leung,
director of Social Welfare, illustrates the media’s role.

As welfare chief, Leung had pronounced payments of HK$12,000 per month
for a family of four to be high. During the economic crisis of 1998, he had
tried to push forward a cut in welfare payments to poor families. However, it
was disclosed by the press that in the midst of the crisis, he had flown first-
class to Tel Aviv via London for a welfare conference. The cost, HK$70,000,
was about twice that of a direct flight to Israel. The misuse of public money,
particularly his two-day stopover in England, aroused public anger. While
Leung refused to comment on whether he had visited his sons there, he came
under criticism by the media for abusing his position and power while being
unsympathetic to the least privileged citizens of Hong Kong.

Under the civil service guidelines, senior directors are entitled to first-
class travel for official trips of more than six hours. The secretary for Civil
Service pointed out that as Leung did not start work immediately after leav-
ing Hong Kong, he was not entitled to travel first-class, but since this was not
clearly set out in the guidelines, Leung should be given “the benefit of the
doubt.” In his defense, Leung said that he had no “evil intention.” Neverthe-
less, public discontent continued to mount. Media reports noted that it only
took four hours to fly from England to Israel, thus Leung was not even en-
titled to travel first-class on his second journey. Under pressure, Leung even-
tually “volunteered” to pay back the difference between first class and business
class, some HK$15,459, to pacify public discontent. 42 The incident indicates
how the power of the mass media helps to maintain the transparency of the
civil service, in particular the integrity of civil servants, in a territory without
an elected governor (or chief executive after 30 June 1997) and legislature.
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Table 8.1
Comparison of PCN

1950s-Early 1970s         Mid 1970s-1990s

State
Condition

Examples
of PCN

Seriousness
of Problem

Organization

Connection

Combat of PCN

Exchange

Open Colony;

executive-led

government;

strong citizenry

Housing Officials -

Property Developers PCN;

Prosecutor - Lawyers -

Businessmen PCN; ICAC

official - Smuggling Ring

connection; Customs

official - Video pirates PCN

Isolated Incidents

PCN with corruption of

individual officials in

government; close

linkage

Covert, personal

frienship involved

Very determined

Money versus

protection, immunity,

 and administrative

efficiency

Autocratic Colony;

business-led

government;

weak citizenry

Police - Triad PCN;

Housing Officials-

Property Developers

PCN

Overwhelming and

widespread

PCN with corruption

syndicates in govern-

ment; highly

organized; close

cooperation

Overt; face-to-face;

use of intermediaries

Half-hearted

Money versus

protection and

administrative

efficiency
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In the postwar decades, Hong Kong was an autocratic colonial state in
which a small elite of British businessmen and a few rich Chinese dominated.
Their control of the Executive and Legislative Councils afforded them an
advantageous position to make decisions to suit their own interests. As rulers,
they were distant from the people, made up largely of newly arrived refugees
from the Chinese mainland. In the absence of a democratic government, the
elite ruled absolutely in the face of the people’s submissiveness, ignorance,
and indifference. In this unrepresentative political structure, civil servants
were not accountable to the public. They had the power to manipulate their
positions for private gain, whereas criminals used money in exchange for
protection and administrative fixes. Organized crime and corruption were
widespread. Groups were highly organized, and members of the PCN met
face-to-face; their operations were assisted by intermediaries. Cooperation
between criminals and officials was close and their connections overt. The
police, many of whom were corrupt, were half-hearted in their investigations
into these activities, whereas the people, accustomed to corruption in China,
acquiesced in their own exploitation (see Table 8.1).

This changed in the 1970s, when a new generation began to push for a
greater voice in affairs, at about the same time as the upheavals on the Main-
land. The British administration was more responsive to social problems and
launched a series of social reform. Since the 1980s, the development of repre-
sentative government has made officials more accountable. Backed up by
draconian powers and a heavy-handed anti-graft ordinance, the ICAC has
been very determined and fairly successful in the fight against corruption
associated with organized crime. The amnesty announced in 1977 allowed
the ICAC to refocus its limited resources on investigating current offenses,
making corruption a high-risk crime. The ICAC’s absolute independence as-
sures that government departments will not interfere with its investigation of
corruption. The activities of corruption syndicates have also been kept under
control, and those connections between corrupt officials and criminals that
do exist have been driven underground.

Since the 1980s, Hong Kong has maintained an effective executive-led
government. Power continues to reside with senior government officials rather
than elected politicians. However, the government has been emphasizing its
openness. A number of strategies have been employed to maintain the integ-
rity of civil servants. The declaration of investments by politicians and senior
officials increases the transparency of the government and avoids potential
conflict of interest situations. Generous pay scales and benefits seem to have
helped sustain the integrity of senior officials. The extended integrity checks
and immediate dismissals of dishonest officials serve to maintain a clean
government with a group of credible civil servants. Scrutiny by a competitive
mass media reinforces all of the above. In these conditions, and with a zero
tolerance policy by the government, a political-criminal nexus cannot be
sustained in Hong Kong.
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9

Black Gold Politics: Organized Crime,
Business, and Politics in Taiwan

Ko-lin Chin

Over the past two decades (1980-2000), the political and economic status
of Taiwan (Republic of China [ROC]) has changed dramatically. When the
United States ended formal diplomatic ties in 1979, Taiwan appeared to be on
the verge of collapse. For almost thirty years, America was Taiwan’s most
important ally in her struggle against the Communist Chinese in mainland
China (the People’s Republic of China [PRC]). In time, the ruling Kuomintang
Party (KMT) and the people of Taiwan showed their tenacity and resilience
by gradually developing Taiwan’s economy into one of the strongest in the
world.1 Chiang Kai-shek’s son Chiang Ching-kuo, who was then president of
Taiwan and chairman of the KMT, was credited with launching most of the
energetic and successful economic programs (Scalapino 1996).2 The world
was so impressed with the economic vigor of a tiny, mountainous island with
few natural resources, that it dubbed this period of economic expansion the
“Taiwan Miracle” or “Taiwan Experience” (Gold 1986).

After Chiang Ching-kuo led Taiwan to its prominence among leading
developing nations, he continued to push for political reform. Before 1985,
Taiwan was basically governed by an authoritarian regime (Tien and Chu
1994). In 1985, Chiang announced that none of his sons would “run” for the
presidency, thus effectively removing the Chiang family from the governing
process after his death. He also lifted martial law in 1986, which had been in
effect since the KMT moved to Taiwan in 1949, enabling citizens to enjoy
greater freedom in their lives. Many draconian social control apparatuses
such as curfews, censorship, and bans on public demonstrations were either
abolished or removed from military control (Rigger 1999). In 1987, Chiang
lifted the ban on travel to mainland China. Then, as former mainlanders
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returned to China to visit families and friends whom they had not seen since
1949, not only did tensions ease between the KMT and the Communist Chi-
nese, but also hopes were raised for an increase in cross-strait trade and invest-
ment (Leng 1996).3

After the People’s Republic of China replaced Taiwan in the United Na-
tions in 1971 and the United States established formal relations with the PRC
in 1979, the KMT, or Nationalists, could no longer claim to represent all
Chinese people. As a result, it had to fall back on the claim that it represented
all the people of Taiwan, including mainlanders and Taiwanese (Scalapino
1996). However, as a political party established in China by mainland Chi-
nese and later transplanted to Taiwan, the legitimacy of the KMT was also
challenged by the indigenous Taiwanese who constituted almost 85 percent
of the population on the island and who had lived there for centuries (Chen
Ming-tong 1995). To strengthen its hold, the Nationalists had no choice but
to bring more native-born Taiwanese politicians into their party. In the early
1980s, they began to hold more local, grass-roots elections. Eventually, all
local as well as national officeholders were elected by popular vote. Taiwan’s
first major opposition party—the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)—came
into existence in September 1986. In January 1988, Chiang Ching-kuo died
after serving as president for ten years (Tien 1996). The then-vice president,
Lee Teng-hui, a Taiwanese with a Ph.D. from Cornell University, succeeded
him, although many KMT leaders were reluctant to allow a Taiwanese to head
the country and the party. More years of political reform followed and brought
about the peaceful, national election of 1996 and Lee Teng-hui as the first
popularly elected president in Chinese history (Rigger 1999).

