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°aste �riĤe and �rafficěing
�n Fntroduction to °aste �rafficěing 

Waste is created during the entire life cycle of soft or 
hard commodities, from the sourcing of raw materials 
to production and manufacturing, distribution, deliv-
ery, sale, consumption, and end-of-life disposal. Prof-
its in the waste industry accrue both from charging 
for the disposal of waste and from the resale of sub-
stances recovered from waste, where possible. Dif-
ferent types of waste, such as e-waste and plastic, 
and materials to be recycled or incinerated, as well as 
waste intended for different destination regions, fol-
low distinct supply chains. For example, plastics and 
lead-acid batteries are transported along different 
routes, by different actors, to different destinations 
through different methods.

°aste criĤe is unliěe illegal ƍows of natural resources 
or contraband such as metals or wood, or commodities 
such as firearĤs and drugs, Þecause Ĥost waste ini-
tially has a negative value, as the owner is responsible 
for covering its treatment expenses.1 What is waste 
in one place may not be waste in another due to dif-
ferences in legislation as well as waste disposal and 
management capabilities. So, for example, what is 
e-waste in Europe may be second-hand goods else-
where. Complying with waste management regula-
tions is costly for industry, households and the public 
sector, with varying costs depending on the type of 
waste; these costs include collection, transport, treat-
ment and disposal.2

Source: UNODC elaboration
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▪ Collectors
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▪ Waste brokers
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▪ Trading companies
▪ Shipping agents
▪ Helpers loading containers
▪ Drivers, buyers, and other 
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▪ Managers of dumping sites
▪ Accomplices at licensed landfills
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TRANSBOUNDARY MOVEMENT OF WASTE

Possible private actors

• Waste exporter
• �ąipping agent
• Declarant
• Accreditation companies/surveyors
• Transport companies
• °aste Þroěers ɇ dealers
• �ąippling lines

WASTE TREATMENT

Possible private actors

• �onsigneeǮreceiver oÿ tąe ŷaste
• Transport companies
• °aste Þroěers ɇ dealers

Movement of waste
under the scope of

the Basel Convention 
requiring Prior

Informed Consent

Movement of waste out-
side of the scope of the 

Basel Convention, which 
is either not regulated or 
regulated under national 

legislation

Source: Isarin, N., Baez-Camargo, C. and Cabrejo le Roux, A. 2023. Environmental Corruption Deep Dive Series – Nexus Between Corruption 
and Waste Traffickingǡ �asel, Switƅerlandǡ �asel Fnstitute of =overnanceǡ

PRIVATE ACTORS IN THE WASTE INDUSTRY
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Illegal waste disposal or trade can be lucrative when 
waste management and disposal services are offered 
at prices below the costs of following the process-
es and procedures required by law. This reduces the 
costs for those who need to dispose of waste, as well 
as for the disposal by service providers who do not 
follow the law. 

Some categories of waste retain value as certain 
components, like metals, can be recovered, reused, 
or sold to recycling plants.3 This is particularly the 
case with e-waste. This aligns with the concept of a 
circular economy, in which products and materials are 

kept in circulation rather than becoming waste. Waste 
trafficěing underĤines this Ĥodel when waste is dis-
posed of illegally.4

Waste-related offences become waste crime when any 
person engages in the trade, treatment, or disposal of 
waste in ways that breach international or domestic 
legislation. Most data for this report concern cross-
Þorder waste trafficěing or the illegal trafficěing 
of waste; much less information is available about 
the domestic/national treatment of illegal waste or 
domestic/national waste crime. 
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The Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary 
Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal is 
the most comprehensive global instrument governing 
the movement of hazardous waste and other waste 
movement between countries. Almost all countries 
in the world (191 as of 19 October 2025) are party to 
the Basel Convention, which includes the obligation 
to consider that illegal traffic in haƅardous wastes or 
other wastes is criminal.5

Domestic waste crime includes actions that are not 
compliant with legal waste processing occurring at the 
national level, and includes, but is not limited to, illegal 
disposal, illegal incineration, and illegal recycling. The 
legislation of a majority of UN Member States crimi-
nalizes at least one violation of waste-related offences 
and over half of this legislation (99 Member States) 
provides for a penalty of at least four years or more 
in prison, which makes the offence a ‘serious crime’ 
under the United Nations Convention against Trans-
national Organized Crime in those States.6, 7, 8

�he five Ĥain waste categories ÞŽ nuĤÞer of interna-
tionallŽ recorded cases of waste trafficěing under the 
Basel Convention between 2016 and 2023 are electri-
cal and electronic waste (e-waste), mixed waste, end-
of-life vehicles and engines, plastic, and metal and 
ĤetalǸÞearing wastesǡ ̂ ost studies on waste trafficě-
ing focus on plastic and e-waste, despite the fact that 
plastic waste is not one of the most prominent legal 
waste streams by export or import.9 E-waste is con-
sidered one of the fastest growing waste streams.10

“Newer” wastes such as photovoltaic panels have 
also Þeen identified as susceptiÞle to eżploitation ÞŽ 
organized crime groups, as well as plastic waste and 
e-waste.11, 12

Extent and Proceeds

�he gloÞal official legal waste ĤanageĤent Ĥarěet 
was valued at USD 1.2 trillion in 2024, an increase from 
USD 410 billion in 2011.13 Industrial waste is likely to 
be the largest waste category globally, followed by 
agricultural waste, construction and demolition waste, 
and municipal solid waste (see Figure on page 12).14

Hazardous waste, medical waste, and e-waste contrib-
ute much less, but are more costly to manage. Overall, 
97 per cent of global hazardous waste remains with-
in countries, though this differs between low-income 
and high-income countries, with the latter exporting 
more and a few small high-income countries export-
ing most of their hazardous waste.15

One study estimates that in 2022 only 22.3 per cent 
of e-waste was managed in an environmentally sound 
way and that this percentage contained raw materi-
als (iron, gold, copper, etc.) that represented a value 
of USD 28 billion out of the possible 91 billion from 
all e-waste that could have been reclaimed.16 =loÞ-
al municipal solid waste generation is predicted to 
outpace population growth, reaching 3.4 billion Mt 
(metric tons) by 2050.17 It is estimated that one-third 
of global municipal solid waste is not managed in an 
environmentally-sound manner.18

�alculating how Ĥuch profit is Ĥade through ille-
gal activity in the waste industry is complicated, as 
the exact size of the global illegal waste trade is un-
known.19 An additional challenge in estimating the 
value of waste trafficěing is that proceeds of illegal 
waste businesses are comingled with the legal waste 
tradeǡ =loÞal estiĤates for ƓƑƒƑ suggest that profits 
from informally, unregistered and illegally handled 
and unregistered e-waste amounted to between USD 
12.5 billion and USD 18.8 billion annually.20 How much 
of this is specificallŽ illegallŽ handled and therefore 
constitutes waste crime is not known.21 

Based on the three main datasets analysed for this 
study (INTERPOL and World Customs Organization 
reports, and reports by parties to the Basel Conven-
tion), all regions of the world were detected as being 
involved in the illegal export, import or transit of waste 
and/or a combination of these. The undetected portion 
of waste trafficěing is liěelŽ to Þe significantlŽ higher 
than what is detectedǡ Fnsufficient data is availaÞle to 
understand the extent of domestic waste crime (as op-
posed to transÞoundarŽ waste trafficěingǳǡ
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DF<<F��X�F(S f< �X�SSF<¶F_= °�S�(
(and counting it)

Sourceǣ ¯ital °aste =raphics Ɠǡ

(S�F^��(S f< =Xf��X X(=�X °�S�( =(_(���Ff_
(estimated global average for municipal solid waste from 2016, estimated yearly global average for the other 

waste types from 2011–2017)

Source: Kaza et al (2018) What a Waste 2.0. A Global Snapshot on Solid Waste Management to 2050. The World Bank; see also UNEP (2010) 
and (2018) Waste without Frontiers and Waste without Frontiers II.
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Flows of Illegal Waste

UN COMTRADE data indicates that, in the legal mar-
ket, during the period 2017–2023, Northern America22

exported the most waste by value globally in absolute 
volume (USD 206 billion), followed by Western Europe 
(USD 205 billion) and Northern Europe (USD 97 bil-
lion). Eastern Asia (USD 228 billion), Western Europe 
(USD 226 billion) and Southern Europe (USD 92 bil-
lion) imported the most waste by value. 

�he general assuĤption aÞout waste trafficěing is that 
it predominantly goes from high-income countries to 
low-income countries, but also to poorer regions with-
in the North with less regulation and enforcement. Eu-
ropean countries have the highest levels of reporting 
of waste trafficěing and intraǸ(uropean waste traf-
ficěing is found across all three datasetsǡ ff all �a-
sel Convention illegal reported closed cases (9,203), 
4,220 cases between 2016 and 2023 took place within 
Europe, of which 525 were in 2023. 

In 2023, cases related to fuels, paper products, soils 
and healthcare wastes mostly involved Western Eu-
rope. By contrast, Eastern Europe was mostly involved 
in end-of-life vehicles, rubber waste, catalysts, and 
textile wastes. Northern Europe had a noticeable por-
tion of the battery waste cases while Southern Europe 
iĤported the Ĥost Ĥiżed illegal wasteǡȋ

�lastic waste trafficěing involving (urope is prevalent 
in all datasets used for this report. Plastics are cheap-
er to export from Europe, particularly to Asia, rather 
than to treat, because of high labour costs; plastic 
exported from Europe should be pre-sorted (though 
this is not necessarily the case), to make it easier for 
Asian companies to treat. Asia has little infrastructure 
to collect preǸsorted waste, Ĥaěing it difficult to treat 
waste produced in Asia within Asia even though there 
is the capability to treat pre-sorted waste from else-
whereǡ fther identified cases of plastic waste trafficě-
ing were from Europe to Africa and in recent years 
also from Europe to Latin America and the Caribbean.

fverall, there are little data on waste trafficěing not 
involving Europe likely due to lack of data collection 
as well as lack of data sharing in other parts of the 
worldǡ SoĤe cases identified ÞŽ F_�(��fX involved 

haƅardous waste trafficěed froĤ ^eżico to the �nit-
ed States of �Ĥerica and froĤ the �raÞian =ulf to 
Southeast Asia.23 Other cases involved used car tyres 
exported from North America24 and East Asia to West 
Africa, and a mix of hazardous plastic scraps, met-
al scraps and e-waste going from North America to 
East and South Asia.25 Plastic waste is also illegally 
trafficěed Þetween _orth �Ĥerica and �sia,26 but the 
lack of data from North(ern) America regarding waste 
trafficěing iĤpedes full understanding of this regionȃs 
roleǡ FntraǸregional plastic waste trafficěing in �sia is 
also significant, as well as, to a lesser eżtent, intraǸre-
gional occurrences in North and South America and 
the Middle East and North Africa.27, 28

�ctors in °aste �rafficěing

(ach tŽpe of waste criĤe and trafficěing is liěelŽ to 
involve distinct actors at different stages of the supply 
chain. Waste generators may often lack awareness of 
whether the waste will be managed in compliance with 
regulations after it has been collected, even though 
they often have responsibility to do so. Various actors, 
such as factories and retailers, may engage in illegal 
activity, such as illegal dumping – which can overlap 
with pollution crime. 

When waste or second-hand products have been 
generated, the brokers and/or collectors are involved 
in the next stage – often when most of any illegal 
transboundary waste activities start and where en-
forceĤent and regulatorŽ officials are Ĥost engagedǡ 
Collection actors may include informal pickers, com-
munal collectors/consolidators, recycling centres, 
waste takeback systems, refurbishers, charities, in-
ternet platforms, and waste brokers and dealers. 

Once collected, the waste is transported, and this is 
where waste trafficěing ĤaŽ occurǡ �he interiĤ stage 
between collection and transport may involve storage 
and handling, expeditors, shipping agents, terminal 
operators, and shipping companies. Recycling centres 
and refurÞishers, for instance, ĤaŽ first disĤantle and 
recycle waste before it is illegally exported. Fifty per 
cent of the waste trafficěing cases reported under the 
Basel Convention during 2016-2023 involved the ex-
porter, and over 60 per cent involved the exporter or 
generator.
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Eventually, the illegal export reaches its destination, 
where disposal, including operations such as recy-
cling, may occur, and ultimately, the waste may be 
subject to burning and dumping. 

An INTERPOL analysis of 27 organized pollution crime 
cases, 22 of which were waste crime, from 19 coun-
tries, suggests three different roles carried out by 
suspects:29

1. Initiation of the business and procurement of waste, 
typically involving companies or individuals based 
in the country where the crime or criminal group 
originates. They plan and arrange the illegal busi-
ness, such as collecting waste, and they include 
collectors, buyers, drivers and consignees.

2. Brokering and transportation by intermediaries, 
who provide administrative, commercial distribu-
tion, and logistical services to facilitate the offenc-
es. They may be part of the same criminal group or 
external actors contracted for their services, and 
they handle documentation, sourcing commercial 
partners and destination sites, and transportation. 
Examples include waste brokers, exporters, trading 
companies, shipping agents, helpers loading con-
tainers, drivers, buyers and other facilitators. 

3. Reception and treatment and/or retail of waste – the 
final stage of the offence, where the waste recipi-
ents organize disposal or commercialization. These 
actors include managers of dumping sites, accom-
plices at licenced landfills, individuals contracted 
to dump waste, business partners in destination 
countries, wholesale agents and retailers of reus-
able or recycled products.

Further disaggregated data or information on offend-
ers – such as natural or legal person, sex, nationality, 
gender, number of offenders, level of organization – in 
recorded waste trafficěing cases are not availaÞleǡ 
However, a majority of the illegal closed cases re-
ported under the Basel Convention appear to involve 
corporate actors (i.e., brokers, exporters, generators, 
distributors). 

In domestic waste crime, the offenders may be small 
companies or individuals dealing with waste storage, 
for instance where there is a lack of permit for storing 
such wastes, which are often hazardous. However, in 

Italy and Eastern Europe, for example, research has 
highlighted that corporations and organized crime 
groups ǲf�=sǳ ĤaŽ also Þe engaged in coordinated 
illegal waste dumping.30, 31 , 32

Most actors seem highly knowledgeable about leg-
islation and regulations, with waste trafficěing re-
quiring a high level of expertise. The complexity of 
waste trafficěing reŊuires a sophisticated logistical 
arrangement to coordinate the different steps, includ-
ing waste collection, export, import, and delivery and 
disposal, which are often carried out by distinct opera-
tors situated in various global locations. Some general 
characteristics of f�=s in the (� involved in waste 
crimes, according to several different studies, include 
being geographically mobile and seeking regions with 
favourable regulatory conditions for their criminal ac-
tivities;33 demonstrating a strong understanding of 
vulnerabilities within waste control systems;34 and 
displaŽing high ƍeżiÞilitŽ and rapid adaptaÞilitŽ to 
market and regulatory shifts.35

f�=s have Þeen found involved in waste criĤe cases 
around the world, ranging from local illegal activities 
to largeǸscale intercontinental trafficěingǡ �ccord-
ing to F_�(��fX, aĤong f�=s engaged in pollution 
criĤe, and waste trafficěing specificallŽ, ĤanŽ oper-
ations involve legitimate companies with decentral-
ized networks and chains of individual actors.36 f�=s 
involved in waste trafficěing in (urope, for eżaĤple, 
frequently use legal business structures to facilitate 
criminal activities. Offenders may be frequently asso-
ciated with other tŽpes of criĤes, such asǣ financial 
crimes, theft, tax evasion, document fraud, corruption, 
extortion, illegal drug production, public embezzle-
Ĥent, iĤĤigration offences, aÞuse of office, intiĤida-
tion and threats, illegal eĤploŽĤent, drug trafficěing, 
illegal trade of explosives, violations of consumer 
rights, vehicle theft, money-laundering, and labour 
exploitation.37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42

�orporate involveĤent in waste criĤe and trafficěing 
varies. Some companies do not comply with regula-
tions, others knowingly acquire illegal services and 
still others coĤĤit waste trafficěing offences theĤ-
selves, having parallel illegal operations.43, 44, 45 In the 
(�, for eżaĤple, criĤinal activitŽ has Þeen identified 
in collection and treatment companies, recycling fa-
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cilities, trading and stocě coĤpanies, transport firĤs, 
and logistics businesses.46 In the e-waste sector in 
Europe in particular, legal businesses such as waste 
management companies, recyclers/end processors, 
sorting/consolidation sites, freight forwarder/logis-
tics operators, informal collectors, e-waste brokers 
and internet traders have also been involved in the il-
legal trade to an unspecified degreeǡ47 In some cases, 
waste trafficěers control the entire processing cŽcle, 
from the country of export to the country of import 
and possess suÞstantial huĤan and financial resourc-
es.48 

One trend in the EU in waste crime is that multiple 
companies are owned by the same individuals, and 
the companies frequently change management and 
terminate after a short period of time so that a new 
entity, owned and organized by the same group, can 
take over the business.49 Different stages of the waste 
cycles may be purposely located in separate jurisdic-
tions to avoid detection.50, 51 However, the extent of 
registered companies’ involvement in illegal waste 
trade relative to that of f�=s and their use of legal 
businesses as front companies remains unclear.52

THE T WO MAIN CRIMINAL STRUCTURES INVOLVED
F_ °�S�( ���<<F�VF_=

Source: UNODC. 2024. Cash in the Trash. Bangkok, Thailand.

