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As one might expect from a country still largely 

characterised by a past and present of the most 

famed organised crime group in the world, the 

Mafia, Italy continues to be held back by 

institutionalised corruption and crime across 

the public, private and political sectors. That 

things have actually improved from where they 

were ten years ago, suggests not so much that 

this reputation can soon be put to bed, but that 

the bar was so low to begin with that anything, no matter how small, needs to be considered an 

improvement.  

 

Italy is always to be found near the bottom of any Corruption Perceptions Index – this year it is in the 

bottom three in Europe, tied with Poland and above only Hungary. That those two are the most 

authoritarian and problematic states in the EU is no coincidence; and while Italy is not set on the same 

path of deliberate conflict with the EU, it is certainly just as culpable when it comes to actively facilitating 

and passively permitting grand corruption. Successive governments have worked on the principle of ‘crony 

capitalism’, ensuring that their pockets are full at all times while disregarding the rest of the country, and 

Mafia-linked politicians are just as numerous (with arguably greater ability to do damage) as the insidious  

links to business. Organised crime worked less on a sectoral basis than a regional one, with each ‘family’ 

taking a district of Italy for their own – the Camorra in Naples, the ‘Ndranghetta in Calabria, the Mafia 

themselves in Sicily. Such deep-rooted regional ties create three problems: firstly that the individual 

organisation was able to exert political and social influence rather than relying purely on economic weight, 

secondly that they are seen by locals as either a necessary evil or so long-standing that their presence is 

not worth fighting, and thirdly that they become a lot harder to dislodge. While the crime families are happy 

to work through the political system if necessary, for the most part they simply ignore it, not needing to rely 

(as the Eastern European syndicates do) on governmental collusion.  

 

But just as Italy plays host domestically to these various organised criminal groups, its geographic position 

is also leveraged to expand their reach further. The ‘Ndranghetta in particular has a broad reach across 

much of Europe’s coast, able to control and direct trafficking operations across the entire continent, with 

Italy itself serving as a suitable centrepoint to both West and Eastern Europe, taking advantage of both 



 
  

 

Schengen freedoms for shipments arriving by road and the long coastline for those arriving by sea. Three 

further countries are specifically known to be linked to Italian organised crime: Spain for acting as a 

bridging point for South American cocaine, Albania as the throughpoint for trafficking from the Balkans and 

Central Asia, and Malta for its physical closeness and lax oversight alike. The lesson is clear: the reach of 

the Italian organised crime families extends far beyond Italy, and such networks only reinforce their power 

in-country.  

 

It must be noted that reforms have been enacted to lessen the grip that organised crime has on Italy: the 

police are far more aggressive with arresting senior members than in the past, and the ‘Spazzacorrotti’ 

[‘Bribe Destroyer’] bill was a major policy objective of the Five Star movement on their assumption of power 

in 2019. However, two problems still remain. Not only are the Italian political classes now regarded as the 

most corrupt and least trustworthy grouping in Italian society, but the families are still the first port of call 

at regional level for redressing a grievance or seeking help, meaning that the power balance may yet shift 

once more. For many ordinary Italians, blocked by bureaucratic intransigence and politicians concerned 

only with their own careers, the Mafia et al are making them an offer that they cannot refuse.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KCS Group Europe - Strategic Intelligence & Corporate Security 
 
A leading provider of security and intelligence services, we operate discreetly in some of the world’s most difficult environments on complex cases 
of fraud, theft, corruption, or market dynamics. We gather intelligence through the discreet use of human sources to level the playing field and 
help our clients identify and deal with any risks, weaknesses and threats which could impact on their business, financially or reputationally.  
 
Our key areas of expertise include: 

Corporate Intelligence Services - New market or sector entry research - Know your customer screening 
 
In addition, through our specialist team at KCS IS, we offer a unique service in the areas of Cyber Security and Cyber Risk. This covers penetration 
testing, vulnerability assessments, intelligence gathering and cyber security audits - providing unparalleled analysis, contingency planning, and 
implementation. 
 
To find out more or to arrange a meeting to discuss your business needs, please email the team at info@kcsgroupeurope.com or               
call (00 44) 2072451191 