For the last twenty years, a thriving economy and maturing democracy
have enabled the people of Taiwan to enjoy a level of prosperity and freedom
unprecedented in the long history of the Chinese people. Not only did real
estate and stock values skyrocket, but the government itself also had one of
the world’s largest reserves of foreign hard currency. In the meantime, the
press, the electronic media, and a variety of social, cultural, legal, and eco-
nomic institutions were allowed to operate without much intervention. As
Taiwan’s relationship with China continued to improve after the ban on travel
was lifted in 1987, there was growing confidence that the country’s future
could only become brighter.

Unfortunately, however, as the world marveled at the evolving economic
and political miracles in Taiwan, the embryo of a monster that would later
came to be known as “black gold politics” was taking form. In Taiwan, “black”
means the underworld; “gold” means money or business. “Black gold poli-
tics” was the penetration into politics of violent underworld figures and greedy
business tycoons and the inevitable subsequent social ills such as vote-buy-
ing, political violence, insider trading, bid rigging and official (and unoffi-
cial) corruption (Tsai Shi-yuan 1998).
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This chapter analyzes why and how “black gold politics” developed into
a major problem during the last fifteen years and what role it may have played
in ending the KMT’s rule in Taiwan after more than fifty years as the preemi-
nent political party. Specifically, it is an attempt to show that, besides the
political-criminal nexus, we also need to examine the political-business nexus
and the business-criminal nexus. Further, this chapter examines how a nexus
between politicians and gangsters could, under certain circumstances, trans-
form itself into a much more formidable threat to the integrity and stability of
a democratic society.

Gang Crime in Taiwan

Gangs and other crime groups have been an obvious fact of life in Taiwan
since 1945, when China recovered the island from Japan after World War II.
To protect themselves against native Taiwanese, the children of mainland
Chinese, formed street gangs in urban centers. Later they became involved in
street fights and a variety of petty crimes. Native Taiwanese juvenile delin-
quents and adult criminals in the countryside usually belonged to local groups
called jiaotou. These groups were most likely to be involved in extorting
money from businessmen within their turfs and operating illegal gambling
operations (Pai Jai 1983).4

Serious clashes among gangs and jiaotou groups in the 1960s led authori-
ties to launch several nationwide crackdowns on the underworld, an effort
known as “saohei” or “sweeping away black societies” (Sheu Chuen-jim
1993). Leaders of the two largest mainlander gangs, the Bamboo United and
the Four Seas, were arrested and sent to prison. A large number of gangs and
jiaotou groups were ordered to disband. Nevertheless, the number of gangs
and jiaotou groups continued to grow. Their penetration into the legitimate
business sector in the early 1980s alarmed the public as well as the authorities
(Chi Chiung-shien 1985).

On 15 October 1984, three Bamboo United leaders, under orders from the
head of the Intelligence Bureau of the Ministry of National Defense (IBMND),
arrived in the United States to kill Henry Liu. Liu, a Chinese-American writer
in Daly City, California, had written a defamatory biography of Chiang Ching-
kuo. After the three gang leaders returned to Taiwan, Taiwanese officials
launched a major assault on crime groups throughout the country, code-named
“Operation Cleansweep” or Yi-ching Program (Kaplan 1992). Thousands were
arrested, and many were sentenced to three years in various prisons in south-
ern Taiwan (Sheu Chuen-jim 1993).

In 1986, authorities abolished marital law, which had been in effect since
the KMT moved to Taiwan in 1949. Although this action was hailed as per-
haps the most important step in Taiwan’s political reform movement, the
damaging impact on law and order in the country proved to be enormous. A
former chief of police of a southern city observed:
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Before the abolition of martial law, the crime problem in Taiwan was a minor one. At
that time, our main concern was the existence of gambling dens and commercial sex
establishments. Even so, these businesses did not really pose major problems for us.
After martial law was lifted in 1986, however, patrols of the coast became almost
nonexistent, and as a result, it was easy to smuggle guns and drugs into Taiwan. That
completely changed the crime scene here.5

Gang violence escalated. Instead of fighting with knives or swords, most
self-respecting gangsters carried firearms and did not hesitate to use them.
Gun battles among crime figures led to a dramatic increase in homicide rates
in the late 1980s (Hsu Fu-sen 1999). The availability of handguns thus en-
abled many desperate and daring young underworld figures to achieve their
goal of making money in a society where wealth is so highly prized.

In 1987, Taiwanese authorities began to release major crime figures that
had been arrested during Operation Cleansweep (Chen Ji-fang 1988a). After
these underworld leaders regained their freedom, they began to fight to re-
gain command of the gangs they had relinquished to younger leaders. At the
same time, some of them transformed themselves into businessmen and poli-
ticians. Instead of being called a “big brother,” a gang leader-turned-busi-
nessman might call himself “dongshizhang” (chairman of the board) and a
gang leader-turned-politician, “mindai” (elected representative) (Jin Si 1989;
Ker Su-len 1989).6 The release of these seasoned gangsters no doubt dis-
rupted the fragile order that had been established by the younger leaders in
the aftermath of Operation Cleansweep. The emergence of the Celestial Alli-
ance—an underworld alliance formed in prisons by Taiwanese crime bosses
who were arrested during Operation Cleansweep—also resulted in a number
of bloody conflicts between the gang and its rivals (Chen Ji-fang 1988c;
Yang Ji 1989).

In 1990, Taiwanese authorities came to the conclusion that another crack-
down was needed in order to smash the rapidly expanding Celestial Alliance.
Operation Thunderbolt or Shiun-lay Program was launched, and thousands
of crime figures were arrested. Many other gang leaders fled the island. How-
ever, a large number of them were not targeted for reasons unknown (Chao
Mu-sung 1990).

In the early 1990s, as Taiwan became more democratic and various politi-
cal parties emerged, many gangsters became convinced that the best way to
protect themselves from future crackdowns was to transform themselves into
popularly elected deputies. Gangsters of mainland descent who did not have
close ties to indigenous people were more likely to become board chairmen
and general managers of business firms. Thus, in the early 1990s, a large
number of gangsters had penetrated in either the political or economic arenas
of Taiwan, or both.

The involvement of gangsters in politics and business forced government
authorities to carry out a third major gang sweep in 1996. Operation Chih-
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ping targeted gangsters who were local politicians (Ministry of Justice 1998).
Even though only a small number of politicians were actually arrested, the
dramatic process—arresting key crime figures and immediately transporting
them by helicopter to a prison on a remote island—gave the public the im-
pression that the authorities were determined this time to wipe out the gang-
sters in both politics and business (Lin Hsin 1996).

Unfortunately, while Operation Chih-ping was underway, three extremely
brutal, but apparently unrelated attacks against powerful public figures oc-
curred. First, Liu Pang-yo, the commissioner of Taoyuan County was shot
dead inside his mansion on 21 November 1996, along with two county coun-
cilors, five colleagues, and Liu’s bodyguards (Yang Ji-jin 1999). On the night
of 30 November 1996 a high-ranking female DPP member, Perng Wan-lu, was
murdered in Kaohsiung, the second largest city in Taiwan, after she had at-
tended a DPP meeting and stepped into a taxi. Then, on 14 April 1997, the
teenage daughter of Pai Ping Ping, one of Taiwan’s most popular and well-
connected female entertainers, was kidnapped, tortured, raped, and murdered
(Lo Sung-fan 1998). The entire island was shocked.