Modus Operandi for Waste 
�rafficěing

�he specific Ĥodus operandi depends on factors such 
as the tŽpe of waste Þeing trafficěed and its destina-
tion, whether it remains within a region or is exported 
elsewhere within or outside the region. Types of waste 
crime in the area of waste treatment include actions 
that bypass legal waste processing, occurring at the 
domestic level, and include illegal disposal, illegal in-
cineration and illegal recycling.53 Methods in illegal 
waste disposal and treatment include mixing waste 

with other materials, storing it illegally in warehouses, 
burning it, using it as fuel, burying it underground or 
dumping it in nature.54 Waste may also be disposed of 
and concealed in the foundations of new construction 
sitesǡ <or instance, a construction firĤ in South �frica 
pleaded guilty to violating the National Environmental 
Management Waste Act when it was discovered they 
had used Þuilding waste to fill in wetlands where theŽ 
were building new homes.55

Fn ŷaste traÿficěing casesǢ f�=s ŠsŠallŽ 
have a hierarchical structure with a 
centralized command.

f�=s are aÞle to Ĥanage tąe entire 
criĤe cŽcle tąroŠgą a centraliƅed 
decisionǸĤaěing process and strict 
chain of command.

� legitiĤate coĤpanŽ operating in tąe 
environmental compliance sector may 
engage in illegal ÞŠsiness practices to 
increase tąeir profits or cŠt tąeir costsǡ

This may involve a more flexible 
strŠctŠre consisting oÿ decentraliƅed 
chains of individuals or clusters of 
coĤpanies or criĤinal groŠpsǡ �Šcą a 
structure better serves the purpose of 
traÿficěing ŷaste across Þordersǡ

ORGANIZED CRIMINAL GROUP LEGITIMATE COMPANY
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Criminal groups may establish illegal processing fa-
cilities for activities like e-waste disposal, leading to 
severe environmental damage.56, 57 Legal waste pro-
cessing companies may be used as a front company to 
conceal illegal activities such as pouring liquid waste 
into streams or lakes, disposing of liquid or semi-liquid 
waste onto cultivated land, incorporating waste into 
production cycles (e.g., burning waste to generate en-
ergy), and fraudulently labelling hazardous waste as 
non-hazardous.58 ȋ

Waste brokers obtain and produce fraudulent autho-
rizations and documents, which can misreport prices 
and contents, making the illegal appear legal so that 
it can be transported for treatment or disposal.59 Web-
sites and online platforms advertise illegal products 
and services and are used by waste management 
companies and brokers in the EU to coordinate ille-
gal activities with non-EU actors.60 The utilization of 
violence is not prevalent in waste-related crimes, al-
though it exists. When violence is associated with this 
tŽpe of criĤe, F_�(��fX suggests it is a significant 
indicator of the involveĤent of f�=sǡ61

°aste trafficěing, which involves the transÞoundarŽ 
movement of waste which does not follow export 
and/or import regulations at the international level, 
encompasses illegal shipment of waste, violating re-
strictions of the origin and destination country, and/
or violating waste treatment requirements.62 Available 
evidence suggests that operational methods used in 
waste trafficěing ĤaŽ includeǣ63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 71, 72

• Declassifying hazardous waste as non-hazardous 
wasteǡȋ

• Mislabelling and making false declarations 
regarding the content of shipments, including 
not disclosing that the waste is haƅardousǡȋ

• Using fraudulent authorizations to give the
appearance of legalitŽ to the wasteǡȋ

• �oncealing waste aĤong legal shipĤentsǡȋȋ

• Mixing hazardous waste with non-hazardous 
wasteǡȋȋ

• (staÞlishing front coĤpanies to traffic waste 
under the guise of legitimacy.

• <alsifŽing certified docuĤents or other docu-
mentation, often involving corrupt practices. 
Documents commonly targeted for fraud include, 
but are not limited to: licences, waste processing 
invoices, eżportǮiĤport docuĤents, notification 
and movement documents, and packaging waste 
recoverŽ notesǡȋ

• Using transit countries to obscure the route and 
Ĥaěe the trafficěing harder to detectǡȋ

• Unlawfully labelling waste as second-hand 
productsǡȋ

• Taking advantage of changes in regulations to 
exploit potential enforcement gaps while being 
iĤpleĤentedǡȋ

• �aěing advantage of price ƍuctuations in the 
waste market, e.g. by managing illegal disposal 
sites to attract illegal business when the legal 
Ĥarěet prices for disposal increaseǡȋ

• Changing operational methods as soon as their 
illegal activities are detected ÞŽ authoritiesǡȋ

• Alternating between legal and illegal activities 
and moving swiftly between companies, through 
developing considerable contacts within the 
waste industrŽǡȋ

• �articipating in other tŽpes of trafficěing siĤulta-
neouslŽ Ǻ shared routes, criĤinal affiliations and 
logistical assets lowers operational expenses 
and ĤażiĤiƅes the profitsǡȋ

�aŽĤents in the conteżt of waste trafficěing often 
happen online or over the phone; the use of online 
platforĤs Ĥaěes it difficult to trace these transactions 
and the connections between suspects unless special 
investigation methods are used.73 

Drivers and Enablers

Financial motives are the primary driving factors for 
committing waste offences.74, 75, 76, 77, 78 For instance, in 
the EU there is a growing demand for illegal waste dis-
posal services due to stricter waste regulations and 
increased legal disposal costs.79, 80 Companies may 
looě to reduce production costs and ĤażiĤiƅe profits, 
and illegal waste disposal can cut costs. Individuals 
who commit crimes take advantage of businesses un-
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der financial pressure and Þusinesses cut cornersǡ Fn 
the waste industry, it is particularly easy to undercut 
legal coĤpetitors, ÞŽ providing Ĥore costǸefficient 
options for waste disposal through dumping.81 When 
illegal activities divert profits froĤ legal coĤpetitors, 
it affects the entire waste market, including recy-
cling.82 The absence of strict standards, or the failure 
to respect existing rules, allows actors on the waste 
market to avoid certain costs and thus increase their 
final profitǡ Such Þehaviour is criĤinal when adopted 
as a deliberate ploy in a regulated context. However, 
destination countries of illegal waste shipments may 
have few environmental regulations and implement-
ing the existing framework is often hampered by cor-
ruption and lack of enforcement capacity, knowledge 
and technology.83

When the market values of raw materials are high – 
like for metal – extracting them illegally from waste 
becomes a lucrative business. In many instances in the 
case of (urope, the fines iĤposed have Þeen lower 
than the profits that can Þe earned froĤ a single illegal 
e-waste shipment.84 At the same time, many jobs and 
activities in destination countries Þenefit froĤ such 
illegal e-waste shipments. However, the most numer-
ous jobs are probably informal waste pickers working 
on landfills in ĤanŽ cities in the developing world, who 
can suffer various negative health impacts.85 

Similar issues can be observed in the international re-
cycling market for ocean-going vessels, where illegal 
shipbreaking is prevalent. Iron or steel make up 80-90 
per cent of a ship and represent a valuable source of 
scrap steel for construction, for example. The amount 
of energy required by recycling processes is generally 
Ĥuch lower than for refining Ĥetal froĤ ore and for 
several countries, especially where natural resourc-
es are scarce, this market represents a vital source 
for national supply.86 Metal scrap is not generally 
hazardous, but when contaminated with hazardous 
substances export restrictions of the Basel Conven-
tion apply. If international regulations are not properly 
enforced or circumvented, hazardous substances will 
continue to accumulate, causing fatalities, injuries 
and environmental damage. Simply imposing bans on 
the export of end-of-life ships often leads shipowners 
to eżploit loopholes liěe ƍags of convenience to avoid 
compliance.87

Restrictions and import bans on plastics have led to 
an increase in illegal recycling facilities and illegal 
landfills in eĤerging �sian iĤport nations with liĤited 
enforcement capabilities.88 The increasing intra-Euro-
pean plastic waste market is also assumed to be vul-
neraÞle to Ĥanipulation ÞŽ f�=sǤ there is a surplus in 
plastic waste, and difficulties in treating, Ĥonitoring 
and finding disposal places creates openings for op-
portunistic crime.89 

Fundamental to pollution criminality, including the 
waste sector, is the aÞilitŽ to infiltrate the puÞlic sec-
tor and local politics.90 �oth f�=s and corporations 
employ corruption to hide illegal waste within legal 
waste streaĤs with varŽing degrees of capture or infil-
tration of the regulatory or enforcement communities. 
Public sector employees may actively engage in the 
coĤĤission of criĤes to share the profits and advan-
tages and often play a crucial role in facilitating two 
types of offences in particular: those related to the 
misuse of municipal areas (such as illegal waste dis-
posal in landfillsǳ and those involving Ĥanipulation of 
the public administration.91

Criminals may use legal businesses to bribe corrupt 
officials, engage corrupted puÞlic officials such as 
custoĤs officials or other puÞlic supervisors to oÞtain 
authorizations or bypass security checks,92 or use 
captured puÞlic officials to facilitate criĤinal activitŽ 
ÞŽ providing confidential inforĤation or ÞŽ disrupting 
enforcement.93

There is a lack of or weak oversight of the production 
of waste during extraction of raw materials, produc-
tion and manufacturing, which are not covered by 
the Basel Convention. The traceability of waste, both 
domestically and transboundary, plays a vital role in 
identifying the source, consignee, broker, and other 
investigative leads.94

Legislative gaps, limited enforcement capacities, 
lack of traceability and low penalties are facilitators 
of waste crime.95, 96, 97, 98 Furthermore, at least in rela-
tion to the EU, one study found that when general law 
enforcement personnel, prosecutors, and judges are 
tasked with handling crimes that affect the environ-
ment alongside various other offences, they may be 
unable to acquire the necessary expertise to effec-
tively address the complexities of these crimes, which 
are highly technical in nature.99
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There are advantages and disadvantages of spe-
cialized environmental authorities or environmental 
protection agencies to managing different types of 
crimes that affect the environment including waste 
crimes, but these regulators often lack investigative 
powers, and they cannot operate independently from 
law enforcement.100, 101, 102 Conversely, law enforcement 
authorities possess investigative powers but typically 
lack specialized knowledge in waste offences. If rele-
vant authorities do not collaÞorate, this leads to diffi-
culties for those tasked with investigation in identify-
ing crimes that affect the environment and gathering 
essential evidence for successful prosecution.103

Impacts

°aste trafficěing generates large profits for soĤe, 
but it creates costs for others. The legal waste recy-
cling industrŽ suffers significant losses froĤ illegal 
actions. The cleaning and restoration costs that are a 
consequence of improper waste management for the 
society can be substantial. For example, the clean-up 
cost per unauthoriƅed landfill that followed illegal 
waste dumping in the cases analysed by INTERPOL in 
2018 amounted to USD 15.6 million on average.104 Ex-
porting countries have also experienced an increase 
in illegal landfills, together with Þoth accidental and 
intentional waste firesǤ these waste fires liěelŽ affect 
import countries too, such as those in South-East Asia 
as well as in Europe.105

In addition, waste at all stages of the supply chain – 
from extraction and industrial activities to collection 
and disposal Ǻ can have significant conseŊuences on 
the people working with the waste (as well as people 
living near it). Low-income countries in particular can 
struggle with environmentally-sound waste manage-
ment, resulting in hazardous waste being mixed with 
municipal waste and/or workers not being properly 
equipped with safety gear.106 In areas where waste 
is duĤped or in accessiÞle landfills, an inforĤal sec-
tor (not necessarily illegal or scavenging) has arisen 
where people collect valuable components from the 
waste. There are health implications for these unpro-
tected waste workers from the components of various 
kinds of waste.ȋȋ
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�esponse to °aste �rafficěing

�erhaps the Ĥost significant international collaÞo-
ration to coĤÞat waste trafficěing is (_<f��( Ǻ �he 
Environmental Network for Optimizing Regulatory 
�oĤpliance on Fllegal �raffic, officiallŽ estaÞlished ÞŽ 
decision BC – 11/8 of the Basel Convention in 2013.107

The membership of ENFORCE consists of UN Member 
States representing the different regions, Basel Con-
vention regional and coordinating centres, the World 
Customs Organization, INTERPOL, UNEP and UNODC, 
among others.108 Civil society organizations working 
on waste trafficěing are also eligiÞle for consideration, 
as are other organiƅations that Ĥight contriÞuteǡȋ

The activities of ENFORCE centre on training tools and 
information sessions, information exchange on good 
practices and techniques, monitoring and reporting on 
progress in training, ensuring sustainability of all ef-
forts, improving understanding of the challenges and 
needs of stakeholders, developing common approach-
es and strategies promoting dialogue, cooperation 
and coordination between members, and increasing 
the visibility of efforts aimed at preventing and com-
Þating illegal waste trafficěingǡ109

Further research is needed in terms of what sanctions 
are given as well as to better understand the impact 
of those sanctions on the range of offenders.110, 111 In 
the case of e-waste in the EU, research has suggest-
ed that adĤinistrative fines are often too low to deter 
offenders.112

In addition, there are limited resources for the en-
forcement of laws and regulations for waste in most 
countries.113 In the EU, the combination of a scarcity of 
resources and lack of dedicated enforcement bodies 
results in hurdles, including ineffective cooperation, 
limited inspections, and underutilization of relevant 
data by law enforcement agencies.114 According to the 
European Commission and INTERPOL, only two per 
cent of all the world’s maritime containers are phys-
ically inspected by customs authorities and of that 
two per cent, only a small number of containers are 
inspected for waste, such as e-waste.115, 116

In the EU, law enforcement operations have revealed 
there is scarcity of dedicated units addressing waste 

crimes.117, 118 According to INTERPOL, issues extend 
beyond ineffective cooperation within countries to 
include problems in international cooperation when 
roles among domestic authorities are unclear.119 Fur-
ther eżacerÞating the proÞleĤ is the lacě of a unified 
information system among national agencies and a 
lack of international information sharing.120

Detecting illegal activity by corporations can be 
particularly challenging for law enforcement as the 
criminal justice system is not necessarily involved in 
overseeing corporate behaviour. In the e-waste sector 
for instance, as with many corporations, businesses 
self-regulate.121 Some governments rely on business-
es themselves to monitor their compliance with the 
law.122, 123

VeŽ findings

1. Waste trafficking and waste crime affects us all 
but data are scarce and geographically skewed.

Based on the three main datasets analysed for 
this study, all regions of the world are involved in 
waste trafficěing, including eżport, iĤport, tran-
sit and/or a combination of these. However, the 
availaÞle data on waste trafficěing, particularlŽ 
the illegal closed cases reported under the Basel 
Convention, are geographically skewed with little 
data availaÞle on waste trafficěing not involving 
Europe. This means that it is neither possible to 
estimate the extent and value of global waste traf-
ficěing, nor to Ĥap gloÞal illegal wasteǡ 

Very limited information is available about nation-
al level waste crime, including its transboundary 
impacts.

2. The growing waste management market and 
stricter rules for disposal could offer increased 
opportunities for criminal actors to make profit.

Fllegal waste disposal or trade is profitaÞle for 
both the supply and demand side when waste 
management and disposal services that do not 
follow expensive legally required processes and 
procedures are offered at a lower price. Some 
components in waste, like metals, maintain their 
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value and can be recovered, reused, or sold to re-
cŽcling plants and further profits can Þe Ĥade ÞŽ 
circumventing the expensive processing and pro-
cedures required by law. Since global waste gen-
eration is expected to grow and, at the same time, 
the requirements for environmentally sound waste 
management will make waste disposal more cost-
ly, there could be increased opportunities for crim-
inal actors to Ĥaěe profitsǡ

3. Waste crime involves organized crime groups, 
which frequently use legal business structures 
to facilitate criminal activities, as well as legiti-
mate companies involved in illegal business prac-
tices.

f�=s have Þeen found involved in waste criĤe 
cases around the world, ranging from local illegal 
activities to largeǸscale intercontinental trafficě-
ingǡ F_�(��fXȃs analŽsis of f�=s engaged in pol-
lution criĤe, and waste trafficěing specificallŽ, has 
found that f�=s utiliƅe decentraliƅed networěs 
and chains of individual actorsǡ f�=s involved 
in waste trafficěing in (urope, for eżaĤple, fre-
quently use legal business structures to facilitate 
criminal activities. Corporate involvement in waste 
criĤe and trafficěing variesǡ SoĤe coĤpanies do 
not comply with regulations, others knowingly ac-
quire illegal services and still others have parallel 
illegal operations.

4. The complexity of the waste supply chain and 
waste management processes increases vulner-
ability to illegality and creates challenges for the 
criminal justice system.

Tracking waste is challenging due to the lack of 
harmonization of waste codes used to categorize 
waste across trade platforms (e.g., the Basel Con-
vention, UN COMTRADE and regional tracking like 
the European Union), fraud and forgery of logistics 
documentation, the use of front and shell compa-

nies, and the involvement of multiple actors and 
geographic locations. In addition, evidencing the 
harĤs created ÞŽ waste criĤe and trafficěing re-
quires knowledge of chemicals and the impacts of 
pollution, and creates challenges for the criminal 
justice system.

