
UNDERSTANDING DATA

Environmental crime

A rise in cases
Corporate crimes are often hidden from view and typically involve processes, rather than single events. Nevertheless, they can have a major 
impact on the lives of millions of people. Environmental crime is one aspect of the problem.
The European Union Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation (Eurojust) published a report early in 2021 called Casework on Environmental 
Crime. This report reminds us that environmental crime is expanding rapidly, endangering not only habitats and populations of wildlife but 
entire ecosystems, living environments and financial systems. The report also argues that environmental crime should be recognised as a form of 
organised crime. This would allow a much broader range of investigative tools and resources to be used and it would open up greater prospects of 
cross-border investigations.

A new report shows the scope and impact of this form 
of corporate crime. What can be done to tackle it?

Types of environmental crime
The following crimes are included within the scope of the report: illegal trading in and poaching of wildlife and plants; illegal, unreported and 
unregulated fishing; illegal dumping of, disposal of and trading in, waste and chemicals; illegal trading in ozone-depleting substances; pollution 
crime; illegal mining and trading in precious metals and minerals; illegal logging/deforestation and associated timber trading; environmental crime 
associated with illegal construction; and crime associated with hazardous contamination in food. In the 5-year period between 1 January 2014 and 
31 December 2018 a total of 57 environmental crime cases were registered at Eurojust, with the Netherlands, France and Germany opening the 
most cases. See Figure 1.
The report acknowledges that there is considerable underreporting, as current estimates suggest that environmental crime is the fourth largest 
criminal activity in the world, worth up to US$258 billion annually. The large majority of cases recorded by Eurojust fall into four categories: illegal 
trafficking in waste (15 cases), illegal trafficking in wildlife species (14 cases), pollution crime (13 cases) and illegal trading in hazardous substances 
(8 cases). See Figure 2.

Links to other criminal activity
The report also points out that cross-border environmental crime is often a highly organised version of criminal activity, one that generates 
substantial illegal profits and goes hand in hand with other crimes, such as tax fraud, forgery of documents and money laundering. In total, 
around two thirds of the environmental crime cases referred to Eurojust between 2014 and 2018 concerned other crimes, in addition to 
environmental crime. See Figure 3.
A number of ‘key stakeholders’ in the field of combating environmental crime report that the criminal networks involved here may also be tied up 
in drug trafficking, trafficking of people, firearms trafficking, corruption and the financing of terrorism. The report points out that environmental 
crime is of an economic nature, as its incentive lies mainly in the illegal reduction of economic costs or the generation of illegal profits. Its 
impact is wide ranging, though it is mainly a crime with a voiceless victim. This means that multi-disciplinary cooperation at the national level 
is a precondition of effective cross-border cooperation at the international level. The crime involved here is vast in its scale and consequences, 
compared to the resources currently devoted to fighting it.

John Williams is a managing editor of Sociology Review.

You can access the 2021 Eurojust report on environmental crime here:  
www.tinyurl.com/s6dhr64s.
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Figure 1 Number of environmental cases 
registered (2014–18)
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Figure 2 Type of recorded environmental crimes (2014–18)
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Figure 3 Other crimes associated with environmental crime
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