In the aftermath of these highly publicized incidents, tens of thousands of
people gathered in protest in front of the office of the president in Taipei, and
demanded that President Lee Teng-hui take responsibility for the murders.
Since then, people in Taiwan have continued to be outraged by the deteriora-
tion of law and order in their society. Statistics show that the crime rate in
Taiwan almost tripled between 1961 and 1997 (Hsu Fu-sen 1999). Neither
Perng Wan-lu nor Pai Ping Ping’s daughter were murdered by gang or jiaotou
members. Although the murderers of Liu Pang-yo are still at large, most people
assume that Taiwan’s underworld was responsible for these bloody events.
For the people of Taiwan, the problem of crime is basically a problem of
organized crime, be it mainland gangsters or Taiwanese jiaotous, or both. It is
widely believed in Taiwan that, if gangsters and jiaotou figures were re-
moved, law and order could be dramatically improved.

Heidao: The Underworld of Taiwan

The Chinese often use the generic term “heidao” (the black way) to denote
the underworld and “baidao” (the white way) to denote the upperworld. Gang-
sters are often labeled as heidaorenwu (gang figures), daoshangde (people of
the way), and youheidide (people with shady background). Those who view
themselves as heidao figures usually try to differentiate themselves from
common criminals who victimize ordinary people. People who belong to
both heidao and baidao or who could not be easily identified one way or the
other are called huidaorenwu (gray way figures). Besides heidao figures,
there are also ten of thousands of secret society members who belong to one
of the two legendary organizations: the Hung and the Qing (Chi Chung-shien
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1984). Members of the Hung and Qing societies do not view themselves as
heidao figures, nor are they labeled as such by society, even though some
members may belong to various crime groups.7

Deciding whether a person is a heidao figure or not has always been a
challenge for the media, the public, and the law enforcement community, not
only because it is an all-purpose term, but because the word is morally and
politically charged. There are other terms that officials and journalists apply
to a group of people who presumably do not belong to law-abiding, main-
stream society. These terms refer to categories of persons that include:

1. Hoodlums or Hooligans: According to the Statute for Punishment of Hood-
lums (the Anti-hoodlum Law), a hoodlum is anyone who is involved in
one of the following activities: (i) participating in a gang, (ii) weapons
possession, production, transportation, and selling, (iii) extortion, (iv)
gambling, prostitution, and debt-collection, and (v) habitual loitering.
The main difference between hooliganism and ordinary criminality is the
level of damage to the social order. The former is considered to have
significantly more impact on social order because hooligan activities are
considered to be (i) not victim-specific (victims are randomly picked by
offenders), (ii) predatory, and (iii) chronic. Any criminal act that meets
one of the above three criteria is defined as hooliganism (Judicial Yuan
1992).

2. Gang figures: People who belong to criminal gangs, especially the ones
dominated by mainlanders, are considered gang figures.

3. Jiaotou figures: Leaders and members of territorial groups established by
Taiwanese are called jiaotou figures. At any given time, there are about
one thousand large and small jiaotou groups in Taiwan.

4. Brothers: Many gang and jiaotou figures prefer to call themselves xiongdi
or brothers. From their viewpoint, brothers are members of an unconven-
tional subculture who may be involved in illegal activities but who also
strictly adhere to a set of norms and values on which loyalty and righ-
teousness are important. These norms and values also prohibit them from
victimizing the poor and weak. Leaders are called big brothers, and fol-
lowers are little brothers.

5. Petty criminals: People who are involved in opportunistic crimes such as
theft, fraud, embezzlement, and robbery are viewed as petty criminals.
They often commit those acts individually or in small groups and are
considered to lack rules or values.

It is not always easy to differentiate these five types of individuals who are
considered to be part of a criminal subculture. For example, according to the
Judicial Yuan8 of Taiwan: “Robbers and thieves are not hooligans; hooligans
are mostly heidao members but not all heidao people are hooligans” (Judicial
Yuan 1998: 6-7). At any rate, before the implementation of the Organized
Crime Prevention Law in 1996, the only way the authorities could arrest and
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punish a career criminal was to accuse him as a hoodlum according to the
Anti-hoodlum Law. As a result, most chronic offenders, including gang mem-
bers, jiaotou figures, and brothers are often processed as hoodlums in the
criminal justice system. Petty criminals are normally charged according to
the Criminal Law.

In Taiwan, not only do government officials categorize criminal individu-
als, but criminal organizations are also classified as one of three types:

1. Organized: These groups are bigger and better organized than the other
two types of groups. Members are predominantly offspring of mainland
Chinese who followed Chiang Kai-shek to Taiwan in 1949. Some of the
most powerful organized gangs in Taiwan are the Bamboo United, the
Four Seas, the Celestial Alliance (the only Taiwanese organized gang),
the Pine Union, and the Pei Lien. Although these groups may have hun-
dreds, even thousands of members, they normally do not have their own
territories, even though these gangs have many branches across Taiwan
and overseas.

2. Jiaotou: These groups are territorial in nature and members are mainly
Taiwanese. The groups are relatively small, ranging from twenty to fifty
members. There are generally only two types of positions within a jiaotou
group: laoda (big boss) and xioadi (little brother).

3. Loosely knit: These groups are even smaller than the jiaotou groups,
ranging from only a few members to twenty or more. Like the jiaotou
groups, they are made up of mostly Taiwanese, but they do not have their
own turf.

According to the National Police Administration (NPA) of Taiwan, there
were 1,274 gangs, jiaotous, and loosely knit groups in Taiwan in 1998, with
a total of more than 10,000 members (Su Nang-heng 1998). Of the more
than 1,000 criminal groups, 41 percent are loosely knit groups, 47 percent
are jiaotou groups, and 12 percent are organized gangs (Su Nang-heng
1997).

Can these three groups be considered as organized crime groups? Accord-
ing to the Judicial Yuan (1998: 9):

Organized gangs are organized crime groups; most jiaotous and loosely knit groups
are not well organized, so we need to examine them case by case to determine
whether they are organized crime groups or not. There are also criminal organiza-
tions (like drug trafficking groups) that do not belong to any of the above definitions
and they could be considered as organized crime groups.

If a group is considered an organized crime group, the prosecutors can
charge the group under the Organized Crime Prevention Law. However, since
it was first implemented in 1996, few organized gangs, or jiaotou and loosely
knit groups have been indicted as organized crime groups.
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Problems in Defining Heidao

Chinese people often use the word hei (black) to denote things that are bad
or evil (Nan Fang Sor 1996). For example, heishehui (black society) means
organized crime groups, heixinkan (black heart) means evil intention, heitou
(black head) means bandits, heitu (black earth) means opium, heihuo (black
commodity) means stolen items, heiguan (black officials) means corrupt offi-
cials. Thus, if a person is considered to be hei, he or she will be thought to
possess the negative traits; a heidao figure means, basically, a bad person.