Specialized environmental authorities or envi-
ronmental protection agencies possess the nec-
essary knowledge to manage different types 
of crimes that affect the environment, including 
waste crimes, but often lack investigative pow-
ers and cannot operate independently from law 
enforceĤentǡ �his Ĥaěes it difficult to hold those 
responsible accountable.

5. Legal and illegal waste flows often burden low-in-
come regions and countries with environmental 
and public health threats. 

Of all the waste generated worldwide only a small 
percentage is exported. Regarding hazardous 
waste globally, 97 per cent remains within coun-
tries, though this differs between low-income and 
high-income countries, with the latter exporting 
more and a few small high-income countries ex-
porting most of their hazardous waste. 

°astes that are difficult and eżpensive to dispose 
of often burden low-income regions with pollution 
and environmental and public health threats. In-
formal waste recycling is also a common livelihood 
for the poor in low- and middle-income countries 
and is not necessarily illegal. However, it offers op-
portunities for waste exporters to circumvent the 
law or dispose of waste illegally.
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�olicŽ FĤplicationsȋ

�he necessarŽ responses to waste criĤe and trafficě-
ing, as with other crimes that affect the environment, 
revolve around improving knowledge, data and aware-
ness; improving the harmonization of legislation and 
ensuring the penalties are effective, proportionate 
and dissuasiveǤ increasing the huĤan and financial 
resources dedicated to combating waste crime and 
trafficěingǤ and iĤproving enforceĤent and corporate 
governance, particularly the accountability of legal 
personsǡ ȋ

1. Efforts to track waste from generation to disposal 
will help tackle illegality. For tracing to work, in-
tra-national and international cooperation along 
with continued improvement of implementation of 
the harĤoniƅed forĤal definitions of waste, guide-
lines, and waste codes provided by the Basel Con-
vention, and improvement on reporting obligations 
are essential. Harmonizing minimum standards on 
offences and provisions can also simplify enforce-
Ĥent in crossǸÞorder casesǡȋ

2. Corporate accountability is key to combating 
waste criĤe and trafficěingǡ FĤproveĤents to cor-
porate reporting on waste production and handling 
are needed. Whereas there are efforts such as the 
=loÞal �eporting Fnitiative to have waste coĤpanies 
report their waste generation, its impact on the 
environment and how waste is managed, more in-
formation is needed to ensure the uptake of such 
voluntary schemes and their effectiveness. Ad-
dressing corporate liability and appropriate penal-
ties for legal persons for crimes that affect the 
environment, particularly in the waste sector, is key. 
Establishing a system for criminal enforcement and 
punishment for legal persons is essential. For large-
scale and/or recidivist corporate offenders and 
those linked to or acting as organized criminal 
groups, utilization of the United Nations Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime can provide 
additional tools for law enforcement to respond.

3. Waste exporting countries should ensure illegal 
waste shipments are not leaving their ports. The 
added value of investigations into potential corrup-
tion aĤong Þorder and frontline officers, especial-
ly regarding the illegal movement of environmen-
tally sensitive goods such as waste, should be 
reviewed. This could be a strategy to enhance de-
tection accuracy, preventing more illegal shipments 
before export rather than the burden being placed 
solely on the detection of illegal imports during 
inspections on arrival. 

4. To prevent illegal waste management and dispos-
al in low- and middle-income countries, the inter-
national community should consider supporting 
countries that lack the capacity to deal safely with 
hazardous waste and/or recycling material, in 
particular if there is an existing informal economy 
and market for reuse. Domestic waste crime should 
receive at least as much attention as waste traf-
ficěingǡ

5. Effective communication of updates to import 
regulations to relevant organizations and other 
states is crucial to share information, raise aware-
ness of regulatory frameworks and requirements, 
and adapt to evolving market and regulatory chang-
es.

6. Platforms exist to improve data harmonization, col-
lection and analysis, but there is a need for target-
ed capacity-building and outreach by international 
organizations to increase reporting. Changing and 
new Ĥodus operandi of waste criĤe and trafficěing 
need to be more widely shared via improved inter-
national information-sharing mechanisms.
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Definitions124

Wastes, under the 1989 Basel Convention on the Con-
trol of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes 
and their Disposal (Basel Convention), “are substances 
or objects which are disposed of or are intended to be 
disposed of or are required to be disposed of by the 
provisions of national law”.125

The Basel Convention is the most comprehensive glob-
al environmental instrument governing the movement 
of hazardous wastes and other wastes between coun-
tries (see Box 2). Hazardous wastes for the purpose of 
the Basel Convention are listed in Annex I and other 
annexes126 127 to the Convention and/or those considered 
to be hazardous under national legislation. The Con-
vention also sets out hazardous wastes that are ex-
cluded from its scope, notably wastes which, as a result 
of being radioactive, are subject to other international 
control systems. These would include, for example, 
radioactive substances and waste from normal opera-
tions of ships covered by other conventions (the Joint 
Convention on the Safety of Spent Fuel Management 
and on the Safety of Radioactive Waste Management, 
and the International Convention for the Prevention of 
Pollution from Ships (MARPOL)). Other categories of 
waste requiring special consideration are listed in An-
nex II. It is important to highlight that though the Basel 
Convention promotes the environmentally sound man-
agement of waste, it does not address domestic waste 
crime occurring within a single country.

Waste management encompasses the collection, 
transport and disposal of hazardous wastes or other 
waste, including after-care of disposal sites.128 Dispos-
al also includes recycling and other forms of resource 
recovery, direct re-use or alternative uses.129

There are numerous natural and legal persons involved 
in the transboundary movement and management of 
waste, including but not limited to exporters, importers, 
and carriers. There are also generators, defined as ȀanŽ 
person whose activity produces hazardous wastes or 

other wastes or, if that person is not known, the person 
who is in possession and/or control of those wastes”, 
and disposers, who are “any person to whom hazardous 
wastes or other wastes are shipped and who carries 
out the disposal of such wastes”.130

As set out in Part 1 of the UNODC Global Analysis on 
Crimes that Affect the Environment,131 waste-related 
offences become waste crime when any person en-
gages in the trade, treatment, or disposal of waste in 
ways that breach international or domestic legisla-
tion.132 133 This part categorizes illegal activities that 
constitute waste crime into two main groups: 1. domes-
tic/national treatment of illegal waste or domestic/
national waste crime and 2. cross-border waste traf-
ficking or illegal traffic of waste.134 The former includes 
actions that are not compliant with legal waste pro-
cessing, occurring at the domestic/national level, and 
includes, but is not limited to, illegal disposal, illegal 
incineration, and illegal recycling. The latter corre-
sponds to the Basel Convention, which is focused on 
international trade and trafficěingǡ �he �asel �onven-
tion is the only international convention related to the 
environment that requires criminalization of illegal 
trafficǡ135 The exact activities to be criminalized are 
listed in Article 9, paragraph 1 on Illegal Traffic, name-
ly any transboundary movement of hazardous wastes 
or other wastes:

Ȁǲaǳȋwithout notification pursuant to the provisions 
of the Convention to all States concerned; or (b) 
without the consent pursuant to the provisions of 
this Convention of a State concerned; or (c) with 
consent obtained from States concerned through 
falsification, Ĥisrepresentation or fraudǤ or ǲdǳ that 
does not conform in a material way with the doc-
uĤentsǤ or ǲeǳȋthat results in deliÞerate disposal 
(e.g. dumping) of hazardous wastes or other wastes 
in contravention of this Convention and of general 
principles of international law, shall be deemed to 
be illegal traffic” [emphasis added].”136
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Introduction

The illegal dumping, burning, movement, shipping, and 
disposal of all kinds of waste occurs throughout the 
world and contributes to the pollution of air, soil and 
water. This part of the Global Analysis on Crimes that 
Affect the Environment provides a global overview of 
what is known about the nature and extent of trans-
ÞoundarŽ waste trafficěing, as well as highlighting the 
lack of data on domestic (national) waste crime that 
occurs within countries and other illegal trade-related 
data gaps, such as for certain geographies (non-Euro-

pean countries) and types of waste. This analysis is set 
within the context of the legal waste industry as it is 
critical to understand how legitimate and criminal ac-
tivities interact in this sector and to identify vulnera-
bilities in the supply chain. The criminal actors involved 
in waste criĤe and trafficěing are detailed as well as 
the methods they use to commit these crimes. The law 
enforcement responses and policy implications are 
also analysed. 

Figure 1 – State of criminalization of waste-related offences
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The legislation of a majority of UN Member States crim-
inalizes at least one violation of waste-related offenc-
es and over half of this legislation (of 99 Member 
States) provides for a penalty of at least four years or 
more in prison, which makes the offence a ‘serious 
crime’ under the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime in those States.137, 138, 139

�his studŽ focuses on the five Ĥain gloÞal waste traf-
ficěing categories ÞŽ nuĤÞer of cases identified in the 
�asel �onvention closed cases of illegal traffic report-
ed by Parties between 2016 and 2023 – electrical and 
electronic waste (e-waste), mixture of waste, end-of-life 
vehicles and engines, plastic, and metal and metal 
bearing wastes.

Summarized Methodology

Waste crime can be divided into two separate aspects 
– the domestic aspect of illegal waste treatment and 
disposal, and the transÞoundarŽ aspect as defined ÞŽ 
the �asel �onvention ǲwaste trafficěingǳ ǲsee page ƓƓǳǡ 
The data for waste crime are scarce. For this study, 
three types of data were used:

1. Legal waste trade data, mainly from UN COM-
TRADE

2. National level waste crime, mostly from the 
UN-CTS and INTERPOL

Data on national-level waste crime can be found in the 
United Nations Survey of Crime Trends and Operations 
of Criminal Justice Systems (UN-CTS). Section 10 of 
the Fnternational �lassification of �riĤe for Statistical 
Purposes (ICCS) contains four categories related to 
Acts against the natural environment. Category 1002 
– Acts involving the movement or dumping of waste – 

Figure 2 – Number of reported illegal closed cases to the Basel Convention by waste category
2016–2023 accumulative
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has two further subcategories: 10021 Acts involving the 
movement or dumping of waste within national borders
and 10022 Acts involving the movement or dumping of 
waste across national borders (the alignment with Arti-
cle 9 of the Basel Convention will depend on the Parties’ 
implementation of the Convention provisions into their 
national legislation).140 The incidents reported to the 
CTS are not broken down into these two subcategories 
and only 59 Member States have shared data between 
2014 and 2023, meaning the data reveal little and have 
not been included. Other sources of data for domestic 
waste crime are the reports documenting INTERPOL 
operations, which have limited participation and limit-
ed disaggregation. Thus, there are very few data relat-
ed to national/domestic waste crime. 

3. Data on transboundary waste trafficking from 
national reports submitted by the Parties of the 
Basel Convention, World Customs Organization 
(WCO) illicit trade reports and INTERPOL 
reports.

Most of the data for this Global Analysis related to 
waste trafficěing coĤe froĤ the national reports 
submitted by the Parties of the Basel Convention 
since 2016.141 Comparing the data from these three 
sources has limitations as seizures are different 
from incidents, which are in turn different from 
closed cases. Furthermore, the data are inconsis-
tent across all sources in terĤs of classificationǮ
codes, quantities, weights, values etc, which also 
creates limitations and challenges.

The data on country of export and import were used 
to identifŽ the illegal waste ƍows Þetween different 
subregions as well as the main export and import 
regions. The information about the reporting party 
for each case was used to identify the subregions 
reporting illegal cases. The data on the responsible 
party for the illegality were analysed to gain further 
insight into which actors are involved in waste traf-
ficěingǡ

The process of categorization and all the categories 
created from the statistics are outlined in Appendix 
III. 

BOX 1: THE 1989 BASEL CONVENTION ON 
THE CONTROL OF TRANSBOUNDARY 
MOVEMENTS OF HAZARDOUS WASTES AND 
THEIR DISPOSAL AND ILLEGAL WASTE 
TRADE

The Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary 
Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal, 
which entered into force in 1992, is an international 
legally binding agreement that controls the trans-
boundary movements and disposal of hazardous and 
other wastes. At the time of writing, the Convention 
has 191 parties. The Convention aims to protect human 
health and the environment from the adverse effects 
which may result from the generation and management 
of hazardous wastes and other wastes. It centres 
around: the reduction of hazardous waste generation 
and the promotion of environmentally sound manage-
ment of hazardous wastes, wherever the place of dis-
posal; the restriction of transboundary movements of 
hazardous wastes except where it is perceived to be 
in accordance with the principles of environmentally 
sound management; and a control procedure where 
transboundary movements are permissible.

The procedure for transboundary movement of such 
wastes between Parties is set out in Article 6, which 
requires the State of export to notify States concerned 
(States of import or transit States, whether or not Par-
ties) of any proposed transboundary movements of 
waste and not allow the movement to commence until 
it has received the consent of the State of import and 
confirĤation of the eżistence of a contract Þetween 
the exporter and the disposer specifying environmen-
tally sound management of the wastes in question. For 
transÞoundarŽ ĤoveĤents that ĤaŽ proceed, notifica-
tion and movement documents need to accompany the 
waste shipĤent froĤ start to final destination and the 
entire process known as the Prior Informed Consent 
(PIC) procedure.142

The Basel Convention is the only multilateral environ-
mental agreement that explicitly requires its Parties 
to consider that illegal traffic in haƅardous wastes or 
other wastes is criminal (see Article 4 and Article 9).143, 

144 Parties are required to have domestic legislation to 
prevent and punish illegal trafficǡ �he punishĤent re-
Ŋuired is not specified, though guidance on the iĤple-
Ĥentation of provisions related to illegal traffic and 
prosecution is provided by the Secretariat,145 as well 
as a general manual for implementation, including a 
checklist for legislators.146 The ”Ban Amendment” of 
the Basel Convention, which entered into force in 2019, 
prohibits hazardous wastes covered by the Convention 
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and defined as haƅardous in the national legislation of 
�arties which are intended for final disposal froĤ Þe-
ing exported from members of Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the Eu-
ropean Commission and Liechtenstein to other States. 
It also prohibits such movements of hazardous waste 
under Article 1(1)(a) of the Convention which are intend-
ed for reuse, recycling, and recovery.147 The Ban Amend-
ment aims to address the challenges faced by countries 
receiving imports of hazardous wastes and other wastes 
that they do not wish to receive or are unable to man-
age in an environmentally sound manner.148

Before the end of each calendar year, Parties to the 
Convention are required to submit a report on the pre-
vious calendar year (i.e., by 31 December 2025, the 
report for the year 2024 was due). The report should 
contain information set out in Article 13 of the Conven-
tion including, among other things, information regard-
ing transboundary movements in which the Party has 
been involved such as the category of waste, charac-
teristics, destination, any transit country, and disposal 
method. The format of the questionnaire for national 
reports was adopted by the Conference of the Parties 
to the Convention. Since 2016, Parties have had the 
opportunity to include information on cases of illegal 
traffic that have Þeen closed in the reporting Žearǡ149

Data limitations
�he reporting of closed cases of illegal traffic provides 
insight into illegal trade, while having some limitations. 
In particular, the reports originate mostly from Europe 
meaning that much less is known about illegal waste 
traffic involving other parts of the world, particularlŽ 
those who are not party to the Basel Convention. Fur-
thermore, the cases reported are those closed within 
the year of reporting, which means the crime may have 
occurred much earlier. In addition, in some cases where 
fines are iĤposed for taż evasion or sĤuggling to con-
tainers involving waste, and the containers remain with 
Customs, these cases are not recorded as illegal waste 
trafficǡ150 Combined, this means a trend analysis over 
time and a complete picture is not possible from these 
data. Furthermore, when data are provided, weight (e.g., 
tons, kilograms), volume (e.g., cubic metres), or units 

(e.g., number of end-of-life vehicles, number of con-
tainers full of plastic) may all be used within a single 
waste category depending on the reporting party. This 
makes it impractical to aggregate the data into a total 
aĤount of illegal waste ƍowǡ 

Number of Parties (191 in total)  2016  2017  2018  2019  2020  2021  2022 2023

SuÞĤitting national reportsȋ 113 111 112 113 116 92 118 117

�eporting illegal casesȋ 21 28 31 26 28 25 30 27

Table 1 – Number of Basel Convention Parties submitting national reports and number which have reported 
closed cases of illegal traffic of wastes

Table 2 – Percentage of reported illegal waste 

shipments 2016-2023 (by geographic 

sub-regions)

Source: the Basel Convention Secretariat. 

Subregion country of export
% of global 

total, 
2016-2023

Western Europe 45.22%

Northern Europe 33.80%

Southern Europe 7.02%

Eastern Europe 4.25%

North America 3.93%

Eastern Asia 1.14%

South-eastern Asia 0.80%

unknown 0.89%

Western Asia 0.70%

Western Africa 0.41%

Central America 0.40%

South America 0.34%

Northern Africa 0.32%

Southern Asia 0.23%

Australia and New Zealand 0.14%

Caribbean 0.11%

Southern Africa 0.10%

Eastern Africa 0.09%

Central Asia 0.07%

Middle Africa 0.03%

Eastern Europe / Southern Europe 0.01%
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Overview of the Legal Waste 
Sector

Size and value of the waste market
Waste is created during the entire life cycle of soft or 
hard commodities, from the sourcing of raw materials 
to production and manufacturing, distribution, delivery, 
sale, consuĤption, and endǸofǸlife disposalǡ �rofits in 
the waste industry accrue both from charging for the 
disposal of waste and from the resale of substances 
recovered from waste, where possible. Estimating the 
size and value of the global waste trade is hampered 
by different approaches towards classifying and count-
ing waste (see Figure 3).

