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Operation Familia coordinated by the US DEA and Europol has seen a total of 16
arrests, 11 in Europe and 5 in Asia, and the seizure of more than one tonne of
cocaine and €2 million in cash.

Law enforcement agencies from across the globe teamed up against a Balkan organised criminal
network suspected of large-scale cocaine trafficking from South America to Europe using private
planes. The investigation was launched and led by the Croatian Police (Policijski nacionalni ured za
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suzbijanje korupcije i organiziranog kriminala) and the Croatian Special Prosecutors’ Office for
Suppression of Corruption and Organised Crime in early 2018. It also involved authorities from
Czechia, Serbia and Slovenia. The operation was carried out simultaneously by agencies from three
different continents – Asia, Europe and South America.


Europe: the Croatian Police were joined by the National Drug Headquarters and Criminal
Police and
Investigation Service from Czechia (Policie České republiky), the Criminal Police from Serbia,
Slovenian National Police (Policija), the French Gendarmerie (Gendarmerie Nationale) the
Swiss Federal Police, Federal Police from Belgium (Federale Politie/Police Fédérale) and the
Italian Finance Corps (Guardia di Finanza);



Asia: customs authorities from Hong Kong, Judicial Police from Macao and the Malaysian
Judicial Police;



South America: the Department for the Suppression of Illegal Drugs from Uruguay and the
Paraguayan National Police, SIU and the National Anti-Drug Secretariat;



US: US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA)  (country offices in Europe, Asia and South
America);



EU agencies: Europol and Frontex .

HOW THE OPERATION NEEDED GLOBAL COOPERATION
The investigation revealed that the Balkan traffickers were not only operating in Europe and South
America, where they prepared several flights from one continent to another between 2018 and 2019
but also in Asia, where they facilitated and coordinated the maritime trafficking of multi-kilogram
quantities of cocaine, mostly in Hong Kong and Macao.
Law enforcement agencies implemented taskforces to identify and target suspects based in Europe,
Asia and South America involved in cocaine trafficking. Parallel investigations carried out under the
umbrella of operation Familia revealed that the organised criminal network had close ties to many
criminal associates and contacts operating out of various EU and non-EU countries (primarily
Australia, Belgium, Costa Rica, Croatia, Czechia, France, Hong Kong, Italy, Macao, Malaysia,
Paraguay, Serbia, Slovenia and Uruguay).
Real-time cooperation of the agencies mentioned led to identifying criminal activities in Europe,
where the authorities from Croatia, Czechia and Serbia took the first steps to dismantle this network
and the source in South America. The joint collaboration of all agencies resulted in seizing cocaine in
May 2019 in Switzerland, after observation operations led by France.
In parallel with the activities in Europe and South America and thanks to the investigation carried out
by the Serbian authorities, another line of criminal activity of the targeted Balkan organised crime
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group was identified in Asia. The coordination of several US DEA country offices in Asia and Europe
led the investigator to identify the Balkan criminal cell that operated out of Asia. The cell received
cocaine shipments trafficked by sea. The investigation ultimately resulted in a multi-kilogram
cocaine seizure carried out by Hong Kong Customs and Macanese Judicial Police.

FINAL RESULTS: €2 MILLION IN CASH AND MORE THAN A TONNE
OF COCAINE SEIZED
Operation Familia resulted in the arrest of a total of 16 individuals, 11 in Europe (Croatia, Czechia,
Serbia and Switzerland) and 5 in Hong Kong. One of the ringleaders, considered as a high-value
target, was arrested in Switzerland, in close cooperation with France, while coordinating a 600 kg
cocaine shipment importation using a private plane. The suspect has an international criminal
background in Europe and beyond. Another high-value target was arrested in Croatia which was the
final hit to the core of the targeted criminal group.
Officers seized more than one tonne of cocaine: 600 kg in Switzerland and 421 kg in Hong Kong. In
Croatia, Czechia, Serbia, Slovenia and Switzerland, €2 million in cash was seized and more than €1
million in luxury goods, such as high-quality watches and vehicles were confiscated.

ACTION COORDINATED BY THE EUROPOL’S DRUGS UNIT
Under the coordination and lead of Europol’s Drugs Unit, several other Europol teams were involved
in providing the support of this international investigation. AP Sustrans (Europol’s analysis project
involved in cases related to organised crime networks involved in money laundering) and Europol’s
EU Internet Referral Unit (EU IRU) developed intelligence for the field investigative teams. Support
was primarily given by setting-up several European and multi-continental coordination meetings,
financial support of the deployment of three investigators during the action day in Switzerland and
France, continuous analysis, cross-checks and other intelligence development provided in real-time.
Frontex , the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, provided technical and operational
assistance.
This operation was a part of a broader European strategy against the Western Balkan organised
crime network known as the Balkan Cartel and its top targets, which was coordinated by Croatia and
supported by many EU and Western Balkan law enforcement authorities, the US DEA and
Europol.
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Watch the video

CRIME AREAS
Drug Trafficking • Cocaine and heroin
TARGET GROUPS General Public • Law Enforcement • Academia • Professor • Students • Researcher •
Press/Journalists • Other
ENTITIES
EU Internet Referal Unit (EU IRU)
OPERATIONS
Other
ORGANISATIONS Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) • European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex)

Source URL: https://www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/balkan-cartel-trafficking-cocaine-around-globein-private-planes-busted

4