My subjects who have been labeled as heidao figures by the Taiwan au-
thorities often question what heidao actually means. A deputy speaker of a
town council whom a local KMT official sarcastically described as someone
who “did not have to serve in the army” (meaning he did not serve because of
his criminal record), had this to say when I asked him about his alleged
heidao background:

What do you mean by the word “heidao”? OK, now that you bring this up, you’ve
got my attention. This is the kind of stuff I have a lot to say about. The whole idea
of heidao is nothing but a generalization. It’s like the word huanchang (entertain-
ment places), which includes a variety of special businesses such as nightclubs,
massage parlors, karaoke clubs, hostess bars, and dance halls.9 When we say
heidao, it may include petty thief, robber, etc. The word heidao can’t pinpoint a
particular type of person or criminal. The word heidao is nothing but a generaliza-
tion. We need to differentiate all the people we consider as heidao figures. Just as
we can’t say all the things beneath the water are fish, and therefore can be eaten.
There are fish that can be eaten (good things) and fish that can’t be eaten (bad
things).

Some subjects argued that their position as a laoda (big boss) means noth-
ing, and that it is unfair to accuse a person of being a laoda. According to a
Bamboo United leader:

One of the accusations against me was this: Someone overheard that some-
one else had called me a laoda. In fact, [then] President Lee [Teng-hui] hap-
pened to have said that he’s the laoda of Lien Chan [then-vice-president and
now the chairman of the KMT]. So what?

A former member of the underworld told me a heidao person could not be
all bad: “What do you mean by heidao? How would you define xiongdi
[brother]? It’s very difficult to define these terms. I don’t deny that I am a
heidao or a xiongdi, but I know my heart is red [good].”

Others pointed out that the heidao are the guardians against crime. A jiaotou
from Kaohsiung told me: “Heidao has its own contribution to society. In the
past, heidao helped the police maintain social order on the local level. Heidao
can stop a crime before it occurs.”

A leader of the Bamboo United insisted that brothers are not heidao fig-
ures:
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We brothers are not involved in reckless activities. Those who commit robbery and
rape are not brothers; they are heidao people. The media labels all of us as heidao and
the police and government officials as baidao. In fact, police officers are the real
heidao because they are greedy and will do anything to make money. They not only
demand that little brothers take the blame for crimes they have never committed (for
the sake of police’s own reputation), they are also continually involved in shake-
downs and intimidation.

One of the most influential Bamboo United leaders, Chang An-lo (nick-
named White Wolf), said that he is a brother but not a heidao person: “I admit
I am a brother but I don’t think a brother is equivalent to a heidao person”
(Teng Chi-jer 1996a: 52).

Even Lo Fu-chu, the alleged top boss of the powerful Celestial Alliance
and a two-term legislator, often talked about the definition of heidao (Teng
Chi-jer 1996b: 51-52):

Many people use my past to define my current status, but I have to ask them a
question: What is heidao? What does it really mean? The word is very abstract and
unclear. Does it mean a kind of color? Our society rarely shows any support to those
who have committed minor crimes. You know what causes lawlessness in our
society? It’s because we all are just concerned for ourselves. In order to make our
performance look good, we create the ten most wanted criminals list. Some of these
people are involved in only minor crimes but we force them to go to the extreme, and
that’s created many serious crimes in our society. The same is true with bid rigging.
The problem lies in the lack of a good system. If baidao people [government officials
and legitimate businessmen] are not involved in bid rigging, then there is no room for
heidao people to get involved.

A Four Seas leader also questioned the fairness in categorizing people into
heidao and baidao: “Our society has changed. How do you define what is
black and what is white? Many baidao people do things that are worse than
what heidao people do, and not all heidao people are bad people” (China
Times Weekly 8 January 1995: 42).

The word “heidao” then is often used by the upperworld to characterize
the underworld, but most underworld figures are reluctant to see themselves
as heidao figures and instead prefer to view themselves as brothers or xiongdi.
For them, brothers do belong to an unconventional subculture but they are
not involved in reckless crime against members of society at large. Even
those subjects who have no objections to describing themselves as heidao
figures insisted that they were not petty criminals.

Gangsters, Tycoons, and Politicians

Over the past decade, people in Taiwan have considered black gold poli-
tics to be their number one concern. Black gold politics refers to the penetra-
tion of violent racketeers and self-serving businessmen into politics, which
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has a corrosive effect on its legitimacy and honesty. Black gold politics is
more serious and threatening to society than predatory street crime. Corrupt-
ing government officials undermines the trust and integrity of public institu-
tions that constitute the very foundation of society. A 1999 poll conducted
by Commonwealth Magazine showed that 22.9 percent of more than 1,000
respondents believed black gold politics made life in Taiwan “ignoble.” Also,
black gold politics tops the list as the most urgent issue to address in improv-
ing the country’s future prosperity. 10

When a high-ranking police officer was questioned about the seriousness
of the problem of organized crime in Taiwan, he replied:

It’s extremely serious. If we don’t do anything about it now, our country will be
finished. Why? Because organized crime members are well connected to business
people, law enforcement authorities, public officials, legislators, and local faction
leaders.11 These gangsters are involved in all kinds of legitimate and illegitimate
activities. They are also deeply involved in elections. In the past, they helped certain
political candidates get elected; these days, they run for public office themselves.
After they become elected representatives, they make sure they become members of
the Law and Order Committee, which is in charge of police budgets and personnel.
Once they achieve that, they can humiliate police chiefs in the city or county assem-
blies by not allowing police chiefs to sit down while acting like they are interrogating
the police chiefs during interpellation.

Before 1996, there was little real understanding of the extent of black
gold politics in the country. But on 16 November 1996, in a speech at a
meeting with leaders of the business community, Minister of Justice Liao
Cheng-hao declared that out of the 858 city and county councilors across
Taiwan, 286 had a heidao background.12 Liao warned that, if the problem
was not dealt with immediately, Taiwan could become another Sicily. The
acknowledgement by Taiwan’s highest law enforcement official that one-
third of the locally elected deputies were either gangsters or criminals
caught the island by surprise. Liao also indicated that 25 percent of the
provincial assembly members and 5 percent of the legislators and na-
tional assembly deputies had questionable backgrounds. Moreover, about
200 town representatives were thought to be underworld figures (United
Daily News 17 November 1996). Since Liao’s 1996 revelations, other
estimates have been publicized in the media. (See Table 9.1. The table
also includes three little-known estimates that were made before Liao’s
highly publicized announcement.)

Even without these breath-taking figures, which become headline news
whenever they are made public, people in Taiwan are aware of the seriousness
of black gold politics. Many have intimate knowledge of how rampant vote-
buying is during local and national elections; how violent it can become
when there is fierce competition among rival candidates; how often business
tycoons can buy a seat in the legislature and national assembly;13 and how
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often government officials, elected deputies, and gangsters work together to
benefit themselves in collusive bidding. Residents of Taiwan also see on TV
physical assaults on the floor of the legislature, in the national assembly, and
among local elected bodies. Hardly a day goes by without news reports about
politicians, businessmen, and gangsters being involved in financial scandal,
big rigging, corruption, vote-buying, violent confrontation, or fraud.

More often than not, the KMT is blamed for the development of black
gold politics. The assumption is that, in order to maintain its power as a ruling
party and to defeat the emerging opposition parties such as the Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP), the Nationalists deliberately established a close re-

Table 9.1
Estimates of the Extent of Heidao Involvement in Politics

Source                  Year     Percentage

1. MJIB Director Wu Tung-ming

2. NPA’s Hoodlum Division

3. Intelligence reports

4.  Minister of Justice
     Liao Cheng-hao

5. NPA Commissioner

6. President of Academia Sinica
     Lee Yuan-tse

Source: Reports in the news media.