�ccording to one Ĥarěet research firĤ, the legal gloÞ-
al waste management market for all waste was valued 
at USD 1.2 trillion in 2024151 compared to USD 410 billion 

in 2011.152 In 2015, the average operating cost of house-
hold waste was USD 35 per (metric) ton in low-income 
countries and over USD 100 per ton in high-income 
countries.153 These costs include collection, transport, 
treatment, and disposal. For legal and environmental-
ly sound management of other wastes – i.e., hazardous 
and nuclear – these costs are much higher. Industrial 
waste is likely to be the largest waste category glob-
ally, followed by agricultural waste, construction and 
demolition waste and municipal solid waste (see Figure 
3).154 =loÞal Ĥunicipal solid waste generation will out-
pace population growth, reaching 3.4 billion tons by 
2050.155 It is estimated that one-third of global munic-
ipal solid waste is not managed in an environmental-
ly-sound manner.156

Figure 3 – About the classifying of waste (and counting it)

Sourceǣ ¯ital °aste =raphics Ɠǡ
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Different approaches and overlapping definitions

Nuclear waste is a typically ambiguous categorization:
it tells about the origin of the waste (nuclear energy production

or military activities), but what most people read is the high toxicity
and the specific waste management processes it requires.     

Statistical institutes of the world use various waste classifications,
based on different approaches.
This diversity is the major obstacle to data globalization and comparison.  
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fne studŽ found haƅardous waste ǲnot defined in the 
study), medical waste, and e-waste contribute much 
less, but are more costly to manage. Regarding haz-
ardous waste globally, 97 per cent remains within coun-
tries, though this differs between low-income and 
high-income countries, with the latter exporting more 
and a few small high-income countries exporting most 
of their hazardous waste.157 Another study estimates 
that in 2022 only 22.3 per cent by volume of e-waste 
was managed in an environmentally sound way.158

Actors in the waste supply chain 

Waste is generated by various actors. When products 
become waste or second-hand products, the collection 
stage follows. Previous studies of waste exported from 
the EU have found actors involved in collection may 
include individual people informally picking waste, 
consolidating companies or collectives, recycling cen-
tres, companies operating waste takeback systems, 
refurbishers, charities, online marketplaces, and waste 

dealers.159, 160 Once collected, waste is transported. The 
interim stage between collection and transport may 
involve companies engaged in storage and handling, 
expeditors, shipping agents, terminal operators, and 
shipping companies. Recycling centres and refurbish-
ers, for instance, ĤaŽ first engage in disĤantling and 
recycling before export takes place. 

Eventually, the waste export reaches its destination, 
where disposal can include actors engaged in recycling, 
burning and/or dumping.161, 162 Different types of waste, 
such as e-waste and plastic waste, and discarded elec-
tronic equipment intended for different purposes, such 
as recycling and incineration, as well as different des-
tination regions, follow distinct supply chains. 

Figure 4 – 2017–2023 UN COMTRADE waste export data by value on average (percentage)
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Figure 6 – Estimates of global waste generation (estimated global average for municipal solid waste from 
2016, estimated yearly global average for the other waste types from 2011–2017)

Source: Kaza et al (2018) What a Waste 2.0. A Global Snapshot on Solid Waste Management to 2050. The World Bank; see also UNEP (2010) 
and (2018) Waste without Frontiers and Waste without Frontiers II.

Figure 5 – Private Actors in the Waste Industry

Source: Isarin, N., Baez-Camargo, C. and Cabrejo le Roux, A. 2023. Environmental Corruption Deep Dive Series – Nexus Between Corruption 
and Waste Traffickingǡ �asel, Switƅerlandǡ �asel Fnstitute of =overnanceǡ
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BOX 2: WORKING IN THE WASTE SECTOR

Waste at all stages of the supply chain – from extraction 
and industrial activities to collection and disposal – can 
have significant conseŊuences on the people worěing 
with the waste (as well as people living near it). Ac-
cording to a study by the Basel Convention Secretari-
at in 2012, low-income countries in particular can strug-
gle with environmentally-sound waste management 
resulting in hazardous waste being mixed with munic-
ipal waste and/or workers not being properly equipped 
with safety gear.163 They also note that in areas where 
waste is duĤped or in accessiÞle landfills, an inforĤal 
sector (not necessarily illegal or scavenging) has aris-
en where people collect valuable components from the 
waste. All of these unprotected waste workers face 
health implications as seen below from the components 
of various kinds of waste.

Crimes that Affect 
the Environment

2 3 Waste Crime
and �rafficěing

4 5

Figure 7 – Waste Body Burden164

Source: Basel Convention,
¯ital °aste =raphics Ɣǡ
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Legal waste trade patterns

In the legal market, Northern America exports the most 
waste ÞŽ value gloÞallŽ ǲ�SDȋƓƑƗȋÞillionǳ followed ÞŽ 
°estern (urope ǲ�SDȋƓƑƖȋÞillionǳ and _orthern (urope 
ǲ�SDȋƚƘȋÞillionǳǡ �er capita this aĤounts to �SDȋƖƔƑ 
in _orthern �Ĥerica and �SDȋƒ,ƑƓƑ in °estern (urope 
meaning Western Europe exports nearly twice as much 
waste per capita ÞŽ valueǡ (astern �sia ǲ�SDȋƓƓƙȋÞil-
lion), Western Europe (USD 226 billion) and Southern 
(urope ǲ�SDȋƚƓȋÞillionǳ iĤport the Ĥost waste ÞŽ val-
ue (Figure 8). Western Europe being both a large im-
porter and exporter highlights the importance of in-
tra-European trade.

�he Ĥain trends in legal ƍows of ƒƙ tŽpes of waste 
gleaned from an analysis of UN COMTRADE between 
2017 and 2023 are that (a) most waste stays within 
regions and (b) ferrous waste and scrap is on average 
annually the most traded waste by weight and value. 
Africa and Oceania have the least amount of intra-re-
gional trade whereas most waste exports from Asia 
and Europe remain within the respective region. 

Waste that is traded between regions seems to have a 
pattern. Metal scraps are exported to Asia and Europe, 
apart from nickel, which is exported to the Americas. 
Asia imports noticeable quantities of paper and paper-
board, e-waste, and rubber and Europe imports notice-
able quantities of precious metals and glass. About 29 
per cent by value of waste exported from the United 
States of America stays in the Americas region with 
other significant aĤounts of waste ÞŽ value, ĤostlŽ 
copper waste and scrap being exported to Asia.
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Figure 8 – Combined 2017–2023 UN COMTRADE trade data for all 18 waste categories exported and im-
ported by top 10 regions by value

Figure 9 – Destination of waste export by exporting region for 2023 from UN COMTRADE for all 18 waste 
categories by value in USD
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°aste �riĤe and �rafficěing

�rofits in the waste industrŽ start as soon as waste is 
created and accrue both from charging for disposal of 
waste and from the resale of substances recovered 
from waste, where possible. Waste crime is unlike ille-
gal ƍows of natural resources or contraÞand, such as 
Ĥetals or wood or coĤĤodities liěe firearĤs and drugs, 
because most waste initially has a negative value as 
the owner is responsible for covering the expenses for 
its treatment.165 What is waste in one place may not be 
waste in another due to differences in legislation as 
well as waste disposal and management capabilities. 

Illegal waste disposal or trade can be lucrative when 
waste management and disposal services are offered 
at prices below the costs of following the processes 
and procedures required by law. This reduces the costs 
for those who need to dispose of waste, as well as for 
disposal service providers who do not follow the law. 

Some categories of waste can also have a positive val-
ue as some wastes or their components, like metals or 
e-waste, maintain their value and can be recovered, 
reused, repaired, refurbished, or sold to recycling 
plants.166 This is particularly the case with e-waste. This 
aligns with the concept of a circular economy, in which 
products and materials are kept in circulation rather 
than ÞecoĤing wasteǡ °aste trafficěing underĤines 
this model when waste is disposed of illegally.167

Waste-related offences become waste crime when any 
person engages in the trade, treatment, or disposal of 
waste in ways that breach international or domestic 
legislation. Most data for this report concern cross-bor-
der waste trafficěing or the illegal traffic of wasteǤ Ĥuch 
less information is available about the domestic/na-
tional treatment of illegal waste or domestic/national 
waste crime.

Extent and proceeds

(valuating how Ĥuch profit is Ĥade ÞŽ illegal activitŽ 
in the waste industry is complicated as the exact size 
of the global illegal waste trade is unknown.168 An ad-
ditional challenge in estimating the value of waste 
trafficěing is that proceeds of illegal waste Þusinesses 

are comingled with the legal waste trade.169 One size 
estimate for a part of the global illegal trade comes 
from the European Commission in 2021. Coordinated 
law enforceĤent operations to tacěle waste trafficěing 
reveal that an estimated 15 to 30 per cent of waste 
shipments involving the EU might be illegal.170 In 2020, 
the annual revenues for haƅardous waste trafficěing 
in Ęust the (� have Þeen estiĤated to Þe (��ȋƒǡƖǸƒǡƙȋÞil-
lion, and revenues froĤ nonǸhaƅardous waste trafficě-
ing Þetween (��ȋƒǡƔ and ƒƑǡƔȋÞillionǡ171 In 2017, INTER-
POL estimated the potential value of the illegal waste 
detected during Operation 30 Days of Action at 
�SDȋƔƔȋĤillionǡ172 =loÞal estiĤates for ƓƑƒƑ calculated 
from estimates of e-waste generated and estimates of 
the amount of e-waste properly disposed of state that 
the profits froĤ inforĤallŽ and illegallŽ handled and 
unregistered eǸwaste Ĥight range froĤ �SDȋƒƓǡƖ Ǻ 
ƒƙǡƙȋÞillion annuallŽǡ173 Bow Ĥuch of this is specifical-
ly illegally handled and therefore constitutes waste 
crime is not known. 

�he undetected portion of waste trafficěing is liěelŽ to 
Þe significantlŽ higher than what is detectedǡ �egard-
ing doĤestic waste criĤe, insufficient data are availaÞle 
to understand its eżtentǡ Fn addition, different defini-
tions of what constitutes waste and its illegal disposal 
make it challenging to calculate the value and volume 
of domestic waste crime. Even though it is hard to make 
a reliaÞle or eżact evaluation of the profits froĤ the 
illegal waste market, most sources predict that it will 
rise, in particular for e-waste, as the amount of e-waste 
produced globally is growing. 

°aste trafficěing generates large profits for soĤe, Þut 
it creates costs for others. The legal waste recycling 
industry suffers a great loss from illegal actions and 
on top of that, the cleaning and restoration costs that 
are a consequence of improper waste management for 
the society can be substantial.174, 175 The clean-up cost 
per unauthoriƅed landfill that followed illegal waste 
dumping in the cases analysed by INTERPOL in 2018 
aĤounted to �SDȋƒƖǡƗȋĤillion on averageǡ176
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Flows of illegal waste

�he general assuĤption aÞout waste trafficěing is that 
it predominantly goes from high-income countries to 
low-income countries, but also to poorer regions with-
in the North with less regulation and enforcement. 
European countries have the highest levels of reporting 
of waste trafficěing, and intraǸ(uropean waste trafficě-
ing is found across all three datasets used in this study. 
Of all Basel Convention illegal reported closed cases 
(9,203), 4,220 cases between 2016 and 2023 took place 
within Europe, of which 525 were in 2023. 

fverall, there are few data on waste trafficěing not 
involving (uropeǡ SoĤe cases identified ÞŽ F_�(��fX 
involved haƅardous waste trafficěed froĤ ^eżico to 
the �nited States of �Ĥerica and froĤ the �raÞian =ulf 
to Southeast Asia.177 Other cases involved used car 
tyres exported from North America and East Asia to 
West Africa, and a mix of hazardous plastic scraps, 
metal scraps and e-waste going from North America 
to East and Southern Asia.178 Plastic waste is also ille-
gallŽ trafficěed Þetween _orth �Ĥerica and �sia,179

but the lack of data from North America regarding 

waste trafficěing iĤpedes full understanding of this 
regionȃs roleǡ FntraǸregional plastic waste trafficěing in 
�sia is also significant, as well as, to a lesser eżtent, 
intra-regional occurrences in North and Latin America 
and the Middle East and North Africa.180

°aste trafficěing involving (urope

As mentioned above, it has been estimated that 15 to 
30 per cent of the EU’s waste trade may be illegal.181

�art of the illegalitŽ is intraǸ(uropean waste trafficěing, 
which is evident from the Basel Convention data, IN-
TERPOL reports, and WCO operations. INTERPOL es-
timated 65 per cent of all illegal plastic trading routes 
may originate in Europe and 41 per cent may be des-
tined for Europe. 

�cross the data sources, a ƍow of illegal waste froĤ 
(urope to �sia is identifiedǡ �he data froĤ the ƕƑ coun-
tries which reported to INTERPOL for its plastic waste 
trade assessment up until 2018 indicated that 40 per 
cent of the plastic shipment routes between Europe 

Figure 10 – Basel Convention reported closed cases of illegal waste traffic imports from 2016 through 2023 
by sub-region of import and export
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and Asia contained illegal shipments of plastic.182 Plas-
tics are cheaper to export from Europe rather than to 
treat there because of high labour costs. The plastic 
that is exported from Europe should be pre-sorted 
(though this is not necessarily the case), so when it 
arrives at its destination, mostly in Asia, it is easy for 
companies to treat. Asia has little infrastructure to col-
lect preǸsorted waste, Ĥaěing it difficult to treat waste 
produced in Asia within Asia even though there is the 
capability to treat pre-sorted waste from elsewhere.183

In 30 Days of Action, the participant countries report-
ed to F_�(��fX that eǸwaste accounted for ƗƑȋperȋcent 
of the detected illegal waste shipments between Eu-
rope and Africa, exceeding more than any other illegal 
ƍowǡ184 fther waste identified in ƔƑȋDaŽs of �ction in-
cluded metal and waste from the car industry. Routes 
of illegal metal waste included Sweden to Pakistan,185

the Netherlands (Kingdom of the) to Kuwait, and the 
United Kingdom to Türkiye and Jordan.186 Illegal metal 
waste also was imported to Europe; one case concerned 
metal waste (copper, bimetal, and mercury) shipped 
from the United States of America to Belgium.187 More 
recentlŽ, the findings of the °�fȃs fperation D(^(�(� 
µ in ƓƑƓƕ show that �frica overtooě �sia for the first 
time as the primary destination for illegal waste ship-
ments from Europe.188

The most recent data from the Basel Convention illegal 
closed cases confirĤ soĤe of the aÞove ƍowsǡ Fn par-
ticular, illegal e-waste exported from Europe to Africa 
was reported, but also rubber waste. Textile waste, 
plastic, metals and metal bearing scraps, and paper 
were exported from Europe to Asia. Batteries and 
healthcare waste in 2023 were exported from Europe 
to the Americas. Europe was the importer in 127 illegal 
closed cases in 2023 of the Basel Convention dataset. 
�he waste streaĤs identified were eǸwaste, waste oils, 
and metal and metal scraps from Central Asia and plas-
tic and rubber waste from Australia and New Zealand 
among others.

FntraǸ(uropean waste trafficěing is found across all 
three datasets. Cases reported to the Basel Convention 
in 2023 show that fuels, paper products, soils and 
healthcare wastes were ĤostlŽ trafficěed to °estern 
Europe. By contrast, Eastern Europe was mostly in-
volved in end-of-life vehicles, rubber waste, catalysts, 
and textile wastes. Northern Europe had a noticeable 
portion of the battery waste cases while Southern Eu-
rope imported the most mixed illegal waste. The 
ƔƑȋDaŽs of �ction found that Ĥiżed Ĥaterials, Þiological 
and chemical waste, and construction and demolition 
waste were the Ĥost freŊuentlŽ trafficěed tŽpes of 
waste.189  
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Figure 11 – Basel Convention reported closed cases of illegal waste traffic in 2023 exported from Europe to 
other regions
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Figure 12 – Basel Convention reported closed cases of illegal waste traffic in 2023 imported by Europe from 
other regions
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Figure 13 – Basel Convention reported closed cases of illegal waste traffic in 2023 exported from Europe to 
European regions
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°aste trafficěing not involving 
Europe

Based on the three main datasets on illegal activity 
analysed for this study, all regions of the world were 
found to be involved in the export, import, transit, and/
or all coĤÞinations of theseǡ Bowever, waste trafficěing 
not involving Europe is where there is the least amount 
of data. In the Basel Convention data there are 48 ille-
gal closed cases not involving Europe for 2023. No 
clear pattern emerges from these cases apart from 
mixed waste being the most prevalent illegal waste.  

