The Criminal Supply Chain: Insights from the GozNym Industrialized
Cybercrime Ecosystem

Executive Summary

The 2019 dismantling of the GozNym network revealed a sophisticated transition from isolated
cyberattacks to an industrialized "cybercrime-as-a-service" supply chain. By infecting over
41,000 computers and attempting to steal an estimated $100 million from businesses and
financial institutions across the United States and Europe, GozZNym demonstrated the power of
modular criminal cooperation. The network functioned through a specialized ecosystem where
malware developers, phishing operators, hosting providers, and money mules operated as
distinct but interconnected service providers.The critical takeaway for financial institutions is that
modern cyber-enabled crime is rarely the work of a single actor. Instead, it is an end-to-end
financial crime operation where technical expertise, infrastructure, and laundering capacity are
leased and coordinated across jurisdictions. Effective defense requires reversing this modular
advantage by integrating cybersecurity, fraud detection, and anti-money laundering (AML)
functions into a unified control stack.

The Industrialization of Cybercrime: The GozNym Model

The GozNym operation was not a conventional software supply-chain attack—which involves
compromising a trusted vendor to reach downstream customers—but rather a criminal supply
chain . This model lowers the barrier to entry for financial crime by allowing operational groups
to rent sophisticated tools and expertise.

Component Hybridization

GozNym was a hybrid of two distinct malicious entities:

e Gozi Banking Trojan: Designed to steal banking information and credentials.

e Nymaim Downloader: An established mechanism for infecting systems and delivering
malicious payloads.By leasing this hybrid code, the developers monetized their expertise
across multiple campaigns, while operational groups avoided the high costs of building
proprietary banking Trojans.

The Criminal Service Chain

The network functioned as a modular assembly line. Each participant performed a defined role
within the fraud and laundering cycle:| Role | Primary Function || ------ | - || Malware
Developers | Created and leased the hybrid GozNym code to operational groups. || Forum
Recruiters | Managed recruitment through Russian-language underground forums. ||
Spammers | Handled the distribution layer via phishing emails. || Crypters | Obfuscated
malware to bypass antivirus detection and extend its operational life. || Bulletproof-Hosting
Providers | Provided resilient infrastructure (e.g., the Avalanche network) to resist takedowns. ||
Account-Takeover (ATO) Specialists | Used stolen credentials to access bank accounts and
initiate transfers. || Drop Masters & Money Mules | Managed the "cash-out" phase, providing
beneficiary accounts and withdrawing funds. |



Operational Infrastructure and Distribution

The Distribution Layer: Phishing

Specialization allowed GozNym to scale rapidly. Spammers distributed the malware through
messages designed to look like legitimate business correspondence, such as invoices or
contracts. This meant the malware developers did not need to manage individual campaigns,
and the spammers did not need to understand the underlying code.

The Infrastructure Layer: Avalanche

The network utilized the Avalanche bulletproof-hosting network. Avalanche reportedly served
over 200 cybercriminals and hosted more than 20 malware campaigns simultaneously. By
providing servers, domains, and routing designed to resist law enforcement attribution, this
infrastructure enabled multiple criminal groups to operate independently while sharing the same
resilient backbone.

The Monetization Path: From Infection to Cash-Out

The GozNym attack chain moved through several control domains, illustrating how technical
compromises directly result in financial loss:

1.  Endpoint to Identity Compromise: Malware captures online banking credentials.

2. Identity to Unauthorized Access: ATO specialists use captured data to enter victim
accounts through a central access panel.

3. Access to Payment Fraud: Specialists identify high-value accounts, overcome bank
controls, and initiate electronic transfers.

4. Payment Fraud to Money Laundering: Stolen funds are moved to beneficiary
accounts provided by "drop masters" and withdrawn by money mules.A critical insight
from this process is that the malware developer may never touch the stolen money, and
the mule may never see the original infection. The financial system serves as the
connective tissue between these separate specialists.

Strategic Lessons for Financial Institutions

The GozNym case provides a blueprint for modern financial crime defense, highlighting the
need for continuous oversight and integrated intelligence.

Dependency Visibility and Third-Party Risk

While GozZNym was an attacker-side supply chain, it mirrors the risks in legitimate corporate
supply chains. Financial institutions depend on cloud platforms, payment processors, and
managed security providers. A weakness in one provider creates a "concentration risk" where a
single compromise can become systemic.Resilient Control Requirements:
e Dependency Inventories: Maintaining an accurate bill of materials for ICT providers
and software components.
e Relationship Monitoring: Assessing how suppliers manage subcontractors and protect
privileged access.



e Isolation Capability: Knowing how to isolate a compromised provider and restore
services from trusted sources.

Integration of Cyber and Financial Signals

Criminals exploit the fragmentation between internal corporate teams. To counter this,
institutions must connect signals that are traditionally siloed:
e Cyber Teams: Should share intelligence on compromised credentials and malware
infrastructure with fraud teams.
e Fraud and AML Teams: Should inform cyber teams about high-risk beneficiary
accounts and atypical payment corridors.
e Combined Analysis: An unusual login device combined with an atypical payment to a
new recipient should be viewed as a single attack chain rather than isolated incidents.

Regulatory Evolution: DORA

The shift toward continuous oversight is reflected in regulations like the Digital Operational
Resilience Act (DORA) , effective in the EU as of January 2025. DORA mandates stronger
ICT-risk governance and makes boards responsible for understanding external technology
dependencies. It emphasizes that while a service can be outsourced, accountability for its
security cannot.

Conclusion: Disrupting the Ecosystem

The takedown of GozNym required a massive international effort involving the United States,
Georgia, Ukraine, Moldova, Germany, and Bulgaria. This cross-border cooperation was
necessary because the organizers, developers, and hosting administrators were distributed
across multiple jurisdictions.The GozNym legacy is a warning that cybercrime is now a modular,
scalable industry. For financial crime leaders, the strongest response is to reverse the attacker's
advantage by integrating the teams, data, and controls that criminals expect to remain
separated. Defenders must treat cybercrime infrastructure as a core component of the financial
crime risk landscape.
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