1994

1994

1995

1996

1997

1999

62 councilors with heidao
background

Out of 883 city and county
councilors, 28 were hooligans,
29 were gangsters, and 150 with
heidao affiliation

Among town representatives,
37.8% with heidao background;
among county and city councilors,
about 26.5%, and among national
representatives, about 3%

Out of 858 city and county
councilors, 286 with heidao
background

Almost all chairs and members of the
Law and Order Committees of the
elected bodies were heidao affiliated

Half of the elected deputies are
affiliated with heidao
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lationship with anyone who was powerful and influential enough to as-
sure that KMT candidates win elections. Many gang and jiaotou members
are well connected to grassroots politics, and they become ideal cam-
paign managers or so-called “pillars” or vote captains. After these heidao
figures became familiar with the election process, they eventually de-
cided to run for public offices themselves. When the KMT realized that
these gangsters and jiaotou figures would be elected with or without their
blessing and support, the party decided to embrace them, to make sure
that the KMT remained the majority party in both local and national
elected bodies.

Even though most people in Taiwan believe that the KMT is the only
party to be closely associated with criminals, some insist that all political
parties in Taiwan have ties to organized crime. A Bamboo United leader said:

Every political party in Taiwan is associated with heidao. Among them, the New
Party (NP) is the least connected with heidao because it emphasizes good public
image. The truth is, although the DPP criticizes the KMT for its relationship with
heidao, many DPP members at the local level are themselves closely linked to heidao
people. Moreover, when the DPP orchestrated those demonstrations in the past, it
also relied on heidao people to achieve its goals.

 Regardless of who is responsible for the development of black gold
politics, alarming headlines have become a fact of life for people in Tai-
wan: “Mob Rule,” “Just Like Sicily,” “Fugitive Councilor Turns Himself
In,” “Judicial Yuan Sheds Light on the Darker Side of Politicians,” “Former
Chiayi Speaker Indicted,” “Legislator Assaulted by Colleagues,” “War
Declared on Black Gold,” “Raid on Legislator’s Quarters Prompts De-
bate,” “Legislator Claims Innocence over Land Deal,” “Prosecutors De-
tain Township Chief for Quake Supply Theft,” “Tainan Mayor Indicted
over Bribe Cover-Up,” “Suspected Gangster Elected to Judicial Commit-
tee [of the legislature],” and “KMT Legislator Gets 12 Years for Embez-
zling.”

Research Methods

This study employs multiple research strategies, including in-depth inter-
views with key informants in Taipei; numerous research trips to southern
Taiwan to interview subjects and observe the electoral process; four research
trips to China, Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam to interview and spend time
with fugitives from Taiwan; and a systematic collection and analysis of offi-
cial and media reports. I interviewed 117 subjects altogether. Table 9.2 shows
how many subjects from each of the five types of respondents were inter-
viewed.
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Table 9.2
Sample Study

         Subjects N

The Nexus among Gangsters, Businessmen, and Politicians

In Taiwan, the convergence of interests among gangsters, businessmen,
and politicians constitutes one of the main reasons for the development of
black gold politics. Members from each group have their own reasons for
mixing with members from the other two groups (see Figure 9.1). Most poli-
ticians are willing to be affiliated with businessmen because the latter can
provide them with campaign funds. Politicians are also interested in befriend-
ing gangsters because gang members are good vote captains. As a jiaotou
figure in Kaohsiung suggested: “Every elected deputy, even if he himself is
not a heidao figure, is supported by a group of heidao figures.” Another
underworld figure told a reporter that, under pressure to win an election by all
means, politicians are willing to mix with heidao figures: “If not because of
the elections, I can’t imagine what other resources heidao people have that
attract baidao people [politicians]” (China Times Weekly 1995: 41-42). For
political figures, votes are their main concern: anyone who can help them get
votes is appreciated. In short, money from businessmen can help politicians
buy votes and intimidation by the gangs can ensure the efficiency of vote
buying.

Businessmen at all levels like to associate with politicians because the
latter can help them in many ways. For example, enterprises that maintain a
close relationship with powerful politicians are more likely to secure govern-
ment contracts, less likely to be targeted by law enforcement authorities for
irregular business practices, and more likely to receive government aid when
they are in financial distress. These entrepreneurs also welcome the affilia-
tion with gangsters because, in Taiwan, many business disputes, a result of
fierce and unfair competition, are most efficiently settled in private. Many
businesspeople have little confidence in the justice system, and they also
think that, to protect themselves against gang victimization, the best thing to

29
19
12
32
25

117

Government and law enforcement officials
Local officials and elected deputies
National elected deputies
Heidao figures
Other key informants
Total
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do is to have some underworld friends of their own. Many entrepreneurs who
run for public offices might also be interested in having heidao figures to
help them with their campaigns, as Hwang Kwang-kuo, a professor at Na-
tional Taiwan University, has written (1984: 23):

Heidao became more powerful in the mid-1970s when golden oxen [business ty-
coons] decided to run for public offices. Without any political ideology, they were
only interested in getting elected and that’s why they were actively involved in vote-
buying and hiring heidao figures to campaign for them. After being elected, these
golden oxen were only interested in earning money through involvement in illegal
operations. That also led to their connections with heidao and law enforcement
authorities.

Gang leaders and jiaotou bosses are eager to be connected with politicians
because the latter can protect them from law enforcement authorities. In Tai-
wan, elected deputies often show up in police stations to express their “con-
cern” whenever a person is arrested, and they see this as one of their many
“services” to their constituents, regardless of why the person is being ar-
rested. Many people also view the presence of elected deputies in the police
stations as the most effective way to obtain a quick release. Gang members
also need the support of politicians if they wish to avoid harassment and raids
on their vice businesses. One of the main reasons for the dramatic increase in

Figure 9.1
The Nexus between Gangsters, Businessmen, and Politicians
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the number of gangsters in politics has to do with their disillusionment with
politicians’ willingness to protect them in time of crises. For example, many
major crime figures were arrested during Operation Cleansweep, one of the
three major crackdowns in the history of Taiwan. When these arrested gang-
sters were released from prisons, they realized that the best way to protect
themselves from law enforcement authorities was for them to become elected
deputies themselves.

Gangsters are also eager to be associated with businessmen because the
latter not only can provide them with many money-generating opportunities
but they also become the gangsters’ major preys. When gangsters need money,
they can always rely on businessmen to patronize their gambling operations;
the gangsters know full well that the businessmen are going to lose all their
money before they leave the gambling joints.

The symbiosis among gangsters, businessmen, and politicians can be more
closely examined by looking at the various relationships within it: the politi-
cal-business nexus, the political-criminal nexus, and the business-criminal
nexus.

Political-Business Nexus

Due to the lack of campaign finance laws and the need for huge sums of
money to run for office, many individuals within the business community
can easily establish close relationships with politicians by contributing funds
to their election campaigns. And politicians are willing to work with those
businessmen in financial deals that could be mutually beneficial. The nexus
between politicians and businessmen took hold during the early 1990s when
the KMT was desperate for campaign funds. According to Chen Tung-sen
(1995: 44):

After martial law was lifted and authoritarianism had collapsed, economic groups
continued to protect and expand their interests through various avenues. Eventually,
economic groups and local factions penetrated into the core of the national political
arena. What was once a political system dominated by authoritarian figures at the top
has now been transformed into a complex web of relationships that includes central
authorities, local factions, and economic interest groups. The political arena has now
become a place where money buys influence and power, a situation that has created
serious problems of social and economic inequality.

According to a survey by the Journalist, many wealthy people—with no
political experience but plenty of experience in financial wheeling-and-deal-
ing—ran in the 1992 legislature race (Tang Su-jan 1992; Journalist 1992a,
1992b). An assistant to a city councilor confirmed that business conglomer-
ates mostly supported KMT deputies. A contractor also told me: “Many KMT
legislators are still extremely close to big-time businessmen; the well-being
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of the businessmen is the legislators’ utmost concern, not the welfare of the
general public.”