SoĤe cases identified ÞŽ F_�(��fX involved haƅardous 
waste trafficěing froĤ ^eżico to the �nited States of 
�Ĥerica and froĤ the �raÞian =ulf to South (ast 
Asia.190 Other cases consisted mainly of used car tyres 
exported from North America and East Asia to West 
Africa and a mix of hazardous plastic scraps, metal 
scraps and e-waste going from North America to East 
and Southern Asia.191 �lastic waste is illegallŽ trafficěed 

between North America and Asia,192 but the lack of data 
froĤ _orth �Ĥerica regarding waste trafficěing iĤ-
pedes full understanding of this region’s role. Intra-re-
gional trade in �sia appears significant as well as to a 
lesser extent intra-regional occurrences in North and 
South America and the Middle East and North Africa.193

In relation to waste from ozone depleting substances 
– the Montreal Protocol controlled substances – the 
WCO suggests that because of the stricter global con-
trols, free trade zones and transit countries are being 
utilized more.194 The Basel Convention data and the 
findings of the °�fȃs fperation DeĤeter µ in ƓƑƓƕ, as 
mentioned above, highlight Africa as a growing desti-
nation of illegal waste, a shift probably driven by uneven 
enforcement capacity and regulatory gaps in African 
countries.195
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Drivers and Enablers

Financial motives are the primary driving factors for 
committing waste offences.196, 197, 198, 199, 200 For instance, 
in the EU there is a growing demand for illegal waste 
disposal services due to stricter waste regulations and 
increased legal disposal costs.201, 202 Companies may 
looě to reduce production costs and ĤażiĤiƅe profits, 
and illegal waste disposal can cut costs. Individuals 
who commit crimes take advantage of businesses un-
der financial pressure and Þusinesses cut cornersǡ Fn 
the waste industry, it has been found to be easy to 
undercut legal competitors by providing more cost-ef-
ficient options for waste disposal through duĤpingǡ203

°hen illegal activities divert profits froĤ legal coĤ-
petitors, it can affect the entire waste market, including 
legitimate recycling facilities.204 Some estimates state 
that illegal disposal of waste can result in 200 to 300 
per cent cost savings for the waste generator when 
compared to proper ways of waste disposal.205

As mentioned, one study estimates that in 2022 only 
22.3 per cent of the e-waste was managed in an envi-
ronmentally sound way; this percentage contained raw 
materials (iron, gold, copper, etc.) that represent a val-
ue of �SDȋƓƙȋÞillion out of a possiÞle �SDȋƚƒȋÞillion 
from all e-waste that could have been reclaimed.206

When the market values of these raw materials are 
high, extracting them illegally from waste becomes a 
lucrative business. In many instances in Europe the 
fines iĤposed have Þeen lower than the profits that 
can be earned from a single illegal e-waste shipment.207 

At the same time, many jobs and activities in destination 
countries Þenefit froĤ such illegal eǸwaste shipĤentsǡ 
The most numerous are probably informal waste pick-
ers worěing on landfills in ĤanŽ cities in the developing 
world who can suffer various negative health impacts.208 

Similar issues can be observed in the international re-
cycling market for ocean-going vessels, where illegal 
shipbreaking is prevalent. Iron or steel make up 80-
ƚƑȋper cent of a ship and represent a valuaÞle source 
of scrap steel for construction, for example. The amount 
of energy required by recycling processes is general-

lŽ Ĥuch lower than for refining Ĥetal froĤ ore and for 
several countries, especially where natural resources 
are scarce, this represents a vital source for national 
supply.209 If international regulations are not properly 
enforced or circumvented, hazardous substances will 
continue to accumulate, causing fatalities, injuries and 
environmental damage. Simply imposing bans on the 
export of end-of-life ships often leads shipowners to 
eżploit loopholes liěe ƍags of convenience to avoid 
compliance.210

Restrictions and import bans on plastics have led to an 
increase in illegal recycling facilities and illegal land-
fills in eĤerging �sian iĤport nations with liĤited en-
forcement capabilities.211 The increasing intra-Europe-
an plastic waste market is also expected to be 
vulnerable to manipulation by organized crime groups 
ǲf�=sǳǤ there is a surplus in plastic waste, and difficul-
ties in treating, Ĥonitoring and finding disposal places 
create openings for opportunistic crime.212 

Corruption213 and financial criĤes

Waste crimes are strongly linked with other offences. 
According to numerous analyses, these other types of 
crimes involve tax evasion, document fraud, corruption, 
extortion, theft, public embezzlement, immigration of-
fences, aÞuse of office, intiĤidation and threat, illegal 
eĤploŽĤent, drug trafficěing, illegal trade of eżplo-
sives, violations of consumer rights, vehicle theft and 
money laundering.214, 215, 216, 217, 218, 219 INTERPOL found 
cases in which the money stemming from associated 
financial criĤes is channelled ÞŽ criĤinal groups into 
legal waste management businesses and properties.220, 

221

INTERPOL also notes a fundamental trait of pollution 
criminality, including in the waste sector, is the ability 
to infiltrate the puÞlic sector and local politicsǡ222 Pub-
lic sector employees may actively engage in the com-
Ĥission of the criĤes to share the profits and advan-
tages, and often play a crucial role in facilitating two 
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types of offences: those related to the misuse of mu-
nicipal areas ǲsuch as illegal waste disposal in landfillsǳ 
and those involving manipulation of the public admin-
istration. In the EU, EUROPOL has noted criminals may 
use legal Þusinesses to ÞriÞe corrupt officials,223 en-
gage corrupt puÞlic officials such as custoĤs officials 
or other public supervisors to obtain authorizations or 
bypass security checks224 or, as INTERPOL has found, 
use Ȃcapturedȃ puÞlic officials to facilitate criĤinal ac-
tivitŽ ÞŽ providing confidential inforĤation or ÞŽ dis-
rupting enforcement.225 The EUROPOL and INTERPOL 
reports cited here indicate cases where Þoth f�=s and 
corporations employ corruption to hide illegal waste 
within legal waste streams with varying degrees of 
capture or infiltration of the regulatorŽ or enforceĤent 
communities.

UNODC’s226 Unwaste study provides this summary:

“Corruption can occur at different stages of the 
waste management chain, even before any trans-
actions take place, for example during the licensing 
or allocation of waste trading or processing quotas, 
or during the procurement phase for waste man-
agement contracts. The rules and procedures for 
transporting waste across borders vary depending 
on how the waste is classified (hazardous or 
non-hazardous) and on its intended treatment in 
the importing country. To circumvent the rules, 
which are often time-consuming and costly to com-
ply with, corruption has been used, such as bribing 
officials to obtain permits or licences or overlooking 
violations of waste management regulations”.
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Figure 14 – The two main criminal structures involved in waste trafficking

Source: UNODC. 2024. Cash in the Trash. Bangkok, Thailand.

Actors in Waste Crime and 
�rafficěing

Waste crime may begin with the creation of waste, 
where various actors such as factories and retailers 
may engage in illegal activity, such as illegal dumping. 
When products become waste or second-hand prod-
ucts, the collection stage follows, an important entry 
point for illegal activitŽǡ °hich specific actors are pres-
ent in illegal processes will ultimately depend on the 
type of waste and whether the waste is intended for 
domestic illegal waste treatment, burning or dumping, 
waste trafficěing or Þothǡ �he waste generator Ĥight 
often lack awareness of whether the waste will be man-
aged in compliance with regulations after it has been 
collected, even though they have responsibility to do 
so in many jurisdictions.227

One study by a law enforcement consortium in the EU 
found when waste stays within country borders, thus 
within national jurisdictions and so not subject to the 

Basel Convention, the offenders may be small compa-
nies or individuals who, for example, deal with storing 
wastes, which are often hazardous, without the required 
permits.228 Another study in the EU (focusing on Italy) 
highlighted there ĤaŽ also Þe f�=s engaged in coor-
dinated illegal waste dumping.229

One INTERPOL study in 19 countries on pollution crime 
(which overlaps with waste crime)230 outlines two dis-
tinct structural patternsǡ �he first is centraliƅed criĤi-
nal groups and Ĥafia clans, characteriƅed ÞŽ a singular, 
cohesive group of perpetrators overseeing the entire 
chain of activities related to the offence. Control is 
maintained through centralized decision-making and 
a strict hierarchy. Centralized groups often demonstrate 
a clear division of roles among participating individuals 
or companies.231 The second structure involves legiti-
mate companies with decentralized networks and 

Fn ŷaste traÿficěing casesǢ f�=s ŠsŠallŽ 
have a hierarchical structure with a 
centralized command.

f�=s are aÞle to Ĥanage tąe entire 
criĤe cŽcle tąroŠgą a centraliƅed 
decisionǸĤaěing process and strict 
chain of command.

� legitiĤate coĤpanŽ operating in tąe 
environmental compliance sector may 
engage in illegal ÞŠsiness practices to 
increase tąeir profits or cŠt tąeir costsǡ

This may involve a more flexible 
strŠctŠre consisting oÿ decentraliƅed 
chains of individuals or clusters of 
coĤpanies or criĤinal groŠpsǡ �Šcą a 
structure better serves the purpose of 
traÿficěing ŷaste across Þordersǡ

ORGANIZED CRIMINAL GROUP LEGITIMATE COMPANYORGANIZED CRIMINAL GROUP LEGITIMATE COMPANY
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chains of individual actors. The complexity of waste 
trafficěing reŊuires a sophisticated logistical arrange-
ment to coordinate the different steps including waste 
collection, export, import, delivery and disposal, which 
are often carried out by distinct operators situated in 
different global locations.232

The majority of closed illegal cases reported to the 
Basel Convention appear to involve corporate actors 
(i.e., exporters, generators and distributors make up 
over 60 per cent of the reported responsible parties). 
In addition, a report on pollution crime mentions that 
many of the cases involved senior businesspeople (not 
legal entities).233

As for the level of knowledge and awareness, from 
EUROPOL and INTERPOL operations, most actors seem 
to be highly knowledgeable about legislation and reg-
ulations, with waste trafficěing reŊuiring a high level 
of expertise.234, 235, 236, 237 A European e-waste study 
suggested that the use of fraudulent documents indi-
cates that offenders are knowledgeable about the 
necessary authorizations and intentionally bypass 
them.238

Organized crime groups
(vidence of the involveĤent of f�=s in waste criĤes 
remains fragmented at the global level, although anal-
yses suggest that it has emerged in different parts of 
the world and represents a threat.239 f�=s have Þeen 
found to be involved in waste crime cases around the 
world, ranging from local illegal activities to large-scale 
intercontinental trafficěingǡ240 In the EU, waste crime 
offenders have frequently been found to be linked to 
f�=sǡ241, 242 <or eżaĤple, f�=s in FtalŽ and (astern 
Europe are known to have been involved in illegal waste 
trade for some time.243, 244, 245 The Camorra in Italy are 
known to use front companies to win public tenders 
for waste management contracts by intimidating legal 
competitors.246 One EUROPOL threat assessment247

claiĤs other f�=s involved in waste criĤes in (urope 
are polŽǸcriĤinal networěs and that f�=s trafficěing 
waste across the EU frequently operate through land 
routes between neighbouring countries, sometimes 
collaborating with local criminal networks.248 Major 
harbours at the borders of Western Europe are used 
for illegal exports of waste outside the EU in freight 
and maritime cargos.249 (�ǸÞased f�=s use ĤaĘor har-
Þours to traffic large aĤounts of haƅardous wastes in 
containers.250

The INTERPOL analysis of 27 organized pollution crime 
cases, 22 of which were waste crime, from 19 countries 
found three different roles of suspects: 1) initiation of 
the business and procurement of the commodities 
(waste); 2) brokering and transportation; and 3) recep-
tion and treatment and/or retail of the commodities 
(non-recyclable or –reusable waste and recyclable or 
reusable waste).251 Role 1 typically involves companies 
or individuals based in the country where the crime or 
criminal group originates. They plan and arrange the 
illegal business, such as collecting waste. This role 
includes collectors, buyers, drivers, and consignees. 
Those in role 2, the intermediaries, provide administra-
tive, commercial distribution, and logistical services to 
facilitate the offences. They may be part of the same 
criminal group or external actors contracted for their 
services. They handle documentation, sourcing com-
mercial partners and destination sites, and transpor-
tation. Examples include waste brokers, exporters, 
trading companies, shipping agents, helpers loading 
containers, drivers, buyers, and other facilitators. Role 
Ɣ actors worě at the final stage of the offence, where 
the waste recipients take care of disposal or commer-
cialization. These include managers of dumping sites, 
accoĤplices at licenced landfills, individuals contract-
ed to dump waste, business partners in destination 
countries, wholesale agents, and retailers. The analysis 
mentions that it was not known to what extent all the 
offenders involved in the 27 cases knew that they were 
part of a criminal activity.252 

According to EUROPOL, the operational methods of 
criminal groups can differ based on their access to 
resources, expertise, and contacts.253 Some general 
characteristics of waste crime in the EU according to 
several different studies include:

• Being geographically mobile and seeking regions 
with favourable regulatory conditions for their 
criminal activities254

• Demonstrating a strong understanding of vulner-
abilities within waste control systems255

• DisplaŽing high ƍeżiÞilitŽ and rapid adaptaÞilitŽ 
to market and regulatory shifts256

EnviCrimeNet (a network of European Law Enforcement 
Agencies and recognized European Centre of Excel-
lence)257 stated in ƓƑƒƖ that f�=s are often involved 
in all steps of the supply chain of hazardous and 
e-waste from collection to storage, transport, recycling 



40Crimes that Affect 
the Environment

2 3 Waste Crime
 and �rafficěing

4 51

and dumping. “Newer” wastes such as photovoltaic 
panels have also Þeen identified as susceptiÞle to eż-
ploitation ÞŽ f�=sǡ258, 259 f�=s involved in waste traf-
ficěing were found to use legal Þusiness structures to 
facilitate their criminal activities.260, 261, 262

Corporations

Due to limited data and reporting on waste crime and 
trafficěing there is little evidence of corporate involve-
ment at the global level. However, evidence from the 
EU points to vulnerabilities in the waste supply chain 
indicating that a similar pattern could exist as with oth-
er crimes that affect the environment. This ranges from 
unintentional involvement – the unknowing actor and/
or the company that fails to complete their due dili-
gence – to intentional misconduct, where the company 
is engaged in opportunistic illegal activity in addition 
to legal activity and/or the company is established in 
order to commit criminal activities alongside legal ac-
tivities.263, 264, 265  

For example, in the EU criminal activity has been iden-
tified in private coĤpanies at different stages of the 
waste supply chain including in collection and treat-
ment companies, recycling facilities, trading and stock 
coĤpanies, transport firĤs, and logistics Þusinessesǡ266

Within the European e-waste sector, legal businesses 
such as recyclers/end processors, sorting/consolidation 
sites, and freight forwarder/logistics operators, infor-
mal collectors, e-waste brokers and internet traders 
have also been involved in the illegal trade to an unde-
termined degree.267 Illegal waste trade cases in the EU 
have involved persons working in or operating waste 
management companies.268 In some cases, waste traf-
ficěers control the entire processing cŽcle, froĤ the 
country of export to the country of import, and possess 
suÞstantial huĤan and financial resourcesǡ269

One trend in the EU waste sector that has been seen 
is that corporations engaged in waste crime run mul-
tiple companies owned by the same individuals, and 
the companies frequently change management and 

Figure 15 – Stages of Organized Waste Crime

Source: UNODC elaboration.
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terminate after a short period of time so that a new 
entity, owned and organized by the same group, can 
take over the business.270 As stated by EUROPOL, dif-
ferent stages of the waste supply chain may be pur-
posely located in separate jurisdictions to avoid detec-
tion.271, 272 The extent of registered companies’ 
involvement in illegal waste trade and the proportion 
relative to that of f�=s and their use of legal Þusiness-
es as front companies remains unclear.273
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Modus Operandi

�he specific Ĥodus operandi depends on factors such 
as the tŽpe of waste Þeing trafficěed and the destina-
tion of the waste, whether it remains within a region or 
is exported within or outside the region. Types of waste 
crime in the area of waste treatment include actions 
that bypass legal waste processing, occurring at the 
domestic level, and include illegal disposal, illegal in-
cineration and illegal recycling.274 Methods in illegal 
waste disposal and treatment include mixing waste 
with other materials, storing it illegally in warehouses, 
burning it, using it as fuel, burying it underground or 
dumping it in nature.275 Waste may also be disposed of 
and concealed in the foundations of new construction 
sitesǡ <or instance, a construction firĤ in South �frica 
pleaded guilty to violating the National Environmental 
Management Waste Act when it was discovered they 
had used Þuilding waste to fill in wetlands where theŽ 
were building new homes.276 Similarly, the New South 
Wales Environmental Protection Authority in Australia 
has an ongoing criminal investigation into landscaping 
mulch created from recycled materials contaminated 
with asbestos found in dozens of places around the 
city of Sydney.277 

Criminal groups may establish illegal processing facil-
ities for activities like e-waste disposal, leading to se-
vere environmental damage.278, 279 Legal waste process-
ing companies may be used as a front company to 
conceal illegal activities such as pouring liquid waste 
into streams or lakes, disposing of liquid or semi-liquid 
waste onto cultivated land, incorporating waste into 
production cycles (e.g., burning waste to generate en-
ergy), and fraudulently labelling hazardous waste as 
non-hazardous.ƓƙƑ ȋ

Waste brokers obtain and produce fraudulent autho-
rizations and documents, which can misreport prices 
and contents, making the illegal appear legal so that 
it can be transported for treatment or disposal.281 Web-
sites and online platforms advertise illegal products 
and services, and are used by waste management com-

panies and brokers in the EU to coordinate illegal ac-
tivities with non-EU actors.282 The utilization of violence 
is not prevalent in waste-related crimes, although it 
exists. When violence is associated with this type of 
criĤe, F_�(��fX suggests it is a significant indicator 
of the involveĤent of f�=sǡ283

°aste trafficěing, which involves the transÞoundarŽ 
movement of waste that does not follow export and/or 
import regulations at the international level, encom-
passes illegal shipment of waste, violating restrictions 
of the origin and destination country, and/or violating 
waste treatment requirements.284 Available evidence 
suggests that operational methods used in waste traf-
ficěing ĤaŽ includeǣ285, 286, 287, 288, 289, 290, 291, 292, 293, 294

• Declassifying hazardous waste as non-hazardous 
waste.