Chen Chi-li of the Bamboo United also commented: “There is a symbiotic
relationship between government officials and businessmen in Taiwan, espe-
cially when the two parties work together to benefit themselves in the con-
struction industry. Anybody who has ever been a city or county mayor has
benefited.”

Lee Teng-hui, the president of Taiwan between 1988 and 2000, is consid-
ered to be the one who promoted the close relationship between politicians
and businessmen. He publicly declared that it is the responsibility of a gov-
ernment to help capitalists make money (Wang Jenn-hwan 1993). According
to Ji Yen-ling et al. (1990: 20):

For the past forty years or more, Taiwanese businessmen never had a better time. In
the past, when they interacted with politicians, they had to do it secretly, just like a
date in a garden for a young couple who are afraid of being seen together. Nowadays,
businessmen and politicians can embrace one another in public; there is no need to be
concerned how the public will react to their close relationship.

With the lifting of the martial law in 1987, the KMT could not use force to
win elections, but had to use relationships, especially in local elections.
These personal ties were crucial for the procurement of vote brokers, and
these relationships always were based on money. Only through a personal
relationship would the person who received the money help with getting
votes. That was why Lee Teng-hui used money relationships to control per-
sonal relationships; that was how he got power for himself. He was very eager
to be on good terms with various business-conglomerates (he always had
many banquet dinners with businessmen wherever he went); as a result, his
administrators were also very close to businessmen.

Political-Criminal Nexus

As mentioned earlier, many heidao members ran for office themselves if
they had the money to do so; and if they did not, they would try to establish
close relationships with politicians so that they would have protection against
the authorities. Most politicians were willing to have close relationships with
heidao figures because the latter could help them get votes. According to a
Bamboo United leader:

Why did the political-criminal nexus in Taiwan develop as it did? It is mainly because
of the interchangeable roles of pillars and heidao. Heidao are pillars, and pillars are
heidao. Politicians in Taiwan must have the support of heidao because heidao repre-
sent the public, and they have the ability to express the public’s feelings and attitudes
and to mobilize people’s power. Without the support of heidao, a politician could
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easily end up being alone at the top of the heap, isolated from other people. He or she
really won’t have any future in politics.

As a result, almost every major gang figure in Taiwan has been approached
by all three political parties for support during elections. Chu Kao-jen, a
former legislator, was candid about it when asked how close politicians are to
heidao members. He said: “How could it be possible that a locally elected
representative was not acquainted with heidao?” (Lee Jiao-nan 1996: 51).
Thus, as an independent legislator, Lin Lwei-to, said: “In Taiwan, because of
its small size, most political candidates could not help but be associated with
heidao figures. Besides, you don’t want to lose the votes controlled by heidao
people.” However, as Jin Si (1989: 39) commented, the nexus between politi-
cians and heidao figures could not be viewed as normal because it had its
down side:

Making friends is a personal choice, but if friendship extends to a partnership
involving the councilmen’s political power and the heidao’s threatening ways of
doing things, that could lead to a dangerous combination of forces. These two
groups of people can then operate underground ballrooms, bars, nightclubs, and
gambling dens to make money. Or the councilmen can hold shares in or act as
advisors to the commercial sex business or illegal gambling industry. These are all
lucrative businesses, and the councilmen’s involvement in these businesses is a
detriment to law and order in our society.

Business-Criminal Nexus

According to a businessman in Kaohsiung City, those who cannot be af-
filiated with powerful politicians are willing to be affiliated with gangsters, if
these gangsters agree to support them. This way, these small-time business-
men can compete with their peers who are supported by politicians. Under-
world figures want to be affiliated with businessmen for economic
opportunities and financial support. For example, Tsai Kwan-lun, a leader of
the Four Seas gang, was extremely close to Chiang Chu-ping, a businessman
who was considered to be the “money man” of the gang because of his invest-
ment in the gang’s financial ventures. Both Tsai and Chiang were arrested
during Operation Chih-ping for their use of strong-arm tactics and threats
made in a business deal. On the other hand, gangsters who are interested in
bid rigging also need the help of legitimate contractors. At the very least,
gang members need wealthy businessmen to frequent their sex and gambling
establishments.

One way to get a glimpse of the symbiosis of gangsters, businessmen, and
politicians in Taiwan is when a big brother or one of his immediate family
members passes away. When a “big boss” dies, his followers take the opportu-
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nity to showcase their strengths by inviting rich and powerful dignitaries to
attend the funeral. The latter are usually more than happy to come and pay
tribute and show their connections to a powerful gang. Other big brothers
will also attend, not only because it is socially desirable to show their
respect for another gang, but also to showoff their group’s strengths by
coming with dozens of imported luxury cars or horses with their gang’s
flags prominently displayed. For example, the 1988 funeral of a godfa-
ther (Chen Ji-fang 1988b), the 1992 funeral of a Nyo Pu leader’s mother
(Teng Chi-jer 1992), and the 1996 funeral of a Four Seas leader (United
Daily News 12 February 1996) were attended by some of Taiwan’s
most powerful figures from the business, political, and underworld
communities.14

The Transformation of the Nexus

Certainly, the triangular relationship between organized crime, entrepre-
neurs, and corrupt politicians is neither new nor unique to Taiwan. In Italy,
Russia, Colombia, Mexico, Nigeria and many other locales where mafia and
organized crime groups flourish, the nexuses between gangsters, business-
men, and politicians that had developed (Stille 1995; Thoumi 1995; Shelley
1997). Della Porta and Vannucci (1999) have provided a detailed analysis of
the triangular relationship among mafia, tycoons, and politicians in southern
Italy, where these three groups are heavily engaged in what the authors call
“corrupt exchanges.”

As the nexus between the upperworld and the underworld is fortified,
members of the underworld may attempt to transform their criminal identities
into images of legitimate businessmen whenever their societies experience
major changes in the institutional structures of the political economy. For
them, crafting an additional identity of legitimacy as businessmen is just as
effective as the practice of intimidation. The mafia in Italy in the 1970s
became entrepreneurial after they gave up their role as mediators and devoted
themselves to capital accumulation (Arlacchi 1987). The Italian-American
crime families in the United States have been penetrating the legitimate busi-
ness sector since the early twentieth century (Reuter 1985; Anderson 1995;
Jacobs 1999; Kelly 1999). The transformation of mobsters into businessmen was
also observed in Japan (Kaplan and Dubro 1986), Russia (Handelman 1995),
China (Martin 1996), Hong Kong (Chu, 2000), and Colombia (Thoumi 1995).

To protect themselves from judicial intervention, gangsters natu-
rally have a strong desire to establish close relationships with politi-
cians and law enforcement authorities (Hess 1998). The collaboration of
the political establishment with the criminal underworld, the political-crimi-
nal nexus, had been documented and analyzed by scholars such as
Landesco (1968 [1929]), Dorman (1972), Alexander (1985), Small (1995),
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Stille (1995), Martin (1996), and Godson (2001). When mobsters are
under the protection of the political establishment, their ability to commit
crimes with impunity and to corrupt the political establishment elevates the
level of harm they pose to society.

Regardless of how criminals in some areas of the world have successfully
and deeply penetrated the economic and political sectors of their respective
societies, they still remain essentially gangsters who need to hide in dark-
ness, even though they may be extremely rich and powerful. Their ties to
business firms and powerful politicians cannot be publicly flaunted, because
that could result in disentangling the connections. Thus, even though there is
a link between the upperworld and the underworld, the two worlds remain
separate. Members of the two worlds may conspire to commit crimes together
or engage in corrupt exchanges, but they still belong to their respective
worlds and they cannot pretend to be members of the other.