• Mislabelling and making false declarations 
regarding the content of shipments, including not 
disclosing that the waste is hazardous.

• Using fraudulent authorizations to give the 
appearance of legality to waste.

• Concealing waste among legal shipments.

• Mixing hazardous waste with non-hazardous 
waste. 

• (staÞlishing front coĤpanies to traffic waste 
under the guise of legitimacy.

• <alsifŽing certified docuĤents or other docu-
mentation, often involving corrupt practices. 
Documents commonly targeted for fraud include 
but are not limited to the following: licences, 
waste processing invoices, export/import docu-
Ĥents, notification and ĤoveĤent docuĤents, 
packaging waste recovery notes.

• Using transit countries to obscure the route and 
Ĥaěe the trafficěing harder to detectǡ

• Unlawfully labelling waste as second-hand 
products.
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• Taking advantage of changes in regulations to 
exploit potential enforcement gaps while being 
implemented.

• �aěing advantage of price ƍuctuations in the 
waste market, e.g. by managing illegal disposal 
sites to attract illegal business when the legal 
market prices for disposal increase.

• Changing operational methods as soon as their 
illegal activities are detected by authorities.

• Alternating between legal and illegal activities 
and moving swiftly between companies, through 
developing considerable contacts within the 
waste industry.

• �articipating in other tŽpes of trafficěing siĤulta-
neouslŽ Ǻ shared routes, criĤinal affiliations and 
logistical assets lowers operational expenses 
and ĤażiĤiƅes profitsǡ

• Dumping and abandoning of waste at destination 
or in the port.
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�reaěing it down Ǻ the five 
main waste types illegally 
trafficěed

Electrical and electronic waste

According to the World Bank295 and supported by the 
UN COMTRADE analysis, e-waste is a small portion of 
the total global waste industry by weight. Yet accord-
ing to �_F���ȃs =loÞal �ransÞoundarŽ (Ǹwaste <lows 
Monitor 2022, it is one of the fastest-growing waste 
streams, which is related to the comparatively high 
value of this waste category.296 With the rise of elec-
tronic vehicles, the increase in value and quantity of 
e-waste is likely to continue.

Electrical and electronic waste can be hazardous or 
non-hazardous. It can include: CFC-containing refrig-
erators, laptops, refrigerator compressors, compressors 
contaminated with oil, LCD panels, mobile phones and 
printed circuit boards, TV scrap, electrical assemblies 
consisting onlŽ of Ĥetals or alloŽs, ƍat panel displaŽs, 
waste electrical and electronic assemblies containing 
hazardous components, white goods, mixture of tur-
bochargers, electronic scrap (e.g. printed circuit boards, 
electronic components, wire, etc.) and reclaimed elec-
tronic components suitable for base and precious met-
al recovery, solar panels, cathode-ray tubes, etc. 

E-waste is typically destined for facilities that should 
be reusing the items, repairing them, or recovering any 
useful materials – predominantly metals.297 E-waste is 
of concern because of the health and environmental 
impacts when not managed properly.298, 299 E-waste may 
be hazardous and contains hazardous substances such 
as cadmium and mercury as well as some persistent 
organic pollutants, e.g., polychlorinated biphenyls, con-
trolled under the Stockholm Convention.300 Both man-
ual dismantling and open burning are of health concern 

as crushing and burning of the appliances results in 
potentially toxic dusts and fumes in the air.301 The re-
maining e-waste is largely not reusable so it is at risk 
of being illegally dumped.302

E-waste accounted for 20 per cent of the Basel Con-
vention reported cases from 2016 – 2023 involving Af-
rica, Europe and Asia. In Operation 30 Days of Action, 
47 per cent of the cases involved e-waste303 and the 
WCO reported that e-waste was the main seized waste 
in 2019 and 2020.304 E-waste seizures and quantities 
reported to the WCO decreased in 2022 and 2023, 
which meant that it was no longer the main waste 
stream by incidents.305

Mixture of wastes

A particular concern arising from the analysis of avail-
able data relates to the presence of mixture of wastes 
or mixed waste. The mixed waste category encompass-
es a single shipment containing various types of waste 
together, including sometimes both hazardous and 
non-hazardous wastes. This poses particular challeng-
es in distinguishing legal from illegal waste types as 
well as in disposal as different types of waste require 
distinct treatment. Mixed wastes are destined for fa-
cilities for the treatment of the various components, 
but if any of the components are mis-declared and/or 
contaminated (e.g., with mercury or other metals, clin-
ical waste, chemicals), the waste may not be able to be 
properly treated and may then be dumped or burned. 
According to a 2021 study by the Secretariat of the 
Basel, Rotterdam, and Stockholm Conventions and the 
Minamata Convention on Mercury,306 the proportion of 
chemically intensive products being discarded is in-
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creasing, making more waste hazardous. Thus, both 
contaminated and mixed wastes are problematic. 

In the WCO’s Illicit Trade Report in 2023, mixed waste 
is in the top ten types of illegal wastes seized in 2022 
and 2023 though the number of seizures are small.307

In INTERPOL’s 30 Days of Action in 2017, mixed waste 
made up 25 per cent of the types of waste detected in 
illegal eżports froĤ (urope to �frica and a significant 
though not Ŋuantified proportion of waste in intraǸ(u-
ropean illegal trade.308 The quantity of mixed waste 
identified froĤ the �asel �onvention reports represents 
a significant proportion, raněing as the secondǸhighest 
nuĤÞer of closed cases after eǸwasteǡ °aste trafficě-
ers in Europe have repeatedly been detected mixing 
hazardous waste with non-hazardous waste;309, 310 in 
some cases vehicle tyres were used for concealment 
of hazardous wastes.311 These datasets indicate that 
actual mixed waste shipments and shipments labelled 
as mixed waste are at particular risk of having illegal 
waste; mixed waste can serve as a chosen method of 
concealing illegal waste.

End-of-life-vehicles (ELV) 
and engines

End-of-life-vehicles and engine wastes may include 
car parts, cars, used cars, damaged cars, end-of-life 
maritime vessels, tractors, harvesters, waste trucks, 
vehicle equipment, car body panels, boat motors, old 
motors, etc. and may be hazardous or non-hazardous. 
Like e-waste, ELVs are destined for reuse, repair, or 
recovery, but dumping and burning ELVs and/or the 
non-recoverable components often occurs.312 With the 
rise in electronic vehicles, the issue of recycling and 
proper disposal of the batteries and other components 
will become increasingly important. 

A total of 1,294 illegal closed cases involving ELV were 
reported from 2016 to 2023 to the Basel Convention. 
INTERPOL found that the rapid generation of waste 
from both lead-acid and lithium batteries has exceed-
ed the existing management capacities, leading to 
opportunities for illegal waste treatment313 and poten-
tially environmental pollution from illegal dumping. The 
WCO’s 2023 report reported a considerable increase 
in the quantity of ELVs seized.314

Plastic waste

Plastic wastes may be hazardous or non-hazardous 
and can include household plastic waste, XD�( filĤ, 
polŽstŽrene ƍaěes, waste �( foil, ethŽlene polŽĤer, 
solid plastic waste, plastic filĤ, teżtile polŽester waste 
B3010, toner cassette, PVC off grade, plastic foil, poly-
urethane foams, waste PVC, plastic wastes – PET, EPS-
Þlocěs, �ƔƑƒƒ Ǻ XD�( filĤ, ��S, toner ině cartridges, 
soiled plastics, laĤinated filĤ, farĤ plastics and fiÞre 
glassǡȋ

Plastic wastes may be hazardous for various reasons, 
for eżaĤple due to specific harĤful cheĤical ingredi-
ents in the plastic or it may be contaminated with haz-
ardous substances.315 A total of 1,015 illegal closed 
cases involving plastic waste were reported to the 
Basel Convention from 2016 to 2023, amounting to 11 
per cent of total cases. A small percentage of plastic 
is recycled, meaning that most of it is dumped or 
burned.316

The WCO reported an increase of illegal waste seizures 
involving plastic between 2022 and 2023.317 In 2023 
from the 26 countries that shared data, Western Eu-
rope, Eastern and Central Europe, and Central Africa 
emerged as the primary locations for plastic waste 
seizures.318

There is some evidence that plastic waste regulations 
and measures may have had an impact on illegal waste 
treatment and dumping practices. UNODC’s Unwaste 
project found restrictions and import bans have led to 
an increase in illegal recycling facilities and illegal 
landfills in eĤerging �sian iĤport nations with liĤited 
enforcement capabilities.319 INTERPOL notes exporting 
countries have also experienced an increase in illegal 
landfills, together with Þoth accidental and intentional 
waste firesǤ these waste fires liěelŽ affect iĤport coun-
tries as well, such as in South East Asian as well as 
European importers.320

Metal and metal bearing wastes

�he fifth Ĥost proĤinent waste categorŽ in the �asel 
Convention dataset is metal and metal bearing wastes. 
Like e-waste, metal waste is presumably valuable as 
the metal can be recovered from the waste to be sold. 
In the latest data from the WCO, metal waste seizures 
and quantities seized rose between 2022 and 2023.321
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Recycling metals is very advantageous both in terms 
of material and energy consumption. Depending on the 
process, steel can contain between 25 per cent and 
100 per cent of recovered steel. Scrap is easily collect-
ed and sorted, and can be reused, most of the time with 
limited material property loss. The amount of energy 
required by recycling processes is generally much low-
er than for refining Ĥetal froĤ ore Ǻ up to ƚƖ per cent 
less energy for aluminium, and 75 per cent for iron and 
steel, according to some studies. For several countries, 
especially where natural resources are scarce, this 
market represents a vital source for national supply. 

Cheaper than ore, recycled metal from the ship recy-
cling industry accounts for a considerable percentage 
of national steel production in some Asian countries. 
Iron or steel make up 80–90 per cent of a ship and 
represent a valuable source of scrap steel for construc-
tion, for example. The amount of energy required by 
recycling processes is generally much lower than for 
refining Ĥetal froĤ ore and for several countries, es-
pecially where natural resources are scarce, this rep-
resents a vital source for national supply.322 Metal scrap 
is not generally hazardous, but when contaminated 
with hazardous substances the export restrictions of 
the Basel Convention apply. Ships sent for scrap contain 
a list of substances which make ship-breaking sites 
highly polluted and dangerous, contaminated with used 
oil, asÞestos cladding, ƍaĤe retardants, tożic paints, 
heavy metals, among others. If international regulations 
are not properly enforced and as long as prevailing 
practices at ship-breaking sites remain unchanged, 
hazardous substances will continue to accumulate, 
causing fatalities and injuries.

BOX 3 – TEXTILE WASTE

This rise of fast fashion has environmental consequenc-
es. Textiles can fall under the Basel Convention when 
they contain hazardous substances, which they often 
do, such as heavy metals, persistent organic pollutants, 
and plastics to name only a few of the toxic compounds 
in fabrics.323 Circumventing the regulations on waste 
via fraudulent declarations undermines environmental 
protection efforts and also creates unfair competition 
for legitiĤate secondǸhand Ĥarěetsǡ �roper classifi-
cation and management of these materials are crucial 
for effective recycling and reducing the environmental 
impact of textile waste.

According to UNODC’s Unwaste project, “every year 92 
million tons of textiles are discarded worldwide;324 in 
the EU, on average people discard 12 kg per person per 
year and in the US, 47 kg per person each year. Between 
2017 and 2023, rags, cotton waste, waste of hu-
ĤanǸĤade fiÞres and used teżtiles represented alĤost 
75 per cent of the value of textile imports declared 
globally, and 85 per cent of the volume in the UN COM-
TRADE records.325

Textile waste trade is illegal if it is mis-declared. This 
could mean claiming that it is second-hand goods when 
it is waste or that it is non-hazardous when it is hazard-
ous. Ongoing work under the Basel Convention is ex-
ploring policy, legal and technical options to improve 
the environmentally sound management and control 
of transboundary movements of used textiles and tex-
tile wastes and there is a proposal to include used tex-
tiles and textile wastes under the convention.326

In 2023, 10 WCO Members reported textile seizures, 
with six of them collectively accounting for 93% of all 
incidents and 99% of the total seized quantity. Notably, 
China reported a single seizure of 9,000 tonnes repre-
senting a staggering 97% of the total intercepted quan-
tity. Despite Eastern and Central Africa recording the 
most textile seizures (73%), these accounted for less 
than half a per cent of the total quantity seized. Mari-
time transport was the predominant mode of convey-
ance for seiƅed teżtiles, while risě profiling was the 
primary detection method.”

Source: Adapted from UNODC. 2025. Unwaste Trendspotting Alert 
No. 8. Bangkok, Thailand.
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Overview of Responses and 
Possible Policy Implications

While studies on responses and policy exist, many of 
them are dated, indicating the need for more research. 
�hat said, Ĥuch of the findings still holdǡ �raceaÞilitŽ 
of waste, both domestically and transboundary, plays 
a vital role in identifying the source, consignee, brokers 
and other investigative leads.327 To achieve this, in-
tra-national and international cooperation along with 
continued improvement of implementation of the har-
Ĥoniƅed forĤal definitions of waste, guidelines, and 
waste codes provided by the Basel Convention, and 
improvement on reporting obligations are essential. 
Furthermore, a European e-waste study found that 
harmonizing minimum standards on offences and pro-
visions, for instance a regional ban on cash transactions 
in the metal scrap trade (other waste sectors may need 
other approaches), can simplify enforcement in trans-
boundary cases.328

Furthermore, in relation to corporations and legal per-
sons, improvements to corporate reporting on waste 
production and handling are still needed. Detecting 
illegal activity by corporations can be particularly chal-
lenging for law enforcement as the criminal justice 
system is not necessarily involved in overseeing cor-
porate behaviour. In the e-waste sector for instance, 
as with many corporations, businesses self-regulate.329

At least in many high-income country approaches to 
regulating corporations, governments often rely on the 
businesses themselves to monitor their compliance 
with the law.330 331

Whereas there are efforts to encourage waste compa-
nies report their waste generation, its impact on the 
environment, and how waste is managed,332 more in-
formation is needed as to the uptake of such voluntary 
schemes and their effectiveness. In addition, address-
ing corporate liability and appropriate penalties for 
legal persons for crimes that affect the environment, 

particularly in the waste sector, are key. Even though 
corporate liability seems to be possible within most UN 
Member States’ legislation (148 of 193 Member States 
seem to have provisions in their environmental legis-
lation),333 there is little evidence of the application of 
such provisions. Without corporate liability, successful 
prosecutions ĤaŽ not Þe possiÞle Þecause of difficul-
ties with identifŽing specific individuals responsiÞle 
for the crimes and with proving criminal intent.

<urtherĤore, the often low fines used ÞŽ courts, at 
least in the EU as one study found, can be seen as 
‘operational expenses’ and not deter (re)offending for 
legal persons.334 For this reason, as this same study on 
EU Member States proposed, establishing a system 
for the criminal enforcement and punishment for legal 
persons is essential.335 One possible approach is to 
consider corporate criminal activity under organized 
crime legislative provisions.

Legislative gaps, limited enforcement capacities, lack 
of traceability and low penalties are facilitators of 
waste criĤe identified ÞŽ studies and law enforceĤent 
organizations.336, 337, 338, 339 Furthermore, at least in re-
lation to the EU, one study found that when general 
law enforcement personnel, prosecutors, and judges 
are tasked with handling crimes that affect the envi-
ronment alongside various other offences, they may 
be unable to acquire the necessary expertise to effec-
tively address the complexities of these crimes, which 
are highly technical in nature.340 UNODC’s Unwaste
study also found that building up expertise and capac-
ity would help tackle waste crime.341 There are advan-
tages and disadvantages of specialized environmental 
authorities or environmental protection agencies man-
aging different types of crimes that affect the environ-
ment including waste crimes, but several studies and 
INTERPOL note these regulators often lack investiga-
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tive powers and they cannot operate independently 
from law enforcement.342 343 344 Conversely, law en-
forcement authorities possess investigative powers 
but typically lack specialized knowledge in waste of-
fencesǤ it Ĥight, for instance, Þe difficult to distinguish 
between used electronic equipment and e-waste. A 
European e-waste study found if relevant authorities 
do not collaÞorate, this leads to difficulties for those 
tasked with investigation in identifying crimes that af-
fect the environment and gathering essential evidence 
for successful prosecution.345

In the EU, law enforcement operations have revealed 
there is scarcity of dedicated units addressing waste 
crimes.346, 347 According to INTERPOL, these problems 
extend beyond ineffective cooperation between au-
thorities within countries to encompass problems in 
international cooperation when roles among domestic 
authorities are unclear.348 UNODC’s Unwaste study also 
found gaps in international and national cooperation.349

The Implementation and Compliance Committee for 
the Basel Convention has been tasked with addressing 
this by developing a template for coordinating mech-
anisms between competent authorities and enforce-
Ĥent entities, to prevent and punish illegal traffic, and 
to establish effective communication channels.350 Proj-
ects like UNODC’s Passenger and Container Control 
Programme ‘Countering Illegal Hazardous Waste Traf-
ficěing through the �ontainer �ontrol �rograĤĤeȃ seeě 
to improve multiple aspects of the challenges. Since 
the initiation of the proĘect in ƓƑƓƒ, overȋƒƔƑ,ƑƑƑȋtons 
of plastic and hazardous waste have been seized/de-
tected after frontline officers in SouthǸeastern �sia 
received trainings.351 There were also multi-ton seizures 
of other types of hazardous waste including household 
waste and used lead acid batteries during the project’s 
mentorship phase. The project also emphasizes in-
ter-agency cooperation by bringing together UNO-
DC-supported units, waste management and environ-
mental departments, international partners and other 
relevant actors, such as the private sector, including 
shipping lines, importers, and exporters, to promote a 
holistic approach to the challenges posed by the traf-
ficěing of haƅardous wasteǡ352

One European e-waste study found there is also a lack 
of a unified inforĤation sŽsteĤ aĤong national agen-
cies and a lack of international information sharing,353

further exacerbating the problem. This may be ad-
dressed through the establishment of a digital infor-

mation exchange platform and an enforcement group 
through the 2024 EU Waste Shipment Regulations.354

INTERPOL suggests the value added of investigations 
ÞŽ Þorder and frontline officers, especiallŽ regarding 
the illegal movement of environmentally sensitive 
goods, such as waste, should be reviewed.355 This could 
be a strategy to enhance detection accuracy, prevent-
ing more illegal shipments by inspecting exports rath-
er than the burden only being placed on the detection 
of illegal imports. Effective communication of updates 
to import regulations to relevant organizations and 
other States is crucial to share information, raise aware-
ness of regulatory frameworks and requirements, and 
adapt to evolving market and regulatory changes as 
noted by INTERPOL.356

As found in Part 1 – the Landscape of Criminalization of 
this =loÞal �nalŽsis, in ƚƚ �_ ̂ eĤÞer States it appears 
that waste crime is not categorized as ‘serious crime’ 
under national legislation, meaning that the penalty 
does not include the possibility of four years in prison 
as set out in the UNTOC.357 Analysis by law enforcement 
organizations has indicated further research is needed 
in terms of what sanctions are actually given as well 
as to better understand the impact on the range of 
offenders of those sanctions.358, 359 In the case of 
e-waste in the EU, research has suggested that admin-
istrative fines are often too low to deter offendersǡ360

In addition, INTERPOL analysis has indicated there are 
limited resources for waste enforcement in most coun-
tries.361 In the EU, the combination of a scarcity of re-
sources and lack of dedicated enforcement bodies 
results in hurdles, including ineffective cooperation, 
limited inspections, and underutilization of relevant 
data by law enforcement agencies.362 According to the 
European Commission and INTERPOL, only two per 
cent of all the world’s maritime containers are physi-
cally inspected by customs authorities and of that two 
per cent only a small number of containers are inspect-
ed for waste, such as e-waste.363, 364 

�hus, the responses to waste criĤe and trafficěing, as 
with other crimes that affect the environment, revolve 
around: improving knowledge, data, and awareness; 
improving the harmonization of legislation and ensur-
ing the penalties are effective, proportionate, and dis-
suasive (which includes environmental remediation and 
restoration as well as corruption); increasing the human 
and financial resources dedicated to coĤÞating waste 
criĤe and trafficěing, including preventive Ĥeasures 
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(including corruption and implementation of the UN 
Convention Against Corruption); improving enforce-
ment; and, centrally, improving corporate governance, 
particularly the accountability of legal persons. 

A majority of Member States criminalize at least one 
violation of waste-related offences365 and a majority 
of countries in the world are party to the Basel Con-
vention. Yet more work is needed to enforce waste 
regulations, hold criminal organizations accountable, 
and address domestic waste crimes. This will help ad-
dress part of the triple planetary crisis and improve the 
environment for people around the world.

BOX 4: INTERNATIONAL PREVENTION STRATEGIES

�erhaps the Ĥost significant international collaÞoration 
to coĤÞat waste trafficěing is (_<f��( Ǻ �he (nviron-
mental Network for Optimizing Regulatory Compliance 
on Fllegal �raffic Ǻ that was officiallŽ estaÞlished ÞŽ 
decision BC – 11/8 of the Basel Convention Conference 
of the Parties in 2013.366 The membership of ENFORCE 
consists of Ȁfne representative froĤ each of the five 
United Nations regions that are parties to the Conven-
tionǤ five representatives froĤ the �asel �onvention 
regional and coordinating centres, based on equitable 
geographical representation” who are elected.367 Oth-
er members include the WCO, INTERPOL, the UN En-
vironment Programme (UNEP), and UNODC among 
others. Civil society organizations working on waste 
trafficěing are also eligiÞle for consideration as are 
other organizations that might contribute.

The activities of ENFORCE centre on:

• “Sharing and developing training tools and 
materials (including review of and improvement 
of existing training tools materials);

• Hosting and organizing workshops or electronic 
training and information sessions, in particular 
for developing countries;

• Facilitating information exchange on success 
stories, techniques and expertise, and dissemina-
tion of good practices;

• Periodic monitoring of and reporting on the 
progress and effectiveness of the training 
activities and modules, for example by develop-
ing performance indicators, identifying gaps and 
proÞleĤatic areas and proposing ĤodificationsǤ

• Developing means to ensure sustainability in the 
efforts under ENFORCE;

• Improving understanding of the challenges and 
needs of parties and the various stakeholders in 
preventing and coĤÞating illegal traffic in line 
with the requirements of the Basel Convention;

• Developing common approaches and strategies 
for preventing and coĤÞating illegal traffic in 
line with the requirements of the Basel Conven-
tion;

• Promoting dialogue between members and 
developing a shared vision for preventing and 
coĤÞating illegal traffic that is in line with the 
objectives and requirements of the Basel Con-
vention;

• Promoting cooperation between members and a 
coordinated approach to capacity-building and 
operational activities, for instance through joint 
activities, to broaden the geographical distribu-
tion of such activities and to reduce competition 
over resources;

• Increasing the visibility of and support for efforts 
aimed at preventing and combating illegal 
trafficǡȁ368

ENFORCE monitors and shares activities undertaken 
within these areas on the Basel Convention website as 
well as their Roadmap of planned activities.369 There 
are 243 activities of various kinds over 10+ years. Of 
note is that ENFORCE as a form of technical assistance 
to the Basel Convention is limited to addressing illegal 
waste traffic as defined ÞŽ the �asel �onvention and 
ĤeĤÞership is confined to �onvention �arties ǲapart 
from the international and civil society organizations 
listed earlier). 
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Appendix I - Regional 
groupings

Africa
Eastern Africa – Burundi, Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mo-
zambique, Rwanda, Seychelles, Somalia, South Sudan, 
Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia, Zimba-
bwe

Middle Africa – Angola, Cameroon, Central African Re-
public, Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Equa-
torial =uinea, =aÞon, �epuÞlic of the �ongo, Sao �oĤe 
and Principe

Northern Africa – Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, 
Tunisia Southern Africa – Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, 
Namibia, South Africa

Western Africa – Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Cote 
dȃFvoire, =aĤÞia ǲ�epuÞlic of �heǳ, =hana, =uinea, =uin-
ea Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Sen-
egal, Sierra Leone, Togo

Americas
Caribbean – Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, 
�uÞa, DoĤinica, DoĤinican �epuÞlic, =renada, Baiti, 
Jamaica, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vin-
cent the =renadines, �rinidad and �oÞago

�entral �Ĥerica Ǻ �eliƅe, �osta �ica, (l Salvador, =ua-
temala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama

Northern America – Canada, United States of America

South America – Argentina, Bolivia (Plurinational State 
ofǳ, �raƅil, �hile, �oloĤÞia, (cuador, =uŽana, �araguaŽ, 
Peru, Suriname, Uruguay, Venezuela (Bolivarian Re-
public of)

Asia
Central Asia – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turk-
menistan, Uzbekistan

Eastern Asia – China, Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea, Japan, Mongolia, Republic of Korea

South-eastern Asia – Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Les-
te, Viet Nam

Southern Asia – Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
Iran (Islamic Republic of), Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka

Western Asia – Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Cyprus, 
=eorgia, FraŊ, Fsrael, Tordan, Vuwait, XeÞanon, fĤan, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab Republic, Türkiye, 
United Arab Emirates, Yemen

Europe
Eastern Europe – Belarus, Bulgaria, Czechia, Hungary, 
Poland, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Russian Fed-
eration, Slovakia, Ukraine

Northern Europe – Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, 
Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Sweden, the United 
VingdoĤ of =reat �ritain and _orthern Freland

Southern Europe – Albania, Andorra, Bosnia and Her-
ƅegovina, �roatia, =reece, FtalŽ, ^alta, ^ontenegro, 
North Macedonia, Portugal, San Marino, Serbia, Slo-
venia, Spain

°estern (urope Ǻ �ustria, �elgiuĤ, <rance, =erĤanŽ, 
Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Monaco, Netherlands 
(Kingdom of the), Switzerland 

Oceania
Australia and New Zealand – Australia, New Zealand

^elanesia Ǻ <iĘi, �apua _ew =uinea, SoloĤon Fslands, 
Vanuatu

Micronesia – Kirbati, Micronesia (Federated States of), 
Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau

Polynesia – Samoa, Tonga, Tuvalu
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Appendix II – Legal trade and 
analysis of UN COMTRADE 
waste trade statistics

Waste generation

The World Bank estimates that by 2050, nearly 70 per 
cent of the human population will live in urban areas 
where generation of waste is more concentrated.370

They predict, from data from 215 countries and terri-
tories, that growth in global municipal solid waste gen-
eration will outpace population growth, reaching 3.4 
billion tons by 2050.371 In low-income countries, such 
waste generation is predicted to more than triple by 
2050 and of concern is that in some places more than 
half of waste is openly dumped although high-income 
countries generate higher quantities of waste per per-
son.372 Municipal solid waste consists of residential, 
commercial, and institutional waste, encompassing 
various substances generated from these sources: food 
and green waste, glass, metal, paper and cardboard, 
plastic, rubber and leather, wood, and other materials, 
although this definition varies widelŽ Þetween coun-
tries. The differences in what is included in municipal 
solid waste highlight the complexities of comparing 
waste dataǡ =enerallŽ, where nationalǸlevel waste data 
exist, it often refers to municipal solid waste. In 2018, 
the World Bank conservatively estimated that one-third 
of global municipal solid waste was not managed in an 
environmentally-sound manner.373 Data related to ille-
gal management of municipal solid waste are lacking 
as are data concerning most other types of waste.

Municipal solid waste is only a small part of the waste 
industry. Not all of the 215 countries and territories 
with data available on solid waste generation provide 
data on other waste streams; the World Bank estimates 
are based on formulations drawing on what data were 

available. Between 2011 and 2017, they estimated in-
dustrial waste generation to be the largest waste cat-
egory globally, with estimated rates of 12.7 kilograms 
per capita per day. Next is agricultural waste, with an 
estimated rate of 3.4 kilograms per capita per day, gen-
erated primarily in countries with substantial farming 
industries. Construction and demolition waste esti-
mates are 1.7 kilograms per capita per day, and munic-
ipal solid waste at 0.7 kilograms per capita per day. 
Hazardous waste, medical waste, and e-waste contrib-
ute much less, with rates of 0.32, 0.25, and 0.02 kilo-
grams per capita per day, respectively. 

As seen in Figure 4, between 2011 and 2017, the World 
Bank estimated that the global yearly average kilogram 
per capita per day of hazardous waste generation was 
0.32 or 817 million tons per year. Other estimates by 
the UNEP place the average annual hazardous waste 
production in 2015 at just below 400 million tons per 
year.374 �he difference in estiĤates is due to definitions 
of waste, the methodology for collecting data and the 
availability of data. The 400 million tons UNEP estimate 
was taken from reports by Parties to the Basel Con-
vention. For a deeper understanding of the types of 
waste making up these waste streams, as well as their 
ƍows, �_ �f^���D( data were used as detailed in 
the next section.

Analysis of UN COMTRADE waste 
trade statistics

Legal waste trade statistics used in this analysis was 
obtained from the UN COMTRADE database and con-
sisted of ƒƚ BS classification coĤĤoditŽ codes ǲsee 
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table below). Annual data on total exports and total 
imports of each of these 19 commodities was down-
loaded for all countries from 2017 to 2023 to form the 
18 waste categories listed in the table below. In addition, 
for 2023, data on import and export partners was also 

included for analŽsis of the regional ƍows of wasteǡ �ll 
countries were categoriƅed first into regions then into 
subregions and intermediate regions following United 
_ations Statistical Division definitionsǡ375

HS code Full description
Short 

categorization
of waste

HS 2619 Slag, dross; (other than granulated slag), scalings and other waste from the 
manufacture of iron or steel Slag, dross

HS 2621 Slag and ash n.e.c. in chapter 26; including seaweed ash (kelp) and ash and 
residues from the incineration of municipal waste Slag and ash

HS 271091

Waste Oils; of petroleum or obtained from bituminous minerals, not crude; 
and preparations n.e.c., weight 70% or preparations of the same, containing 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), polychlorinated terphenyls (PCTs) or 
polybrominated biphenyls (PBBs)

Waste oils

HS 271099

Waste Oils; of petroleum or obtained from bituminous minerals, not crude 
and preparations n.e.c., weight 70% or preparations of the same, not con-
taining polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), polychlorinated terphenyls (PCTs) 
or polybrominated biphenyls (PBBs)

HS 3825 Residual products of the chemical or allied industries, not elsewhere speci-
fied or includedǤ Ĥunicipal wasteǤ sewage sludgeǤ other residual productsǡ

Residual 
products

HS 3915 Waste, parings and scrap, of plastics Plastics

HS 4004 Waste, parings and scrap of rubber (other than hard rubber) and powders 
and granules obtained therefrom Rubber

HS 4707 Waste and scrap of paper and paperboard Paper and 
paperboard

HS 7001 =lassǤ cullet and other waste and scrap of glass, eżcluding glass froĤ cath-
ode ray tubes or other activated glass of heading 85.49, glass in the mass =lass

HS 7112

Waste and scrap of precious metal or of metal clad with precious metal; 
other waste and scrap containing precious metal compounds, of a kind uses 
principally for the recovery of precious metal other than goods of heading 
85.49

Precious metal

HS 7204 Ferrous waste and scrap; remelting scrap ingots of iron or steel Ferrous waste
and scrap

HS 7404 Copper; waste and scrap Copper
HS 7503 Nickel; waste and scrap Nickel
HS 7602 Aluminium; waste and scrap Aluminium
HS 7802 Lead; waste and scrap Lead
HS 7902 Zinc; waste and scrap Zinc
HS 8002 Tin; waste and scrap Tin

HS 8549 Electrical and electronic waste and scrap Electrical and 
electronic

HS 854810
Waste and scrap of primary cells, primary batteries and electric 
accumulators; spent primary cells, spent primary batteries and spent 
electric accumulators

Primary cells
and batteries

Table 3 – HS codes for waste excluding textile and medical wastes among others
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Transboundary waste movement

This section details the different elements of the 
cross-border movement of waste. This entails the waste 
streams (the types of all waste), where these different 
types of waste are being produced and where they are 
Þeing transported to, and the ƍows of haƅardous waste 
in particular as this is the specific focus of the �asel 
Convention. This overview sets the scene for under-
standing the illegal trade.

Legal Trade Waste Streams

An analysis of UN COMTRADE data for 2017 through 
2023 for 18 different waste streams provides a global 
overview for legal trade voluĤes and geographic ƍows 
of these particular commodities (this does not include 
clinical and textile wastes which are summarized by 
UNODC’s Unwaste project and cited where relevant). 
Figure 16 shows these 19 waste streams, indicating 
that ferrous waste and scrap is the most exported com-
modity by net weight every year analysed. Paper and 
paperboard are the second most prominent waste 
stream by weight. Electrical and electronic waste 
(e-waste) is a separate category to the other metal 
waste streams only since 2022 (see e-waste discussion 
below).

If the comparison is made by value, ferrous waste and 
scrap is globally the highest value commodity export-
ed followed by other metal waste streams like copper 
and precious metals (see Figure 16).

Waste stream imports (not pictured) have the same 
pattern by quantity with ferrous waste and scrap being 
imported the most by weight followed by paper and 
paperboard. The same is observed for imports by value 
with ferrous waste and scrap and metals having the 
highest import value.