Black gold politics in Taiwan is qualitatively different from the problem
of criminal penetration into business and politics in other parts of the world.
It has evolved from a nexus or a relationship between the upperworld and the
underworld into an integration of the two worlds and the development of
public figures that are at the same time gangsters, entrepreneurs, and politi-
cians in the fullest sense. An influential legislator who is the convener of the
judicial committee of the legislature could also be one of the richest entrepre-
neurs in the country. He could also have proclaimed himself “spiritual leader”
of a powerful gang and be listed as a hoodlum by the authorities. A county
magistrate who was imprisoned as a hoodlum could also be the owner of a
major construction company and other big businesses, and be considered by
his constituents to be the best county executive in Taiwan. The integration of
the upperworld and the underworld in Taiwan resulted in the development of
a morally confusing society where politicians are talking and acting like
gangsters and gangsters are talking and acting like politicians.

Certain influential figures in Taiwan are called huidao figures. They be-
long to both the upperworld and the underworld. It is not always clear what
they really are. Consequently, the line between legitimacy and illegitimacy
is blurred and many people move back and forth across that line.

Because of the development of black gold politics, there is now a symbio-
sis among gangsters, businessmen, and politicians in Taiwan. Worse, many
influential figures occupy all three roles and shift from one role to another,
whichever is most expedient in a given circumstance. Those who are not
“clever” enough to occupy all three roles with credibility will assume one
role and try to have as many friends as possible from the other two worlds.
These people are “complete” in the sense that they have money, power, and
muscle, all of which are considered indispensable in Taiwan’s extremely com-
petitive society. That is why so many wealthy businessmen have entered
politics. They want to ensure that the local or national assemblies will pass
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only government policies that benefit them. Many heidao figures enter poli-
tics to avoid unwanted arrest and punishment by the police.

Conclusion

The problem of heidao penetration into business and politics is often
reported in the media. It is also raised by DPP members whenever they criti-
cize the KMT, and debated by the general public. Many people believe that
gangsters are responsible for almost all social ills in Taiwan, including vote
buying, campaign and street violence, bid-rigging, and poor quality public
construction projects. They assume that once gangsters are removed from the
legitimate business and political arenas, all these problems will disappear.
However, there are also quite a few people who believe that corrupt govern-
ment officials (baidao) and controversial figures (huidao, neither black nor
white but gray) do more harm to society than businessmen and politicians
with heidao backgrounds. Many observers feel that baidao and huidao play a
more significant role than heidao figures in the development and penetration
of black gold politics into important sectors of the society. According to a NP
legislator who is close to black gold figures in the legislature:

 Black gold politics in Taiwan is not as serious as people think it is. Heidao groups
in Taiwan are not well organized and they are not as powerful as the media and the
DPP suggest. There is no doubt that some gangsters are active in local politics, but
nobody really knows how many local deputies are gangsters. Very often, we read in
the newspapers about the percentage of local deputies with a gang background, but
I don’t know how reliable these estimates are. Besides, I don’t know how they
define heidao. People say there are big brother legislators or heidao legislators, but
they are not the worst people in the legislature. Instead, other legislators, take Tseng
Jen-nung [a KMT legislator] for example, are considered the most despicable. You
can say Tseng is a hooligan legislator, or that he is worse than a hooligan. In fact, the
very people that are ruining Taiwan are not heidao figures. Rather, they are the
corrupt officials, the greedy business figures, and people like Lee Teng-hui. These
people’s involvement in illegal activities deserves our utmost concern.

Chien Shih-cheih, the DPP legislator who was assaulted by Lo Fu-chu,
agreed with the NP lawmaker:

It is not easy to say exactly how many heidao legislators are in the Legislative Yuan.
However, I want to stress the point that the existence of heidao legislators is only part
of the problem of black gold politics. There are many non-heidao legislators who are
affiliated with gangsters and are being supported by local factions. They are only
concerned for themselves or the interest groups they represent. In my opinion, they
are the real problem. The problem became especially serious after the abolition of the
provincial government and the arrival in the Legislative Yuan of large numbers of
former provincial assemblymen. These newly elected legislators continued to act as
rudely and shamelessly as they did when they were in the provincial assembly. Since
their arrival, the Legislative Yuan has never been the same.
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Lee Yuan-tseh, the president of Academia Sinica and one of the most influ-
ential figures in Taiwan, also suggested “organized crime is terrible, but cor-
rupt officials are a lot worse” (Liu 2000: 5). According to Lee, the attempt to
dissect black gold politics must focus more on baidao and huidao than on
heidao. In other words, corrupt and incompetent central government offi-
cials, county commissioners, town mayors, local administrators, and greedy
and unethical businessmen are more detrimental to the development of Tai-
wan than heidao elected deputies.

Some believe that heidao people penetrated business and politics at the
invitation of businessmen and politicians. Without the assistance and en-
couragement of the latter, the heidao would never have stood a chance of
making an impact on the business and political worlds. However, when some-
one has to be blamed for campaign violence and bid rigging, those who
initially welcomed the heidao now simply point their fingers at them and
blame them for all the problems. According to Tung Nian-tai, an unofficial
“spokesman” of the underworld:

 What disgusted me the most is that many baidao people use heidao figures and
eventually turn against them. The baidao rely on the heidao in settling financial
disputes, running political campaigns, and doing all sorts of dirty work. But when
baidao people need a scapegoat for the crime problem, the first thing they do is to
blame heidao people. I don’t think it is fair to be harsh with the heidao and to be
lenient with the baidao.

However, it is not easy to differentiate between a heidao figure and a
baidao figure. So many baidao people are affiliated with the heidao and
are actively involved in the kind of activities only heidao figures are
supposed to be involved in. Similarly, many heidao people are associated
with the baidao and often play a key role in the conventional business and
political arenas. In time, the criminalization of the baidao and the “bleach-
ing” of the heidao resulted in the emergence of a large number of huidao
figures, people who are neither heidao nor baidao but who are sufficiently
rich and powerful to pull all the strings behind-the-scenes. They stand to
gain the most.

Black gold politics is basically a collusion of money, brute force, and
political influence. To obtain political influence, one needs money to buy
votes and brute force to assure that vote buying is effective. Gangsters pro-
vide strong-arm tactics and business entrepreneurs offer monetary support. In
return, a politician, after being elected, needs to pay back the gangsters and
the businessmen who have helped him to gain, and usually maintain, politi-
cal power. Later on, gangsters and businessmen came to realize that they did
not need to be merely supporting players. Some gangsters had enough money
and some businessmen had enough connections with gangsters to run for
office themselves. Consequently, the underworld, the business community,
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and the political arena in Taiwan became so entangled that it is almost impos-
sible to differentiate among gangsters, businessmen and politicians.

Case study material of Taiwanese crime and political corruption suggests
a leitmotiv of gangsters cunningly cultivating with money and promises of
power ambitions, and avaricious political actors and politicians luring heidao/
pillars into politics. However, these linkages cannot realistically be con-
strued as a lopsided game of politician/victim and racketeer/victimizer; poli-
tics and organized crime appear to be more symbiotically interlocked so that
the term “partnership” seems more apt as a description of such relationships.
This study is an effort to illuminate how corrupt incentives and opportunities
arise and how a system of illicit privileges and obligations preempts and
excludes legitimate businesspeople and ordinary citizens from economic and
political participation.

Through the infusions of illegal wealth and the utilization of crimino-
genic assets (violence and extortion, in particular), political entrepreneurs
are able to exploit their political environments and interfere with vital com-
munity functions such that the processes of governability are jeopardized.