Legal Trade Waste Flows

�he direction of these ƍows of waste shows a signifi-
cant amount of intra-regional trade (see Figure 17). In 
fact, in 2023, for Asia and Europe most of their waste 
by value stayed within the region. In Africa, the largest 
proportion of waste was exported from the region to 
Europe and from Oceania almost entirely to Asia. The 
Americas exported most of its waste to Asia, followed 
by intra-regional and Europe. ‘Other’ as a destination 
refers to bunkers, special categories, free zones, and 
areas not elsewhere specified ǲ_(Sǳǡ  

Regions do not trade equal amounts of waste (see Fig-
ure 18). In 2023, Europe exported the most waste over-
all by value most of which was intra-regional followed 

Figure 16 – 2017–2023 UN COMTRADE waste 
export data by value on average (percentage)
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Figure 17 – Percentage of waste streams by value 
staying within regions and being exported for 2023 
from UNCOMTRADE
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by exports to Asia. Africa and Oceania export a fraction 
of waste by value compared to the other three regions.

A combined analysis of regions and the 18 waste 
streaĤs for ƓƑƓƔ shows the different geographic ƍows 
for different waste streaĤsǡ �he following five figures 
evidence the value of the 18 waste streams being ex-
ported in 2023 from one focal region to the other re-
gions (see Figures 19, 20, 21, 22, 23). From Africa, waste 
oils and glass wastes are traded intra-regionally (see 
Figure 19). Many metal wastes (apart from nickel, tin, 
and precious metals), plastic, and paper and paper-
board are exported to Asia. 

In the case of Asia in 2023, when waste was exported 
out of the region it mostly went to Europe (precious 
metal and residual products), but for the most part, the 
waste is traded within Asia (see Figure 21). The major-
ity of waste oils and a portion of nickel waste were 
exported to the Americas.

Figure 20 shows that for the Americas most metal 
wastes (apart from nickel and precious metals) are 
exported mainly to Asia whereas residual products and 
waste oils are exported intra-regionally.

Figure 18 – Regional flows of all 18 waste 
categories by value for 2023 UN COMTRADE data
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Figure 19 – Destination of waste exports from Africa by value in 2023 UNCOMTRADE data
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In 2023, for Europe most waste was also traded with-
in Europe. When it was exported, particularly rubber, 
paper and paperboard, and ferrous waste and scrap, 
it was exported to Asia. In the case of glass, it was 
exported to ‘Other’ (see Figure 22).

Finally, for Oceania in 2023, most of their waste apart 
from waste oils, residual products, glass and slag and 
ash was exported to Asia (Figure 23). Also notably, the 
majority of precious metals waste was exported to Eu-
rope and Asia while a quarter was destined for Africa 
and the Americas.

Figure 20 – Destination of waste exports from the Americas by value in 2023 UNCOMTRADE data
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Figure 21 – Destination of waste exports from Asia by value in 2023 UNCOMTRADE data
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An analysis of the legal exports and imports by value 
of all 18 waste streams for the entire time frame of 
analysis (2017 through 2023) and broken down into 
sub- and intermediate regions reveals that Northern 
America exports the most waste by value globally in 
absolute volume (USD 206 billion) followed by Western 
Europe (USD 205 billion) and Northern Europe (USD 
97 billion). Per capita this amounts to USD 530 in North-

ern America and USD 1020 in Western Europe meaning 
Western Europe exports nearly twice as much waste 
by value. Eastern Asia (USD 228 billion), Western Eu-
rope (USD 226 billion) and Southern Europe (USD 92 
billion) import the most waste by value. 

When this is broken down even further, the United 
States of America is the main exporter of legal waste 
overall by value and of precious metals, ferrous waste 
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Figure 22 – Destination of waste exports from Europe by value in 2023 UNCOMTRADE data

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

W A S T E  O I L S
R E S I D U A L  P R O D U C T S

G L A S S
S L A G  A N D  A S H

R U B B E R
P L A S T I C S

P R E C I O U S  M E T A L
P R I M A R Y  C E L L S  A N D  B A T T E R I E S

F E R R O U S  W A S T E  A N D  S C R A P
Z I N C

C O P P E R
P A P E R  A N D  P A P E R B O A R D

T I N
E L E C T R I C A L  A N D  E L E C T R O N I C

A L U M I N I U M
L E A D

N I C K E L
S L A G ,  D R O S S

Intra-regional Africa Americas Asia Europe Other

Figure 23 – Destination of waste exports from Oceania by value in 2023. UNCOMTRADE data



57Crimes that Affect 
the Environment

2 3 Waste Crime
 and �rafficěing

4 51

and scrap, copper, and aluminium in particular (see 
Figure 24). In terms of importers, depending on the 
waste stream, the main importer by value is China for 
copper waste ǲand overallǳ, =erĤanŽ for precious Ĥet-
al, and Türkiye for ferrous waste and scrap (see Figure 
25). 

Legal Hazardous Waste Transboundary 
Movement

The previous sections have outlined the production and 
legal trade of all types of waste. However, the statistics 
available on illegal trade focus primarily on hazardous 
waste, thus this section breaks down what is known 
about this subcategory of waste.

According to a 2018 study by UNEP, overall, 97 per cent 
of global hazardous waste remains within countries 
though this differs between low-income and high-in-
come countries, with the latter exporting more and a 
few small high-income countries exporting most of 
their hazardous waste; this trend has remained stable 
since 2010.376 But these data may obscure hidden pat-
terns since Basel Convention Parties are no longer 
obliged to report the generation of hazardous wastes377

and have never reported internal trade. 

�his studŽ focuses on the five Ĥain waste categories 
ÞŽ nuĤÞer of cases identified in the �asel �onvention 
closed cases of illegal traffic reported Þetween ƓƑƒƗ 
and 2023: electrical and electronic waste (e-waste), 
mixture of waste, end-of-life vehicles and engines, 
plastic, and metal and metal bearing wastes. The mix-
ture and end-of-life vehicles and engines do not map 
directly to the UN COMTRADE dataset, and information 
about the nature and scope of trade seems to be lim-
ited. Similarly, there is limited data on metal and met-
al bearing wastes. Studies (cited below) focus on plas-
tic and e-waste. Plastic waste is not one of the most 
prominent legal waste streams by export or import. 
E-waste is complicated to track as there has only been 
a dedicated HS code since 2022378 and it may have 
been captured previously in other metal waste streams.

Regarding plastic, one study estimates that “The total 
aĤount of resins and fiÞers Ĥanufactured froĤ ƒƚƖƑ 
through 2015 is 7800 tons. Half of this – 3900 tons – was 
produced in just the past 13 years (2002– 2015)”.379 From 
this study, it was determined that 30 per cent of all 
plastics ever produced between 1950 and 2015 (about 
2,500 tons) were currently in use in 2017. Only nine per 
cent had been recycled (10 per cent of that nine per 

cent were recycled more than once) and 12 per cent of 
plastic had been incinerated. This means that more 
than 60 per cent (about 4,900 tons) of all plastics end-
ed up in landfills or the natural environĤentǡ380 Even 
though plastic waste is not one of the main types of 
waste traded, a UNODC report notes it has severe con-
sequences for the environment.381 Currently, Member 
States are negotiating a legally binding instrument to 
address plastic waste and pollution.382

One study indicates that e-waste is one of the fastest 
growing waste streams.383 According to UNITAR, in 
2019, globally 53.6 tons of e-waste was generated; this 
is expected to reach 74.7 tons in 2030 and 110 tons in 
2050.384 Of this e-waste in 2019, an estimated 5.1 tons 
moved across borders with 1.8 tons of this being re-
ported as hazardous waste per the Basel Convention 
and 3.3 tons not being reported and likely at risk for 
illegal trade.385 Furthermore, for 83 per cent of the 53.6 
tons of e-waste in 2019 the end treatment is not known, 
meaning it could have been dumped, traded, or recycled 
in a non-compliant or environmentally hazardous man-
ner. UNITAR notes this e-waste likely contained refrig-
erants Ǻ Ƙƒ ěilotons of ÞroĤinated ƍaĤe retardants, and 
50 tons of mercury; the value of this total e-waste in 
2019 is estimated at USD 47.6 billion,386 largely due to 
the high concentration of metals in e-waste, which are 
a valuable commodity. UNITAR’s and ITU’s update to 
their study on e-waste found in 2022 62 billion kg (62 
tons) were produced.387 They note 22.3 per cent of this 
waste was documented as formally collected and re-
cycled in an environmentally sound manner and that 
the growth of e-waste generation since 2010 is outpac-
ing the formal collection and recycling capacity by a 
factor of alĤost fiveǡ
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Figure 24 – Combined 2017–2023 UN COMTRADE waste exports of top ten exporters by value broken down 
by 18 waste categories
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Appendix III - Basel 
Convention legal and illegal 
trade statistics

The legal trade statistics

What is reported to the Basel Convention Secretariat 
in terms of the overall amount of hazardous waste trad-
ed is as follows: 

The main data reporting mechanism of the Basel Con-
vention focuses on recorded legal trade, which Basel 
Convention Parties provide in Tables 4 and 5 of their 
national reports’ submission. These tables list all the 
transboundary movement of hazardous wastes and 
other wastes that were subject to control in accordance 
with the Basel Convention or with national legislation 
and that took place during the period of the concerned 
reporting year.

The following information can be obtained in Tables 4 
and 5:

• Country of destination (Table 4) or country of 
origin (Table 5)

• Annex VIII, II or IX code

• Annex I code (Y code)

• National waste code

• Type of waste

• Amount of waste (in metric tons)

• Hazardous characteristics – Annex III code 
(H code)

• Final disposal operation – Annex IV A code 
(D code)

• Recovery operation – Annex IV B code (R code)

Examination of the raw data for Tables 4 and 5 showed 
that the type of waste is not always indicated and more-
over, the different waste codes listed are not always 

consistent Ĥaěing it difficult to carrŽ out standardiƅed 
waste categorization. Furthermore, reconciliation of 
trade from the import and export sides, with the aim 
of avoiding duplication of events, was not possible. 
=iven these challenges, the data froĤ these taÞles 
were not used for this study. As detailed above, the UN 
COMTRADE trade dataset was used instead to analyse 
legal hazardous and non-hazardous waste trade in or-
der to compare to the illegal waste trade.

Fllegal �raffic

Starting in 2016, Basel Convention Parties must include 
inforĤation on cases of illegal traffic that have Þeen 
closed in the year covered by the report. Cases of ille-
gal traffic are provided in �aÞle ƚ of the reportsǤ how-
ever, Parties are also given the option to state that there 
were no cases of illegal traffic closed during the re-
porting year. The following information should be pro-
vided for each caseǣȋȋ

• �ountries of eżport and iĤportȋ

• Waste code (asked to be provided from Annex 
¯FFF, FF or Fµ of the �asel �onventionǳȋ

• �Žpe of waste ǲnot reŊuired to fill in if the waste 
code has Þeen providedǳȋ

• �Ĥount of waste ǲin Ĥetric tonsǳȋ

• Fdentification of the reason for illegalitŽȋ

• �he responsiÞle partŽ for the illegalitŽȋ

• Measures taken including any punishment 
iĤposedȋ

• Parties may also provide comments if deemed 
necessarŽȋ
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For this analysis, the data on State of export and import 
were used to identifŽ the illegal waste ƍows Þetween 
different subregions as well as the main export and 
import regions. The information about the reporting 
Party for each case was used to identify the subregions 
reporting illegal cases. The data on responsible Party 
for the illegality were analysed to gain further insight 
into which actors are involved in waste trafficěingǡ �he 
closed waste trafficěing cases for each �artŽ and Žear 
were individually downloaded as Excel spreadsheets 
and subsequently consolidated into a single Excel 
spreadsheet. The data regarding the type of waste in 
the Basel Convention data are at times inconsistent, 
Ĥissing, or conƍictingǤ thus, a standardiƅation process 
was undertaken and waste categories created specif-
ically for this study. This process of categorization and 
all the categories created are outlined below. 

�hus, the data reported here on waste trafficěing con-
sist of new waste categories derived from the existing 
information as well as combining categories for the 
entity responsible for the illegality. In one instance, 
based on the pattern of legal trade from UN COM-
TRADE, the Basel Convention data were supplemented 
with data from the United States Environmental Pro-
tection Agency website. The website has public records 
of criminal (as well as administrative) convictions of 
waste-related offences. Those criminal cases that were 
transboundary are cited where relevant. For non-trans-
boundary waste crime, data were drawn from previous 
studies. Data are limited in this regard as detailed in 
�oż Ɣǡȋȋ

Subregions for reporting countries 
and iĤport and eżport countriesȋ

For each closed case, the reporting Party as well as 
the involved State of export and import were catego-
riƅed first into regions then into suÞregions and inter-
mediate regions following United Nations Statistical 
Division definitionsǡ388 Any case in which either the 
exporting or importing country was missing was la-
belled “unknown”. For countries which had mentioned 
several importing countries, the last one mentioned 
was used as the destination. Similarly, any case in which 
there were several countries mentioned as exporting 
countries, the first one was considered the countrŽ of 
export. Each case with several countries mentioned as 
exporters or importers were considered as cases in-
volving transit countriesǡȋ

°aste tŽpesȋ

The waste categories were established by merging 
information from the spreadsheet cells labelled “waste 
codes” and “waste type”. Because parties employed 
waste categories using the Basel Convention, the Eu-
ropean List of Wastes, OECD and/or HS codes, each of 
which employs distinct waste categorization methods 
for distinct purposes, it was not feasible to consolidate 
all information under one of these category systems. 
Consequently, the constituent parts of the waste were 
utilized to create categories of types of waste (i.e., plas-
tic, Ĥetal, paperǳ, provided it could Þe identified froĤ 
the available information. E-waste and vehicle waste 
were exceptions, for which it was not possible to spec-
ifŽ a specific constituentǡ �oth categories ĤaŽ consist 
of a mixture of waste constituents, including metals 
and plastics. Because a substantial part of waste traf-
ficěing contains these two waste categories according 
to both the data extracted from the Basel Convention 
as well as stated by other sources, they were made into 
their own categories and not added into the mixture 
category. In some cases, the waste code and the verbal 
description of the same case had different levels of 
detail. The less general and more descriptive option 
was used to categorize the waste. For example, if the 
written description was ȀÞraěe ƍuidȁ which stands for 
Ȁoil Þased Þraěe ƍuidȁ, and the code �ƔƑƓƑ was pro-
vided, the waste was classified as waste oilsǡȋȋ

Miscellaneous wastes 

Fn instances where the waste could not Þe identified, 
the waste was categorized as “miscellaneous”. If there 
were onlŽ an insignificant nuĤÞer of cases of a specif-
ic waste type, such as one case involving bitumen, the 
waste was categorized as “miscellaneous”. In addition, 
descriptions which did not specify the constituent of 
the waste, such as “broken trash cans”, were put into 
the ȀĤiscellaneousȁ categorŽǡȋȋ

Mixed waste/Mixture of waste 

Any case that listed several different codes (e.g. “MIX 
Ǻ �ƒƑƒƑ Ȫ �ƒƑƔƑ Ȫ �ƒƒƒƖ Ȫ =�ƑƒƑ Ȫ =�ƑƓƑ Ȫ not listedȁǳ 
or if the written description indicated a mixture of dif-
ferent kind of wastes (“WEEE/Vehicles” or “WEEE and 
plasticȁǳ, the waste was classified as Ĥiżed wasteǡ 
Waste categories such as household waste and con-
struction waste were also classified as Ĥiżed wastesǡ 
If the description, however, was as an example “con-
taminated plastic” it was categorized as plastic waste. 
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Mixed plastic waste (y48) was categorized as plastic 
waste. It is important to acknowledge that what was 
categorized as mixed waste, may have been, in some 
instances, different types of waste placed in separate 
containers. From the reports, it is not possible to con-
clude that all shipments listing multiple types of waste 
contained Ĥiżed wasteǡȋ

Not compatible, not specified, code not found 

The “not compatible” category stands for cases in which 
the code and the description did not match. In cases 
where there were no descriptions of the waste or if the 
description was unclear or only half the code was pro-
vided, the waste was classified as Ȁnot specifiedȁǡ Fn a 
few cases, the provided code was not found and con-
seŊuentlŽ these were categoriƅed as Ȁcode not foundȁǡȋȋ

�esponsiÞle for illegalitŽȋ

Parties used several different terms to describe the 
responsible actor for the illegal closed cases. Below is 
a list of categories established from the national re-
ports. 

• Importer: the term consignee is sometimes used 
instead of importer.

• “Importer or disposer” 

• (żporterǣ the terĤ notifier is soĤetiĤes used 
instead of exporter, as is owner and/or sender.

• “Exporter or generator” 

• The company of export and the company for 
import.

• Multiple responsible parties: several parties 
listed such as “Exporters, brokers and shipping 
partiesȁ or Ȁ_otifierǮtransporterȁǡ

• _ot specifiedǣ the responsiÞle partŽ could not Þe 
established from the text such as “Exporter or 
generator, importer or disposer” or the cell was 
left empty or otherwise indicated that it was 
unclear.

• Transporter: Carrier

• Other: The name of the person who arranged or 
organized the shipment, or the company name 
was given.
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