Factors that contribute to the development of a political-criminal nexus
include types of communities that are economically depressed or under-po-
liticized. In such cases public officials may exercise unbridled power over the
distribution of public benefits and resources. In communities where political
processes are contorted and constricted through a lack of collective political
awareness or because of poor articulation of the linkages between commu-
nity groups and government institutions, patterns of community insulation
result. This leads to diminished leverage on governmental agencies. Predict-
ably, constituent power over political actors and public officials is weakened
and the way is opened for clientelist politics where power becomes increas-
ingly discretionary and where political resources are likely to be dispropor-
tionately allocated and distributed to favored groups and individuals.

Industrial and commercial activities are another setting in which corrup-
tion is the principal means through which organized criminals manage to
insinuate themselves. Further complicating the picture is the fact that crimi-
nals have developed strategies that exploit conditions of vulnerability in
industry. Industry is burdened with a maze of codes, laws and statutes, many
of which are outdated, create administrative sclerosis, discourage competi-
tion and investment, significantly increase building costs, and reduce the
quality of public and private work products. Such conditions provide many
opportunities for organized criminals.

As noted above, gangsters function as “rationalizing agents” in these work
environments, facilitating through extra-legal means the completion of
projects mainly by insuring the reliability of labor inputs, and through inter-
ventions into the construction process in other ways– primarily by stabiliz-
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ing the flow of supplies and building materials for a nominal economic rent—
or pay off.

In this case, a “crust” of regulatory protocols and mechanisms apparently
engineer informal methods, which are less constrained by laws, unclog the
system, get things done. Not only are laws circumvented and the components
of the industry compromised but builders themselves become enveloped in
the nexus through racketeer-dominated associations of builders that are noth-
ing less than construction firm cartels.

This brings us to the issue of counter-strategies of control and contain-
ment, ways in which linkages among political authorities, gangsters and
businesspeople can be broken and the criminal grip on industries relaxed. In
a business where criminal influence is demonstrably rampant, one reform
approach involves broadening the pool of competitors for public construc-
tion contracts. Another important option entails sweeping changes in the
regulatory statutes that shape the bidding processes in order to make them
more transparent. In the past, a lack of openness in industry appears to have
been a major factor precipitating widespread collusion among builders. A
third device constitutes an entry barrier or gatekeeping tool that screens
industry participants. It requires state authorities to examine the backgrounds
and performance-related histories of bidders so that, presumably, criminally
tainted firms and individuals can be prevented from obtaining public works
contracts.

Perhaps the most common and widely known type of public susceptibility
to corruption is the financing of electoral campaigns. It would seem espe-
cially difficult to generate substantive, legitimate funding in a climate of
voter complacency, and desperation in communities that are impoverished.
Electoral campaigns oblige politicians to turn to the private sector for sup-
port and resources and this is conducive to alliances and networks of crimi-
nals and political actors.

Another aspect of the political-criminal nexus that needs to be explored in
both its historic contexts and contemporary settings is how the scope of
governmental control policies, which have expanded over the past two de-
cades may actually contribute to the growth of political/criminal connec-
tions. As governmental regulatory activity increases, the candidates for
corruption may grow more numerous as more officials and authorities func-
tion in environments where criminal corruption is present.

Notes

1. The Republic of China on Taiwan officially uses the Wade-Giles system to translit-
erate names from Chinese, and the People’s Republic uses the pinyin system.
Therefore, this chapter uses Wade-Giles for names from or associated with Tai-
wan, and the pinyin system for names from or associated with the PRC. Because
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the pinyin system is more widely used than the Wade-Giles system, names that are
not from or associated with Taiwan will also use the pinyin system.

2. In this chapter, if the source is in English, I indicate only the last name of the
author(s). If the source is in Chinese, I indicate the full name of the author(s) (last
name first and followed by first name).

3. People on Taiwan categorize each other according to their place of origin: Taiwan
or the mainland. The term Mainlander refers to Chinese on Taiwan who either
came from the mainland in the late 1940s or early 1950s or are the Taiwan-born
offspring of those people. Taiwanese refers to only those Han Chinese who al-
ready lived on Taiwan prior to the wave of migration that occurred at the end of the
1940s and the offspring of those people (Wachman 1994).

4. “Jiao” means corner, “tou” means leader, and “jiaotou” means a street corner leader
or influential local figure. Besides individuals, the word is also used to denote a
variety of both criminal and non-criminal local groups. “Jiaotou” was originally
meant to describe those individuals or groups that were instrumental in managing
and operating local temples and organizing religious ceremonies. Even nowadays,
a jiaotou plays an important role in local religious activities (Ho Hoa 1993).

5. Throughout this chapter, I will often quote the 117 subjects I personally inter-
viewed. To avoid redundancy, whenever I quote one of my subjects, I will not
repeat that he or she is my respondent. If someone quoted is not one of my subjects,
I will cite the source.

6. In Taiwan, elected representatives can be categorized into two political levels:
national and local. Nationally elected representatives include legislators, provincial
assembly members, and national assembly members. Both the provincial and the
national assemblies were dissolved in the late 1990s for political and economic
reasons. Locally elected representatives include city/county councilors and town/
township councilors.

7. Chinese secret societies were formed during the Ming era (1368-1644) by patriotic
Chinese for political purposes. These societies, especially the Hung societies and
the Qing societies, played a pivotal role in the overthrow of the Qing dynasty
(1644-1911) and the establishment of the Republic of China. Secret societies
continued to be very active in the political arena thereafter, but some societies or
members also increasingly engaged in criminal activities. After the Communists
took over China in 1949, some branches were reestablished in Hong Kong and
Taiwan. Although the societies have maintained a low profile in the past forty
years, they are now making a comeback in Taiwan, publicly recruiting new mem-
bers and vowing to become more active in politics.

8. The five branches of government are the Executive Yuan, the Legislative Yuan, the
Judicial Yuan, the Examination Yuan, and the Control Yuan. The Judicial Yuan
functions much like the judicial branches of government in other nations.

9. In Taiwan, most sex and entertainment businesses are lumped together and called
“special businesses.”

10. When the respondents were asked, “What makes you feel most ashamed to be
Taiwanese?” 22.9 percent answered “black gold politics,” 15.6 percent said the
“lack of a law-abiding spirit,” 15.1 percent mentioned the “decline in social order,”
and 11.3 percent indicated “low diplomatic status” (Taipei Times, 12 December
1999).

11. Local factions are interest groups formed by local elites with the support of the
KMT. These groups can be found all over the island and, with the blessing of the
Nationalists, they dominate the economic, political, and cultural arenas of local
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communities. In turn, these groups support the KMT as the ruling party and
actively participate in local elections to support KMT candidates (Chen 1996).

12. There are 21 cities and counties (excluding Taipei and Kaohsiung) in Taiwan and
each had its own local government and elected body. The elected body is called a
council, and it has approximately 20 to 50 councilors, depending on the size of the
city or county. Each council has a speaker and a vice speaker, selected among
councilors by the councilors themselves.

13. Business tycoons can get themselves nominated as “legislators at large”—rather
than having to win an election—by funding the election campaigns of a few party
favorites.

14. If politicians do not want to be identified with heidao, especially when it is consid-
ered undesirable under certain circumstances, they will find excuses such as: “As
a political figure, you need to participate in many banquets, and you know that there
are many heidao sharing the same table with you and you can’t really do anything
about it,” or “You can’t really conclude that certain politicians are affiliated with
heidao by observing the politicians’ participation in the heidao or their relatives’
funeral. On most occasions, the politicians have no idea to whom flowers are sent
under his or her name.”
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